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Consequences.

Every decision we make has them. Ellie looked down at the shirt in her hands. Its youthful vibe shrieked curses at her.

Ellie accepted the blame. 

They chased this particular maniac halfway across the country. Hunted him down just in time to find the pieces of broken bodies, shattered bones, and rotting flesh half-buried in backyards, or small wooded areas. And still, a spark of hope exploded inside her. 

It had been a long time since she'd felt anything like it. Ellie knew that girl was in there. 

Alive or dead, that was the question. 

The truck crept toward the house. A rickety thing with boarded-up windows, and disintegrated clapboard siding. Ellie already had the Heckler in hand. She popped the clip to be sure that it was full. It was. It always was. But like some nervous tick, she did it anyway. 

Reese shut the ignition off and turned to look at her. 

"Stay here," he said unbuttoning his shirt.

Ellie scowled. "No! Are you fucking kidding me?"

"I ain’t going to argue this with ya, Sunshine. Either ya stay here until I'm done with the freak, or we don't go in at all." Reese kicked out of his shoes, peeling the linen shirt off his broad shoulders.

"She could be alive, Reese!"

"She's dead, Ellie.” His voice was gentle but firm. “He's had her a week. She is already dead. Ya can't save her, darlin’. Best ya can give her is vengeance. After everything, you'd think you'd a’ learned that by now." 

Reese oozed compassion. All Ellie heard was the accusation.

Ellie bit her bottom lip to keep it from shaking. His words hit her like a hammer to the chest. The guilt of it threatened to undo her completely. She shut her eyes against the stinging tears. 

Reese hopped out of the truck shutting the door on any further argument. Stalking toward the house, his body began to change.

Darkness spilled into his skin. His spine broke, stretching, giving him another foot of looming height. It forged stronger. Thin black razors split the ends of his fingertips. His monster was a hulking thing. 

Reese shouldered the door and disappeared into the shadows beyond. 

Ellie's fingertips tightened on the grip of her Heckler. Thumb flipping the safety on and off again. Ellie used anger to drown out her hopelessness. She refused to believe him. 

Ellie was hell-bent on rescuing this girl. 

If just once she could save someone. Somehow that might help to tip the scales if even a little. Boy did she need it too. Reese's Monster stalked through the upstairs windows. 

She couldn't just sit there!

Ellie popped the latch on the truck door hopping out. She flipped the safety back off, raised her gun, and headed into the gaping doorway. 

The smell of blood and new death was just strong enough to cover up the stench of the old that permeated the broken-down house.  

Just past the recessed stairway in the wall was another archway leading to the kitchen. More stairs went down on the other side. Ellie stopped. Sparing a look around the huddled shadows of the room she stood in, with its few sticks of furniture. 

The kitchen was empty, cabinets with doors hanging off their hinges. Now that Ellie was in here, the realization that she was being an idiot hit her full force. 

She swept the gun over the darkness, not able to see much. That didn't stop her, though. Ellie walked down the steps slowly. One at a time, making sure she had steady footing. 

A faint cry full of fear and pain shattered the silence. Ellie's heart slammed jarringly against her rib cage. All else forgotten, she ran straight toward the sound. 

She didn’t bother taking the time to sweep the basement. Ellie fell to her knees in an expanding pool of blood. 

Ellie set the gun down on the cement next to her, touching her hands to the girl. The papers said she was thirteen. That she loved horses and playing softball. 

Too much blood. 

Warm and wet it coated her fingers. Ellie couldn't tell where it was coming from. She cursed Vincent for not being there. He could have saved this girl. Ellie was sure of it.

The only thing Ellie knew about the human body was how to break it. The girl, Sarah, or was it, Shelly? Ellie was so angry at herself for not being able to remember the girl's name. She deserved better than that. 

Her breathing was fast. Shallow. A bad sign. She was trying hard to scream. It came out like a weak moan that Ellie could barely hear over the pounding in her ears.

There was a rent in her stomach. Ellie couldn’t tell how big it was. Both of her hands could barely keep it together, though. The girl was bleeding to death and there wasn't a damn thing Ellie could do about it! 

A sliver of moonlight spilled over her face. Her eyes looked black. Her brown skin shimmered blue. Tears rolled down Ellie's cheeks, blurring her vision. She pressed down on the girl's stomach with everything she had. Ellie tried to hold her together, to stem the ocean of blood seeping out of the wound.

"I'm sorry!" Ellie whispered. "I'm so damn sorry," Ellie sobbed. Her shoulders shook with her weeping.

The girl took two quick, sharp breaths, and then she stopped. Her head lolled to one side, eyes lifeless. 

Still, Ellie held her hands over the cut. She couldn't let go. Ellie could not give up on this poor girl who played sports. Who loved her parents, and her kid brother. Ellie did her best to hold her broken body together.

Ellie didn't hear his footsteps over her keening. Strands of Ellie's hair fell around the girl's face soaking up the blood. Pale gold, that turned a reddish-black as the gore saturated its length in a macabre ombre effect. 

Ellie didn't see him. At that moment, it probably wouldn't have mattered if she had. She still wouldn't have let go.

A jolt of pain shot through her, sending her hopeless thoughts running. The instinct to survive shut out everything else. Ellie twisted, tearing the knife out of his hands. It was still stuck hilt deep in her shoulder. 

Her hand closed around the grip of the Heckler. Ellie rolled over onto the body of the dead girl. 

Her attacker slipped in the syrupy puddle of blood, and that bought Ellie the few extra seconds that saved her life. She flipped the safety off. He fell on top of her, a heap of body parts. Ellie pressed the gun into his stomach and pulled the trigger. 

She kept pulling it long after the gun clicked empty and still he fought. A blow to the side of her head had starbursts exploding behind her eyes. 

His hands closed around her throat. His dirty fingernails ripped across her flesh. With one hand, Ellie tore at his grasp. Clumsily she twisted the Heckler and Koch and hammered the grip into his temple. 

Saliva dripped from his rictus grin. He crouched on top of her chest like a demon from a nightmare. Ellie kicked and she bucked. She clawed at his eyes. 

Darkness threatened to swallow her whole. 

Ellie swore she saw him. Vincent. He stood there watching. Waiting. Her lungs screamed for breath. Ellie strained to reach the knife she had strapped to her ankle. She almost had it. Almost... there...

Then suddenly the madman was gone. Reese's Monster grabbed him by the hair, by his shoulder, and flung him like a rag doll across the room. 

Ellie coughed and sputtered sucking in breath after ragged breath. She curled in on herself. Every muscle she had tightened with the pounding ache. 

His screaming was high and piteous. An unpleasant smile split Ellie’s lips. He deserved every ounce of the agony Reese inflicted upon him. Ellie pushed up off the girl awkwardly. She reached over her shoulder trying to grasp the hilt of the blade. Ellie couldn't get a hold of it from this angle.

Silence crashed over the basement once more. Ears ringing, Ellie wiped the tears out of her eyes, smearing the girl's blood across her face. 

Reese’s monster stalked toward her. He towered in the gloom. Skin mottled charcoal gray, slightly paler on his stomach and chest. Arms overly long with thin black razors nearly six inches that split the ends of his fingertips. 

The features of his face didn't change much, only his jaw elongated to fit the rows of jagged teeth. The sclera of his eye was s a shiny black with a pulsing red starburst where his irises should be. 

His body shifted. The bones of his chest broke, and re-knit into his most familiar shape. Reese shrank, his body compacting down to human. Claws receded into his fingertips. The darkness of his skin faded, leaving him naked, and pale, painted with gore.

"I told ya," Reese growled, his raspy voice low and quiet because if he started screaming he knew he wouldn't be able to stop himself, "to stay, in the damned truck." 

Even full of wrath his voice exuded good ole boy southern charm. 

"I know," Ellie croaked. 

Reese huffed out an angry breath and pulled her closer. Grasping the hilt none too gently he pulled the blade out without hesitation or even a hint of gentleness. 

She cried out, her body shuddering. 

Ellie glanced at the girl lying on the floor near the cinder block wall. Her body cooled in its shadow. Ellie sighed, swallowing past the tightness in her throat. 

Reese shook his head. He didn't tell her I-told-you-so, even once, bully for him.

Reese slipped his arm around her waist helping her to her feet. Ellie didn't say anything, just walked over to the steps, and there she sat. 

They were too late. Again. 
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Ellie stared at the wall. Her hands shook. A fine tremor ran through her left arm and the aftereffects of the adrenaline washed out everything else. Soon there would be pain. 

Ellie pressed bullets into the empty clip. Hands stained red, blood sticky, and thick dried on her chest. It seeped through the thin material of her tank top. The sound of tearing flesh and bones shattering rang in her ears.

Red painted the bare bulb that hung from the basement rafters. It shed its golden light throughout the basement. The shadow it created puddled on the cement floor and danced back and forth as the bulb swayed slowly. 

Reese was pissed. He made himself busy tearing what was left of the psychopath's body into smaller pieces to make it easier to burn. 

Ellie wasn't sure why. 

She planned to douse the entire house in kerosene and light a match. Scorch the earth in the hope that it would destroy the memories of the horror that happened here.

Finished with his rather gruesome task, Reese padded across the cement floor barefoot, completely naked. He stopped at the base of the stairs, silent. 

Ellie slipped the full magazine into her gun and slapped the bottom with the palm of her hand. She pulled back on the slide chambering the top bullet with a sniff.

Ellie met his intense gaze. Reese’s eyes were beautiful. Dazzling, summer-sky blue danced and shimmered in the golden light. Reese had wide cheekbones and a square chin. A strong brow hung over those lovely eyes. 

His nose was long, and thin near the top it flared out wide at its end. It had been broken a few times in his youth. It hung over a pair of full, sensual lips that only reminded Ellie of his younger brother. 

Reese had a permanent five o’clock shadow that was just a touch darker at the bottom of his chin. Long chestnut brown hair brushed his broad, muscular shoulders. His slightly shorter bangs flared out just a touch at their ends beneath his chin. The strands of copper caught the light, giving it just a touch of shimmer.

Even covered in starbursts and splatters of blood he was achingly handsome. There was a thick smudge of it on the side of his left cheek. Blood painted his well-defined chest, dripping from his hands. Reese took a breath, opening his mouth to say something.

She beat him to it.

"I don't want her to burn," Ellie said, her voice barely above a whisper. "She doesn't deserve that." 

Ellie climbed to her feet with the help of the railing. She checked the safety one last time and slid the gun home into the inner-pants holster she kept at the small of her back. Ellie walked up the steps holding onto her right arm. 

Pain was the best teacher. Reese hoped she learned a good lesson tonight.

He crossed the distance to where the victim lay. Light revealed the wounds Ellie tried to heal with nothing more than her hands. Two long tears in the girl’s stomach, one bigger than the other. 

The second ripped a jagged line almost all the way across the girl's body, pieces of her intestine bubbled through. She never had a chance. 

Reese slipped one arm behind the corpse’s neck, the other beneath her knees, and hefted her easily. The bitter smell of kerosene cut through the bouquet of other putrid smells that permeated the house.

Reese walked her through the front door and out into the yard. Beside the beast of the house, he laid her at the base of a tall oak tree. 

Ellie dumped the last of the kerosene out onto the small wooden stoop. It was a cold night in February, but this far south there was no snow. 

The grass was tall and green. The moon was fat. It hung heavy in a black velvet sky full of a trillion stars. 

Ellie knelt next to the girl, fussing with her tight braids and puff of curls. Ellie looked up at Reese, her green eyes shining with emotions that he fought hard to shield against.

"Could you bring me a blanket?" 

His eyebrows knit together in confusion, but he didn't argue. Reese walked back to the truck. They kept a few extras in there for Ellie, for when they couldn't find a better place to sleep.

Reese pulled one out from behind the seat. Usually, Ellie was adamant about trying to clean up DNA and fingerprints, things like that. Tonight she didn't give a damn. 

Reese walked the blanket back to her. Ellie reached out with her right arm and her face crumpled into painful lines. She grunted. Instead, she took it from him with her left. 

Ellie laid the blanket over the girl, dotingly tucking her in. She took the girl’s arms, crossing them over her chest. Ellie closed the girl’s eyes reverently. She got clumsily to her feet. 

Reese thought he saw Ellie’s lips moving. It brought a smile to his face. It had been a long time since he saw her offer up a prayer.

Ellie walked away from him without a word, heading back to the house. 

Reese stole one last glance at the dead girl. Little more than a child. She looked peaceful, almost like she was sleeping. The black gore soaking into the blanket was the only thing to give it away.

Reese swallowed, chewing on his bottom lip. He folded his arms over his chest. The whump of the fire starting in the house was loud. 

"Sorry, sweetheart," he said to the night air and turned on his heel. 

Reese watched the conflagration eat its way through the house with wide, wary eyes. Flames danced wildly purifying the shadows that once dwelled there.

Reese wiped at the viscera studded on his chest and face with a towel from the bed of the big old Dodge. Sliding into his pair of jeans, and then into a T-shirt covered in stains from another such encounter a few months back. 

Reese looked up at the sound of glass breaking. The fire was growing quicker than he expected. Reese tried not to think about it. Worked to ignore the panic it stirred in his gut. Reese’s heart galloped despite his efforts. He left the door open so Ellie had light to see. 

"How bad is the cut?" Reese asked.

Ellie shrugged craning her neck to try to see it. "Do you need me to bandage it?" she asked. 

Reese swallowed, shaking his head no. He fed the beast well tonight. Besides, he loved the way she smelled. 

She climbed into the truck and pulled her door closed. Ellie dug into her pocket for the burn phone. Dialing nine-one-one, she waited to hit the send button until Reese turned the key in the ignition, and they were several blocks away from the house.

It rang twice. A woman's voice answered. "Nine-one-one dispatch, what is your emergency?"

"There is a dead body under the oak tree at three fifty-seven Merchant Street," Ellie said, her voice a monotone.

"May I have your na-" the woman began. 

Ellie shut the phone off on her mid-sentence. She dropped the smartphone onto the seat between them.
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Ellie opened the glove compartment grabbing a bottle of aspirin. Popping the top on it, she shook four tablets out onto the palm of her hand and closed the bottle. Her hands shook so hard the pills rattled. 

Ellie reached gingerly for her bottle of Mountain Dew. Taking a drink, she dropped the pills into her mouth, swallowing them all together.

Ellie offered him the bottle. Reese took a swig before handing it back. She stared out the window as Reese crossed the lanes toward the onramp to the highway. 

They drove for nearly twenty minutes of silence. Ellie was lost in her thoughts. Drowning in the sea of her guilt, she blamed herself for every one of their victims. Ellie told him a thousand times. She let them loose. It was her job to hunt the bastards down. 

This one Ellie was taking pretty hard.

Hope can be a cruel bitch sometimes. She dared to hope they could save that girl. Reese knew better. He caught Ellie’s eye. 

She was a mess. Dried blood flaked from head to toe. Bruises on her throat, shallow cuts on her cheek, her lip was swollen. 

Ellie’s eyes were apple green with a ring of gold that licked and shined like the rays of the sun around her pupils. Those eyes were hard as shiny green stones tonight glimmering in the passing streetlights. 

Covered in scars she wore like old clothes, faded and comfortable. The bits of her blond hair not blackened with gore gleamed in contrast. It hung long around her slender shoulders.

Ellie had a lovely heart-shaped face. High, wide cheekbones made her pointed chin all the more so. A cute button nose turned up just a touch. Her lips were full, kissable, a perfect bowed shape. 

She was a pretty little thing. Reese couldn't keep his eyes off her, no matter how hard he tried.

"What?" he asked.

"Thank you for saving me," Ellie murmured a second time. "It was stupid for me to go in there. I should have listened to you," she whispered.

"Has anybody ever told ya, that ya are an awful liar?" Reese asked, a smirk pulling at the corner of his sensual lips.

Ellie winced pulling her hair gingerly up and back out of her face. She twisted a hair tie around the messy bun securing it into place. Taking a deep breath, she blew it out through her nose. Her lips quivered.

"It wasn't stupid for ya to try to save that girl," Reese told her. "I'm sorry we didn't get there in time."

"Yeah. Me too," Ellie whispered, her lips tensing as the tears stung her eyes.

"But, ya know damn well, ya can't save everybody, Sunshine," Reese said.

"I don't want to save everyone," Ellie shot back. "I just wanted to save her," she confessed.

Reese reached across the seat, taking her hand. He didn't tell her that she tried and that is what mattered. 

He didn't tell her that people die every day and that she can't stop it, or that it was fucking stupid to try. 

He didn't tell her that it was stupid to take the blame for every awful thing that happens because she couldn't change it. No matter what she did. 

No. Reese simply let the silence of the interior rush in on them. The words hung in the nether between them.

A flash of anger scorched Reese as the memory of his little brother reared its head. Vince left her. Vince broke her and he did it for the exact same reasons she was sitting next to him shredding her own insides. 

Vince taught her to think that way. 

It wasn't just her either, Vince left them both. He jumped into those flames and let them eat away at him until there was nothing left. 

Now they sat here together in the cab of this truck. No world to go home to, always living on the fringes. No family to love them. All they had was each other. 

Vincent had been looking for a way out of this life since the moment they were infected. Once he met Ellie, Reese thought Vince found his reason to live. 

He stole a glance at her. Reese had a feeling Ellie thought the same thing. 

Vince did it to save her. At least that's what Vince told himself, Reese was sure. 

Truth is, they could have saved Ellie a thousand ways. Yes. Edward was stronger than both of them together. If Ellie hadn't used the thermate, he probably would have killed them all. 

Two years since the fire burned out. It was all over, and they survived.

Ellie had a chance. She had Edward's son. She could have gone with Charlie and Vetler. She could have made a new life.

Instead, Ellie chose Reese. She took his hand and walked into the sunset with him. And Reese loved her for that. He loved her for a thousand other reasons. He just couldn't bring himself to act on it. 

He couldn't betray Vince like that. 

He promised Vince no matter how much he loved her. No matter how much he needed her. Reese would never steal her away from his baby brother. 

She was Vince's girl. His little ray of sunshine... always would be. 

It was a difficult task, especially on nights like these. Reese kept stealing glances at her. God, he wanted to pull her into his arms. 

Deep down he knew she needed it as much as he did. Not even sex. Just the comfort they once gave each other. 

Reese kept his distance because without Vince there to remind him of that promise Reese didn't trust himself. Afraid that once she was in his arms he would need it to be more.

It didn't matter anyway. A love like the one she and Vince shared only comes along once. Reese was so happy they found one another. He had been so happy that Ellie loved his little brother the way she had.

Now that Vince was gone. Reese’s real fear was the love he felt for her would never be as good. More than that, he was afraid that she could never love him. At least not the way she loved Vincent.

So there they sat with the illusion of space between them. Reese was her protector, her best friend. That was all. 

He watched as the darkness slowly ate her alive. Reese recognized it, and knew the signs. Tonight had given him just a glimmer to hold onto. That she hadn't sunk completely beneath those cold, crushing waves.

Reese wanted to save her. Bring her back into the light. He just didn't know how. A devil cannot drag a falling angel back into grace. Her halo was broken. All Ellie had left was the fight in her eyes. 

Reese knew what he was. He didn't apologize for it. He didn't feel the need to beg forgiveness for what happened to him. The thing he loved most about her was that Ellie accepted that. He wished Vince could have understood. 

Ellie didn't care that they were monsters. She loved them anyway.

Her dark side didn't scare him. It scared her. Sometimes Ellie spent nights so afraid of what she was becoming. Then others she simply didn't give a damn. That is where she lived. When she killed her brother, when she lost Vincent, she slipped into this new and yet so familiar life. Her pendulum danced back and forth. She couldn't find her balance. Ellie didn't know who she was. Not anymore.

The little white lines ticked by hypnotically. The further they drove into the surrounding night, the fewer cars they saw on the highway. Buildings and billboards passed by them in a blur. 

The cab of this truck was their little world. Nothing could touch them here. Reese took in a deep breath and looked at her, eyes narrowing. The beast of a truck drifted across the lanes toward the off-ramp. 

“What are you doing?" Ellie asked. "I thought we were going to cross state lines before we stopped."

"You're bleeding again," Reese said.

"Damn it," she grumbled.
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It was going on three in the morning. Reese drove down the city streets of Tennessee for nearly an hour before he found what he was looking for. Behind a closed drugstore was an empty building that had a garage attached to it. 

Reese pulled the truck up to it, hopped out, and grasped the padlock tearing it free with ease. He chucked the torn piece of metal out across the empty parking lot. Reese pushed the garage door open, and Ellie drove the truck inside.

He closed the door on her and headed for the convenience store to rob it for the supplies they needed. 

Ellie sighed, turning off the headlights. She killed the ignition. Ellie sat there in the eerie silence of the empty garage for a whole minute. Finally, she opened the door and hopped down. 

Ellie climbed onto the bumper. She opened the flat hardcover they bought for the bed of the truck. It gave them more storage capacity. They lived out of the thing. She fished inside for one of the industrial flashlights. Groping in the darkness, Ellie scraped her shoulder against the top and cried out for the pain.

"Son of a bitch!" she growled. Her voice echoed. 

Laying hands on it, Ellie flipped the flashlight on. Its bright beam illuminated the cave-like space. 

The ceiling soared above her head. The walls were cinder block and the floors cement. A popular decor around these parts, she thought to herself. At least this place wasn't covered in blood and death. 

It smelled of gasoline.

A few sets of metal shelves were pressed up against one wall. Some empty boxes here and there. She spotted a metal drum. It was barren too. 

This truly was an abandoned building. 

Ellie shined the light around, scanning each of the corners and all of the shadows anyway. She hated being alone. Ellie didn't know how to do it anymore. The past few years she’d had a constant companion. Vincent rarely left her side when it was just the two of them. Then, the house was always full.

Reese was different. Sometimes he would disappear for days at a time. Just when she thought he left her for good, he would turn up again. 

Reese trusted her to take care of herself. Part of her liked that. He seemed to be the only one who thought so. But old habits die hard. Loneliness. Then the panic would set in. The pain in her chest as it closed tight. She couldn't relax unless Reese was by her side.

She would never tell him that, though. 

Ellie hated that weakness in herself. She walked around the walls, sweeping the beam of light around the cavernous space. The light fell onto its steel side and Ellie stopped. A deep sink under a large set of industrial windows cut high into the back wall. Ellie wandered over to it and tried the faucet.

The water was ice cold. Ellie unbuttoned her jeans, kicking off her shoes. She stepped out of her Levis and her blood-soaked underwear along with them, grabbing at the hem of the blue tank top she wore. She pulled it off gingerly. Letting it drop to the floor. 

Ellie padded barefoot and naked back to the bed of the truck and picked out different, cleaner, clothes. She couldn't exactly call them clean. They hadn't seen a Laundromat in over a month. Still, they were better than the other outfit. Those were headed for the fire. 

She grabbed a towel as well. 

Ellie pulled the hair tie out of the tangles and dried blood that was her hair and bent over the sink, her head under the faucet. She let the water run through it for a while before she worked her hands into it, lathering it, trying to rinse the blood out. When the water finally ran clear, she pulled back and flipped her long hair back. Wet it brushed the top of her ass. Cold water dripped down her thighs leaving clear trails through the caked gore.

She held the small towel they’d stolen from some hotel under the water. Saturated, Ellie used it to wipe away stains on her arms first, then her chest. Grinding sounds echoed as the garage door opened. 

Her hand reached for the gun sitting atop the box she’d pulled over specifically for that purpose.

"It's me," Reese called.

Reese closed the door behind him. He had to set one of the plastic baskets down to do it. He sat his stolen treasures onto the open tailgate of the truck. 

Reese had no real medical training. He could do a field press in a pinch, maybe even stitch if she needed it. He was hoping the bandages would be enough. Reese pretended not to watch while Ellie finished with her sponge bath.

Ellie was tiny, all of five feet, maybe an inch taller. She weighed just under a hundred and ten pounds. No matter how much they worked together on her fighting skills at the safe house the year or so before. She had never gained much muscle mass. And what little she did gain, she lost over the past year.

Ellie had a small, hourglass figure with hand-sized breasts and lean thighs. Watching her run the wet cloth over her milky skin drew a sigh from him. 

Ellie slipped into a pair of light-colored jeans. It had come to the point where her wardrobe choices were so poor that she had to go commando. Truth be told these jeans had so many holes and were so worn through in places they could barely be called pants anymore. 

They were her favorites, though, her most comfortable.

Ellie pushed the inner-pants holster into place, in the waistband at the small of her back. She didn't bother putting a shirt on yet. She simply held it over her breasts, tucking it under her armpits. 

Ellie padded barefoot over to the tailgate and set the flashlight down so its beam illuminated a circle around them.

Her lips twisted into a weak smile. "No more Carrie." 

Reese’s eyebrows knit together in confusion. He hated it when she used pop culture references. It meant he had to look it up when she wasn't paying attention. 

Ellie scanned the plethora of bandages and bottles of peroxide. She huffed turning her naked back to him. Ellie drew her wet hair over one shoulder, twisting it. 

Her nervousness had nothing to do with pain. Being that close to Reese did things to her. It always had. She just had a harder time ignoring it lately.

Ellie chewed on her lip. "Is it bad?" Her voice was more neutral than her body language.

Reese ran his fingertips over her shoulder blade and Ellie closed her eyes. She fought to control her breathing. Even that simple brush had her trembling. It had been far too long since she felt his touch. 

Reese prodded the cut. Ellie hissed. She looked over her shoulder at what he was doing. Reese opened a bottle of peroxide holding a clean rag over its top.

"Two, maybe three inches. It's deep, but ya don't need stitches," Reese said. "At least, I don't think ya do," he amended. 

Ellie nodded, relaxing each muscle one at a time preparing for the pain. Reese touched the wet rag to the cut cleaning the edges. Ellie exhaled slow, missing Vincent in this moment. He was always so gentle with her. 

Reese had a heavy hand in everything he did.

Ellie swore she could see him. The ghost of Vincent stood in the shadows, his shoulder pressed to the wall. A terse expression plastered on his handsome face. 

God, she missed Vincent’s swirling gray eyes. Ellie took in a breath that hurt nearly choking on a sob.

She swallowed the sorrow of Vincent's loss down. Ellie kept it in a special place and only pulled it out when she was alone. 

Reese missed him too. 

She longed for Vincent. His kind eyes, his devilish grin. She missed everything about him. Sometimes thinking about him made her so angry. 

Anger is an easy emotion. One she could slip into and out of like a warm glove. It was all of her other emotions that Ellie had trouble with. Part of her hated Vincent, it was the only emotion she let herself feel anymore. 

He swore he would never leave her. And he did. Vincent left her.

The memory of that night was still so raw. Ellie couldn’t fight the tears it brought on. 

He’d looked at Reese. "Save her," Vincent cried, blood running down his forehead. Vincent’s plea doomed his older brother to a life of playing her keeper. He didn't even wait for an answer. 

Vincent looked at her one last time, and Reese's strong arms wrapped themselves around her. Reese knew exactly what Vincent was going to do. He held her there, screaming, as Vincent leapt into the flames. 

To this day, Ellie didn't know if the screams were his, or if they had been hers.

It took her a long time to forgive Reese for holding her there. 

The sane part of her brain told her she couldn’t have saved him. Hell, she couldn't save either of them. Vincent. Edward. Ellie couldn't even save some girl whose name she couldn't remember. 

Ellie took in a sharp breath tears rolling onto her cheeks. Her chest hitched with the ache of those thoughts. 

Reese held her there so she wouldn’t follow Vincent into the flames. And that took her a long time to forgive him for too.

"Am I hurting ya?" Reese asked, his voice soft. So low, it reverberated in her chest.

Ellie simply swallowed shaking her head. With the wound as clean as he could get it, Reese laid the bandage over it carefully. 

Reese reached up, his hand hovering over the back of her neck. He wanted to touch her. He wanted to comfort her. To hold her, and tell her it was going to be all right. 

Instead, Reese let his hand drop away. He turned from her and piled up the bloody wads of paper towels. Reese chided himself both for not touching her and for wanting it so bad his fingertips stung with the need.

"Good?" Her voice shook with the sorrow Ellie tried so hard to bottle.

"Yeah," Reese whispered. 

Ellie took the shirt she’d picked out into her hands. She realized looking at it that it was one of his. She held it up over her shoulder. "Do you mind?"

"Go ahead," Reese said with a smile.

Ellie turned to him lifting her long blond hair out of the V-neck collar. The shirt was large on her. The hem hit her just below her thigh. 

"It's a good look for ya," Reese mentioned.

She smiled weakly, sliding a swath of her hair back behind her ear in answer.

Ellie leaned her hip against the side of the truck. Her eyes danced over him. Reese kept stealing glances at her, fighting a war with himself. 

He’d loved her from the moment he first laid eyes on her. It was something that had only grown these past few years together. God, he wanted to kiss her. After what felt like an eternity of awkward silence, she broke first. 

"There is a metal trash can over there," Ellie said, jerking her head to the left corner. "Do we have any more kerosene?"

Reese used her question as an excuse to break eye contact. He turned to the truck bed searching. Ellie sighed, collecting the bloody paper towels. 

"Are you going to clean up?" Ellie asked without looking up. "The water is cold." She walked the garbage over to the can and dropped them in. 
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He left the red gas can sitting on the open tailgate. Reese unbuttoned his jeans as he walked over to the deep sink. He was sliding out of them when she came over to collect her ruined clothes. 

He caught her looking at his naked body. Reese smirked. To him, that never got old. Ellie took her clothes over and dropped them into the drum as well. She set the small gas can down beside it, and padded barefoot back to the truck. She climbed into the seat, relaxing against the headrest.

Here, Ellie didn't bother hiding the fact that she stared at him. Reese had an amazing body. All broad shoulders and sculpted muscles, he was tall and well-built. 

Reese ran the wet towel over his thigh. Ellie sighed. His dog tags dancing as he moved caught her eye. Reese turned, rubbing the towel over his neck. Ellie watched the water run down the plain of his broad back wanting to run her hands over his skin.

The adrenaline was gone. All Ellie had left was the pain. Both physically and emotionally, it left her completely drained. 

Just the sight of him did things to her body that she pretended didn't exist. Ellie wanted Reese. She wanted his body, his touch. Ellie wanted him the moment she met him. It was easier before. She had Vincent then. She wasn't alone. 

Ellie wondered what it would feel like with his mouth on her skin. She couldn't admit that she loved him.

Ellie was scared to death to love him. Just the thought of it made her heart flutter with panic. It brought the chest pains on. She couldn't even admit to loving him as a friend anymore without the fear crashing down on her. 

Everyone Ellie loved died. Everyone. She couldn't love Reese because he was all she had left. Ellie couldn't bear to lose him too.

It was his distance that really stung. It used to be Reese looked for any excuse to touch her. Just simply running his fingertips across her back, or holding her hand. She couldn't help but think that it was the promise Vincent forced upon him, to be her keeper. 

Ellie was so afraid Reese didn't want to be with her, that his distance was just a sign of the fact. Ellie and Reese were so close once upon a time. Now it felt like every day they spent together he moved just a little further away from her.

The dread that he would leave her just like Vincent did was an icy fist wrapped around her heart. 

She loved Vincent. Ellie missed him with every breath she took, but she was so angry. Still. Over two years later, the anger was almost as powerful as the sorrow. Almost. 

Vincent ran away. She wasn't enough to make him want to live. She was his life. That’s what Vincent told her. She was everything to him. But it wasn't enough to make him stay, was it?

Ellie pushed at the memories of Vincent. They were too much tonight. Thoughts of Reese were just as bad. Every emotion pummeled her. She tried to shut them out. Make herself cold as a stone. 

Ellie didn't want to feel. She didn't want to hurt. She didn't want anything. Just to climb into some small, dark cocoon, where nothing, no one could touch her.

Reese wrung pink water from the rag and got dressed. He poured a little kerosene on the clothes, lighting a match. Reese held it as far away from his body as he possibly could. Still, flames brought with them panic. 

He swallowed hard, dropping the match into the can. Reese walked over to the truck as the fire burned merrily.

He gazed down at Ellie. Fast asleep. Plastering his lips together, he smoothed back a strand of hair from her forehead. Reese hated the things she did to him. 

He’d tried to leave her once or twice. Just walk away. He couldn’t do it. Ellie needed someone to keep her from walking into the fire, just like Vince. Not to mention he couldn't stand to be apart from her for more than a few days at a time.

Reese tried a few women here and there over the past year. Not one of them could get the vision of Ellie out of his head. No matter how beautiful. No matter how sweet they tasted.

Every time he found himself inside of someone else, it was her face he saw. Like it or not, Ellie was the one. He brushed her hair back and Ellie started. Sitting up suddenly, a breath caught in her throat.

Her eyes were wide, chest heaving. Her nightmares were getting worse too. Reese shook his head and sighed. Something had to give. 

He flashed her a smile and told her to scoot over. Reese slipped into a T-shirt that looked a lot like the one she wore. Hers was navy blue, while his was a bright red.

Another easy smile bloomed on his lips. "Come on, darlin’, if we go now we can probably make it out of state before the manhunt hits," Reese said with a chuckle.
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Icy needles of rain pummeled her shoulders. Mud boiled beneath her feet. The silken brush of something strange turned her head. Like fingertips tracing against her bare skin. They pushed in on her. 

Velvety thunder rumbled in the distance. Lightning flashed. It turned the blackness around her to brightest day for a dazzling few seconds.

Ellie spotted him in the distance. Vincent! 

Her breath caught in her throat. Tall and lean he stood there in an ocean of shadows. Naked. Painted red with blood, studded with bits of viscera. It was a look she’d seen many times. 

Ellie ran to him everything else forgotten. She screamed his name. Ellie threw her arms around him, ecstatic to see him again. 

Something was wrong, but she couldn’t tell what it was. Ellie pressed her lips against his. His kiss was electric. It burned her from the inside out.

She pulled back and stared into his face made of lovely angles. Heavy arched brows hung over swirling gray eyes that thundered like storm clouds. Those pretty eyes danced over her face. 

Ellie touched her fingertips to his sensual, full lips. His skin was just as perfect as she remembered. Short hair black as a starling’s wing dripped, plastered to his high forehead. 

“Vincent,” Ellie sobbed.

Drops of rain drew lines through a swath of blood on his cheek. It beaded on his smooth chest turning the red that stained it to pink rivulets. Blood rolled down his forearms. It dripped from his long fingers. He touched them to her arms. Closing his hands around her biceps 

Vincent pushed her back a step with all of his otherworldly gentleness.

Ellie looked at him confused. Standing on tip toes, she cupped his face in her hands leaning in to kiss him again. She missed the way he tasted. 

Something moved through the darkness. She could almost make out growls over the heavy rain. Flashes surrounded them, shadows circling. Something watched her from the blackness.

Ellie reached for her gun on instinct. She pulled it free, flipping the safety off as she drew, but she wasn’t afraid. Vincent was with her. Ellie focused on him.

“Vincent,” Ellie cried. She bit down on her bottom lip. Her thumb rolled over his cheek. “I miss you so much, Vincent. I can’t live without you another moment.”

He blinked at her, raindrops weeping from his lashes. The look of wonder and amazement he gave her fell away. His expression hardened. The muscles in his sweeping jaw bunched. 

“Of course, you can,” Vincent told her simply. “You are an ocean, Ellie, deep and cold. I was never anything more than a stone.”

The sound of the door closing pulled her out of her dream. Ellie snapped her head toward it going for her gun. It wasn’t there.

Her heart slammed with panic. She reached over to the end table between the two full-sized beds. The familiar brush of metal let her breathe. 

The moment she touched it, Ellie realized what was wrong. 

She was cold. 

Vincent’s skin didn’t burn with the feverish heat she was so used to. With that realization, his loss rolled over her. It dragged her under. Ellie’s face shattered.

Sobs poured from her. Ellie hated the tears, like broken shards of herself they dropped to the floor. 

Ellie flipped the safety off and back on again. 

Her head tipped back against her shoulders. Ellie felt like a broken mirror. Her every movement, her every breath caused yet another crack. Ellie spent the moments since she lit those flames waiting to fall to pieces.

Reese was gone. 

She threw the covers back and climbed out of the uncomfortable bed. 

Heading to the window, Ellie pushed the heavy drapes back. She caught sight of their big Dodge truck making a right out of the parking lot. Ellie huffed out a breath that fogged the glass.

The sky outside was gray. Drizzling rain rolled down the window pane. Ellie’s hand tightened around the grip of the Heckler. She shook her head turning back to the lonely hotel room. 

Her shoulder ached. The place smelled like chlorine and bleach. Her head hurt. Ellie wandered into the small bathroom.

Trying not to think about Vincent, she pulled back the plastic shower curtain. She refused to cry anymore. Ellie unbuttoned her jeans and stepped out of them. The stained tank top she wore proved more difficult. 

She didn’t want to put the gun down but yanking it off with her left hand hurt like a son of a bitch. Her shoulder was a big bruise. Purple and blue with greenish-yellow edges, the cut was already scabbed over.

Ellie checked the safety once more out of habit and went to set the gun on the back of the toilet. She simply stared at it. Twice she thought at herself, Put it down. She even said it out loud. 

“Damn it, Ellie, put the fucking thing down.”

Ellie rolled her eyes. She puffed out an annoyed breath. She moved her arm. Her heart began to gallop. Ellie concentrated on her breathing. It was something she used to see Vincent do.

A trick he learned during his many years of therapy. He taught it to her at the safe house. Vetler was so sure she had PTSD. He wouldn’t shut up about it. She had Vincent teach it to her to make Vetler happy. 

It didn’t work then. It didn’t really work now.

Finally, with shaking hands, Ellie lay the gun on the porcelain. She stepped into the shower quickly. Turning the water on, Ellie closed her eyes. 

She had to fold her arms over her chest to keep from reaching for the Heckler. She forced herself to run the soap over her body. Shampoo her hair. That was all she could take. The moment the soap was rinsed away she shut the water off and reached for the Heckler.

Still dripping Ellie wrestled with the small hotel towel. She crouched down pulling the zipper back on the duffel bag they’d brought in. With a sigh, she looked over her shoulder at the door. 

It was closed and locked. 

Ellie stared down at the Heckler in her hand. Set it down. It sounds easy, right? Set it on the ground long enough to dig clothes out of the bag. 

But she couldn’t force herself to do it. She simply stared down at it. Water dripped from her nose.

Ellie could almost hear Vincent’s voice. Like a whisper on the edge of her hearing. It said, “I got you, El.” 

But that was a lie. Vincent left her. He left her with these whispers. Anger helped. She let that fire shroud her. With its heat, she could lay the gun on the floor.

Her hands tore through what was left of the clothes. Jeans and T-shirts that belonged to Reese were rumpled and stained. Her fingertips brushed something thick and stiff.

Ellie pulled a V-neck T-shirt covered in drips and splotches of paint. A rainbow of stains stole the breath from her. She remembered the night it got them. 

Vincent’s brush danced a graceful line down the canvas. A thousand portraits of her hung on the walls. Her likeness drawn on the very plaster itself stared back at her. 

Watching Vincent paint made Ellie believe in magic. He transformed flat colors into light and shadow. Jumbles of lines captured the soul of whatever he drew. She couldn’t possibly be as beautiful as he painted her. 

Vincent looked over his shoulder and flashed her a smile she would never forget, his swirling gray eyes shining. “You’re everything to me, El. Tell me you know that.”

The memory blurred from the tears that stung her eyes. Ellie took in a hitching breath. She ran her shaking fingertips over a splotch of silvery gray. Ellie whispered his name like a prayer. 

“Vincent.” 

God, she missed him. His touch, the way he pressed his forehead to hers and breathed her in. She missed the sound of his voice as he whispered to her between kisses. 

Vincent was a lovely stained glass window. Cracks ran so deep marring its perfection. Ellie couldn’t tell you which she loved more, his shimmering colors or those rents. 

He was beautiful and tragic and that is why she loved him. Because Vincent couldn’t love himself. He was her night sky, dark and needful and so damned lonely. Disappointed and disillusioned with the world. Vincent’s darkness swallowed her whole. 

He pushed her off that ledge. There were some nights when she couldn’t tell if she was falling or flying. But she was never afraid. He taught her how to love. He taught her how to hate. Vincent was her heartbeat. She walked this world a ghost without him wailing his name. 

Ellie pulled the t-shirt over her head. It might have been her imagination, but she swore it still smelled like him. Warm and earthy, Vincent smelled like leather, worn and comfortable.

To this day Ellie questioned Vincent’s thinking. He saved her life. But what was the point? Her broken heart still beat, and her blood still flowed but she sure as hell wasn’t alive anymore, not without him. 

Ellie was a husk. Her insides had been burned away. All that was left of her was a smoking wreck. She was numb. The only thing she could feel anymore was paralyzing fear and rage.

Ellie wanted to hate him. Let the anger fill her up. Maybe then it wouldn’t hurt so damned much. Maybe then she wouldn’t feel so cold. She wouldn’t hear his ghost calling to her. 

The knob turned and Ellie reached for the Heckler. She turned pointing it at the door. Reese slipped inside. He had two bags of fast food. Double cheeseburger and onion rings in one hand, and a strawberry shake in the other. 
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The boyish grin on his handsome face dropped away the moment he saw Vince’s shirt. Reese blew out a breath and closed the door behind him. Every time he thought she was starting to move on the memory of Vince dragged her right back to him. 

Reese’s look was sympathetic. Crossing the floor, he stopped in front of her.

“Ya all right, Sunshine?” She would always be Vince’s little ray of sunshine. It hurt Reese a little more than he wanted to admit to remind himself of that. Reese touched his warm fingertips to the sparkling tears on her cheek. 

Ellie sniffed, tightening her grip on the Heckler. “Yeah, just a bad day.” Ellie dropped her eyes to the floor. “Where did you go?”

“Out scoping the town, getting my bearings, ya know. Did ya get any rest at all?”

Ellie shrugged her shoulders. The answer was no. She heard the door close when he left. It woke her up, not that her dreams would have let her sleep much longer anyway. Full of blood and guts, the screaming of that girl haunted her. Then there was Vincent. 

“A little,” she murmured.

Reese gazed into her face feeling like a coward. Her longing for Vince bit along his skin like insects. That agony hung over her head like a heavy cloud. Reese was sure he couldn’t handle it tonight. 

Her emotions had thorns. They ripped and cut his skin. Reese could read the feelings that danced through people’s heads. Fear. Lust. Anger. To read the emotion was to feel it himself. He’d gotten better at it over the years. But it was still distracting at the best of times.

Reese took in a deep breath. His eyes fluttered closed. 

Tall grass swayed with the wind. The smell of apples punched him in the gut. He could hear her humming. “Sunshine my only sunshine,” she sang the words off-key. His mother’s flowery skirt danced. A soft breeze tore at the sheet she worked to hang on the line. 

His most pleasant memory. 

This was Reese’s hiding place. The cornerstone of the shields he fought so hard to build. It was his armor against Ellie’s pain, against her emotions. That memory let him block it out. 

He couldn’t handle Vince’s loss on his own. Reese sure as hell couldn’t handle what Ellie was going through. He couldn’t deal. So he shut her out. Reese shut her out just like he’d been doing for months.

Ellie’s lip quivered. She bit down on it to make it stop. “Can we get out of here?”

“What’s wrong with here?” Reese asked.

Ellie had that impatient look in her eyes again. Driving back and forth cross-country was what they did. No place to call home. Most days that didn’t so much bother him. Reese had a gypsy’s heart. 

He’d seen enough blood and death in the past year to turn even his stomach. The monsters they chased left awfulness in their wake. Broken, tortured victims and agony were all they’d lived for what felt like an eternity. 

Relativity. It’s a concept we’re taught. The math of it makes you think it’s logical. But the truth of it is it hasn’t got a damned thing to do with logic. Pain lengthens. It pulls. It drags things out. 

It’s necessary. 

Still, human beings are creatures of balance. We need happiness to temper it. We need comfort to give us strength. Reese was in desperate need of something good.

Ellie chewed on her bottom lip. Her dream, that’s what was wrong. She couldn’t stand to be here a moment longer. The rational part of her brain told her the dreams would follow her wherever she went. 

Still, it was better to be in the truck. 

It was better to be on the road with the tires spinning beneath her. It comforted her. Ellie could be her on the road. It was one of the few places she had left.

Reese frowned. He opened his mouth to argue. He was hoping she’d let them take a few more days at least. The last crazy they hunted down rocked Ellie. She needed time. 

It wasn’t like they had any leads to go on. Ellie blinked enormous green eyes at him. Her eyebrows rose and her head shook as she searched for a reason. 

Reese caved.

“We’ll go if you promise to eat something.” There, at least he could avoid that fight.

Ellie nodded. She forced a small smile. “Deal.”

“Go on, finish getting dressed. I’ll start packing up the truck.” Reese flashed her a grin.

Ellie nodded. She pulled a pair of jeans from the bag and slipped into them. Her hair soaked into Vincent’s t-shirt.

Reese grabbed the duffel bag from the floor and took it out to the truck. He lifted the Tonneau cover and wedged the bag in next to the wheel well. Reese huffed out an annoyed breath, wondering where the hell he should even go.

The last few weeks, hell, truth be told since he lost Vince Reese had been thinking an awful lot about his family. His mother and father were long dead. But Nora had brothers and sisters. 

He’d been toying with the idea of looking for them for a while. Maybe he should start. It gave him something to do besides this hunt. It gave him something else to think about. Reese decided he would head south and shut the cover. 

Ellie had her raggedy Chucks on. Her hair pulled back into a tight braid. She gave him something close to a real smile and that made this whole thing worth it.

Reese jerked his head toward the door. “Well, darlin’, the open road she is a calling.”
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Reese loved that smile. Her green eyes danced like tall grass in a summer breeze. Her nose wrinkled with laughter. A real laugh from Ellie lately was a near-miraculous experience. 

Slowly, together they were healing. Well, maybe not healing. Getting used to the wound, he thought, was a better summation. A loss like that you never truly get over.

For Reese, he felt closer to her than ever before. They were both alone, both out of their world, drifting out in an ocean of loss and violence. For the first time since he woke up in that Georgia tomb, someone understood him. 

Ellie was darker without Vince. She had a hardness to her that she no longer had to force. It was just there, her constant companion. That willful innocence was dampened, replaced by a heaviness that the reality of their lives had bestowed upon her.

The violence was beginning to take its toll. Reese could see it in her, because that particular darkness washed him out to a sea that she and Vince had saved him from, once upon a time. Reese tore his eyes off the road and looked at her, a sidelong glance. 

Her blond hair was pulled into two loose braids that fell over her shoulders. Long bangs framed her heart-shaped face. Reese committed that smile to memory. 

The lines that accentuated her high cheekbones, the shimmer of light in her eyes, Reese could not get over how beautiful she was. In her layers of tight, multicolored, dirty tank tops, and ripped-up jeans. The sunshine bathed her in its radiant light. 

It was hard not to stare at her.

The engine made a jarring noise. Something between a clank and an over-exaggerated whirring sound. Ellie rolled her eyes in an I-told-you-so manner. 

She had been on him to ditch the big Dodge truck. Part of it was that it brought back far too many memories for her. There was also something wrong with the engine. Something he couldn't fix with them taking only a day or two at a time to stop.

Reese was running into more and more of those lately.

The road was the only constant in her life. It slipped by as Reese sped down the highway, swerving in between the cars. Ellie sat in the passenger seat scanning through local news stories on her smartphone. She searched for any of the keywords that would lead them to another one of Bennet's freaks.

Animal attacks. Bodies torn apart, you know the fun stuff. Her life had turned into a horror movie. Ellie dropped the phone into her lap, too disgusted to even look at it anymore. She dragged both hands over her hair. 

They had driven through what was left of the night and three-quarters of the day. Out of Montgomery, and into Little Rock.

The world was starting to feel small to her. Ellie had crossed the country three times in the past year, and all she could remember were roadside hotels. Highways, gas stations, and abandoned buildings. 

It felt like she was swimming through an endless ocean of blood with no land in sight. The mission kept her going. Hunting down the crazies gave her a purpose. She both cursed Vincent and thanked him that Reese was with her.

Reese’s permanent five o'clock shadow got scruffier by the day. Reese even had the beginnings of a mustache. His hair was shaggy and getting longer. The closer it got to his shoulders it began to curl up. Long bangs made those summer-sky blue eyes shine even brighter.

The silver chain that held his dog tags stuck out of the collar of his T-shirt. He always kept them tucked into his shirt, but he never took them off. 

Ellie had nothing like that. Well, besides her gun. Vincent had given her this little gold frog pendant on a chain. She lost it during the fight with Edward. 

Ellie lost everything in the fight with Edward. 

She had searched and searched, for days. She never found it. Ellie was a blank slate, nothing identifiable about her. 

Ellie had an urge to touch Reese. It was a desire that had her fingertips tingling. She kept imagining what it would be like to feel that spiky facial hair. Run her hands through his thick locks. Ellie could not believe she would miss such a simple thing as the touch of another person. 

Finally, she decided to go for broke.

Ellie reached across the seat. Her hand drifted through his warm, chestnut-colored hair. Let her hand slip down the side of his face. Ellie rolled her thumb over his cheek. Never once did he turn to look at her. 

Reese simply grinned a pull of lips on one side. The heat that radiated off him comforted her. Ellie loved that feverish warmth.

"So, are ya going to rub my belly too?" Reese asked, a chuckle escaping him.

Ellie smirked. "I bet you'd like that," she said, pulling back to her side of the car. His head lolled to one side, blinking at her with those haunted eyes.

"Ya got no idea," Reese said, his smile spreading.

"Talk to me," Ellie demanded.

"About what?" 

"I don't know," she said, looking out the window. "I just want to hear your voice."

Reese had an easy grace about him. He moved like he was a half-second behind the rest of the world. Pretty as it was, though, it was nothing like Vincent. Vincent had an elegant nonchalance. Supple as smoke. 

No one moved like Vincent.

That didn’t mean Reese didn’t have a million other things that made him sexy. His voice was deep and raspy. Rich as honey, it dripped over you in heavy lines. Reese was all country barns and tall grass. 

He reminded her of long walks on bare feet. Summer sunshine. He was warm on your skin. He floated over everything and kissed your shoulders gently.

Reese’s lips pulled up in a boyish grin that tightened her skin. He nodded his head thinking about something to tell her. "I went skinny dipping with Murial Handerson when I was fourteen."

Ellie laughed, shaking her head. "Really? That's your big secret?" she asked, resting her head on her palm.

"Hey, that was 1935. That was a big thing then," Reese said in mock defensiveness.

"Jesus, you're old!" Ellie exclaimed, making a face. "Every time you tell me anything about your age I feel like I'm sitting here with grandfather time."

Reese raised an eyebrow. "Ya wanted to know."

"What else?" Ellie asked, batting wide eyes.

"I can play guitar, not well, mind ya, but I know a few chords," he told her.

"That’s kind of cool," Ellie said. "I suppose you would have to have some skills, you creepy old man." She laughed her nose wrinkling. "So, did you bone her?" Ellie asked playfully. "Murial what's-her-face?"

Reese looked at her confused at the word. "Bone her?" he asked, making a face of his own.

"You know, have sex," Ellie explained. "Did you make love to her?" 

Reese shook his head no. "She did let me touch her breasts, though."

"You butterscotch stallion," Ellie mocked.

"All right, fine, let’s turn that spotlight on ya then. Who was your first kiss?" Reese asked, his eyebrows raised.

She was quiet for so long that he turned to look at her. "You," Ellie answered finally.

When Ellie first met Vincent, he thought he was Reese. After decades of torture at the hands of that bitch, Bennet, Vincent’s mind broke. He gave a name to his monster. He created a personality that was supposed to be his older brother Reese. 

Imagine Ellie’s surprise when she found out the truth. It was something neither she nor Reese talked about much.

He swallowed. "The personality?" Reese asked for clarification. 

Ellie nodded. 

Reese smiled trying to cut the tension. "Was I any good?" 

"I wouldn't know. I only ever kissed you a couple of times," she said. 

He didn't ask any more about it. Talking about Vincent tended to throw her into a dark mood for days. Reese tried for humor instead. 

"Well then, I guess we'll have to remedy that won’t we," Reese said, raising his eyebrows. He leaned toward her with his eyes closed, his lips puckered comically. 

Ellie laughed at him, pushing at his face. "Jackass." She grinned. 

"Ya know ya want me," Reese teased.

Ellie licked her lips. She did. Hell, she always had. His attempt at a joke didn’t really work for her. Ellie heaved a heavy sigh. "So, were you a slut?" 

"Only girls can be sluts," Reese said, and the look on his face made her think he actually believed that. 

Reese had a few misogynistic tendencies Ellie worked real hard not to take personally.

Ellie shook her head. "Do I have to beat you to death with the twenty-first century," she laughed. "Times have progressed, my friend," Ellie smirked. "Men can be sluts too. It's a whole new horizon."

Reese shrugged elegantly.

A thought struck her. "Wow, it has been like forever since you have been with someone," Ellie stated. "How long were you," she paused looking for the right word. Her eyebrows knit together. Finally, Ellie went with, "Dead."

"Something like sixty-two years," Reese answered.

Ellie gave a low whistle. The monsters she knew and loved were immortal. But that didn’t mean they couldn’t die. 

Fire was the only thing that kept them down for long. Reese burned to death in nineteen forty-seven. He came back a little over three years ago, finally healing the horrific damage those flames had done. 

Since meeting Vincent and his brother Reese, Ellie looked at death a little differently. She had to.

"Wow, you must have the bluest balls," Ellie mocked.

Again, Reese didn't get the reference. "What?"

"Sixty years is a damn long time not to have sex," Ellie explained.

He cocked a brow at her. "I've been with women since I woke up," Reese said.

Ellie opened her mouth to say something and closed it again. She couldn't help the jealousy that roared through her like an angry lion. That meant this past year he'd had sex with women. 

Ellie swallowed. Suddenly his disappearing acts were starting to make sense. Somehow, it was okay that he had been with women before he met her. But after, she couldn't take that.

Ellie frowned. She forced her face neutral, even tried to smile. "Oh." Ellie turned her head to look out the window. She didn't want him to see her expression.

Ellie had always simply considered Reese hers even after she learned the truth. Her throat closed tight. She couldn't get enough air. Her blood rushed deafeningly inside her ears. A searing pain seized her chest. Ellie fought to breathe slow. 

Blind panic hit her. Her heartbeat slammed against her ribcage. Ellie pressed her fist to her chest.

"Sunshine?" Reese said raising a brow. "Are ya all right."

Ellie hated that he could sense everything her body did. There was no point in trying to hide it. She turned to look at him. Her cheeks were red, eyes wide, Ellie grabbed his arm. Her knuckles went white with the effort. 

"No! I'm not all right," Ellie breathed.

"What is it?" Reese asked full of concern. "What's wrong?"

She rested her head against her shoulders. "A panic attack," Ellie croaked.

"There ain’t nothin’ to be afraid of, sweetheart?" 

"I can't!" Ellie cried, fighting tears. 

The idea that Reese would leave her ripped her apart. Vincent didn't want to be with her. And now she couldn’t ignore that neither did Reese. He was just sticking around out of deference to the promise he made to Vincent. 

We think we can accept things, the ideas, the concept of something painful. But the truth is it isn’t until we feel it that we truly know. You can be told the stove is hot a hundred times. It doesn’t really mean anything until you burn yourself on it. Eventually, she would lose him. Just like she had Vincent. That conclusion seized her heart and stole the breath from her throat.

Ellie could deal with any pain. She could fight the monsters, live with the choking guilt of the things she’d done. She could keep running, living this life on the fringes of a world that she was no longer a part of. 

The one thing Ellie could not handle, that she could not take was to be alone. It was her greatest fear. She would rather die than be alone.

She tightened her fist until the sharpness of her fingernails cut crescents into his skin. Closing her eyes, Ellie worked to measure her breathing. She tried every trick that Vincent used to control his Beast. She used them to control her own monster. Her fear. 

Not one of them worked.

"It's okay, Sunshine, you're safe," Reese cooed. "I'm here. I'm right here"

Those words slowed the beat of her heart. Reese took her hand in his. His steady warmth flowed into her. It chased the panic down. Let her breathe. 

Tears rolled down her cheeks in fat drops. She breathed in and out. Ellie screamed in anger and aggravation. Slamming the side of her other fist against the window. It shuddered. A sob tore itself from her throat.

"I am so broken!" Ellie cried through clenched teeth.

Reese pulled her to him. Sliding her body across the bench seat, he wrapped his arm around her shoulder. Reese pressed his head against hers. 

She couldn't stop herself. Ellie threw her arms around his chest, molding her body against his. She wept. Shoulders shaking, her chest heaved. Ellie held him tightly. Reese swore she was trying to climb inside him.

His heat surrounded her. It protected her from her caustic thoughts. Reese held her until the tears dried on her cheeks. When she was finally in control again, Ellie drew back by inches. Her right hand lay against his chest. Reese glanced down at her.

"Ya ain’t broken," he whispered. Reese smiled gently. "A little dented maybe," he joked. 

Ellie tried to smile. Suddenly she seemed so young to him. Worse, she made him feel that old. It was easy to forget sometimes that she was still such a little girl. A little girl who lived through a lifetime's worth of horror and pain in only a few years.

Reese pressed a kiss on her forehead. His hand wrapped around the back of her neck. Her long hair made a silken cushion between their flesh. 

"You're going to be all right," Reese cooed. "It's just ya and me kid," Reese said with a killer smile.

"What?" Ellie sniffed, her head turning just a little on its side.

"It's just ya and me against the world," Reese said.

A lovely smile twisted her lips. She hoped that was true. Ellie couldn't bear to lose him. Not him too. Her body shuddered with the last of her sobs. 

She relished the feel of his arm around her. Ellie let herself be weak and laid her head back down against his shoulder. She breathed him in, the sweet scent of freshly mown grass. 

"Ya ain’t got to be afraid, darlin’. I'll protect ya," Reese said. "I'll always protect ya, Ellie."

Ellie opened her mouth to tell him that it wasn't the physical pain that made her heart seize. He spent months trying to make her understand that he was not the Reese in Vincent's head. Finally, Ellie believed him. 

Now, all she wanted was for him to be that Reese. She needed that Reese. Ellie needed him to love her. She needed him to want her. She needed him not to leave her.

Instead, Ellie nodded. She forced a broken smile and whispered, "I know."
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Ellie was sinking into her depression. She couldn't hold on to anything hard enough to keep her from drowning beneath the waves of crushing despair. She hated being so weak. Ellie despised herself for needing someone else so much. 

She wanted Reese to live his life without having to worry about her all the time.

But more than that she wanted him to put his arms around her, and hold her for the rest of her life. She needed a way to control her fear. The nightmares, the panic attacks, she was turning into a basket case. Killing Edward, losing Vincent, everything else that happened to her over the past five years was nothing compared to that.

Ellie couldn’t get over that loss. She worked tirelessly at burying the pain. But the deeper it went, the more the fear gripped her. The more she wanted to put her gun in her mouth and eat a bullet. Because there was nothing left. 

Ellie killed everything she loved.

The grip she held onto Reese with was too tight. If he didn't want her, she couldn't blame him. She was crazy. Dark. She was turning into the same damn thing they were hunting, and she couldn't stop it. She was losing her grip. 

Ellie wanted something that he just couldn't give. She could never blame him for walking away from her.

The other part of her wanted him to love her the way Vincent said he loved her. Ellie wanted him to be hers. Just you and me against the world. Reese had no idea just what those words meant to her or how much she needed that. 

She was never going to get Vincent back. He was gone. And she would always mourn that loss. Ellie died with him. But a tiny spark of her wanted to live again. 

Vincent left. She was still here. Ellie kept telling herself she had to move on. It was a thought easier said than done, though.

After an eternity of silence, Ellie puffed out a shaking breath. She worked hard to gain control. Breathe past the fear. She had to try twice to speak. “Thank you for being here, Reese.”

Reese flashed her a warm grin. “I won’t let ya fall, darlin’.” 
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Ellie sniffed. "So, soldier boy. Are we going to take the highway straight on through Arkansas, or do you want to dick around in this tiny town for a few days?"

Reese swallowed past the tightness in his throat. Holding her was so damned hard. His muscles tensed, fingertips burning with the want of her. He was glad that his shields were up. And at the same time, Reese wanted to know what was causing the panic attacks. 

Was it the girl they failed to save? 

No. Something told him it had to do with Vince. 

Reese hugged her just a little tighter. He luxuriated in the whisper of silk against his cheek, his fingers played with the tail of her braid. His stomach tumbled and begged for the smell of sweet cherries. There was a time touching her came so naturally. Now, he shied away. 

Vince was an illusory space between them. 

Ellie kept having the same nightmare. That is when he could get her to sleep. Screaming out Vince's name, she begged him to come back to her. 

Most nights she flipped through that tattered old sketchbook. Every time he thought she was getting over his little brother, even a little bit, Reese caught her looking through it. Touching the lines of a thousand portraits, Vince sketched of her.

Every time Ellie thought about Vince, her sorrow and longing crashed over Reese. Drowned him in her despair, and Reese had enough of that of his own. 

Reese ached for his kid brother. This world just wasn’t the same without him. Angry as Reese was for what happened decades ago. Ellie brought them back together. She reminded Reese of the love he had for Vince. 

To lose him again a few months later was a special kind of torture. Reese was dealing with that the best he could. Ellie pretended it was getting better. It had been nearly two years, and still, Ellie couldn't get Vince out of her damned head. 

What happened with Edward broke Ellie. Losing Vince ripped her heart out of her chest.

He still couldn't convince her to go see Charlie, Vetler, and the baby. Hell, Lucky wasn't exactly a baby no more. 

Reese thought about mentioning it. Give them a few moments where she wasn’t consumed with finding these freaks. Each time Reese brought it up, though, it started a fight. 

He pressed a kiss to the side of her head. Reese didn’t want to argue with her. Not today.

He was quiet for a long time after she pulled away from him. Ellie dug out a paperback she splurged on, months back. This was her fourteenth time reading it. The Wizard of OZ. She needed something to get her mind off things.

Ellie lowered the window all the way down and stuck her bare foot through it, resting her calf on the door. Taking the time she needed to put her armor back together, Ellie held her hand out the window concentrating on the feel of the wind flowing between her fingers. 

The breeze played with her loose bangs. "You're staring at me," she mentioned without looking up from her book.

"You're reading, how can ya tell what the hell I’m doing over here?" Reese asked with that easy smile he hid behind.

"I can feel the weight of your gaze. It's heavy and says you're worrying about me," Ellie observed turning to the next page in her paperback.

"I'm not allowed to worry about my pet human?" Reese asked.

She held her book open with her right hand, and with her left, Ellie flipped him the bird. The entire cab of the truck filled with the rich purr of his laughter. 

Reese reached over and pushed the sleeve of her fallen cardigan up her arm. He needed to feel the touch of her skin against his again. Ellie locked eyes with him. Reese breathed her in.

"I'm okay," she assured him. 

Ellie dropped her gaze back to the book. Silence stretched between them for a long time. Reese’s thoughts swirled. Ellie had to work to finish the chapter. She’d read a paragraph. Then distracted forget the words and have to read it again. 

Ellie huffed out a breath and looked up at Reese. "You never answered me."

"We’re going to hang around this tiny town for a little while longer. I am in the mood to celebrate," Reese declared.

Blinking, Ellie asked, "Celebrate what?" She closed her book, tossing it up onto the dashboard.

"My birthday."

"You never mentioned your birthday before," Ellie said with mild curiosity.

Reese smirked at her. "That's because I wasn't in the mood to celebrate it."

"How old are you?" Ellie asked, realizing that was a question she had never really asked him before.

"This will be my ninetieth birthday," Reese answered.

"Get out!" Ellie said excitedly. "You're right, we should totally celebrate your birthday, you creepy old man." They both laughed at her joke. 

"You’re not expecting me to bake you a cake? I mean I know you're immortal and all, but my cooking would probably still kill you," Ellie admitted with self-deprecating humor.

He chuckled. "I thought we’d go out dancing," Reese offered.

Ellie gaped at him like he was crazy. "You are aware that I have all the nimbleness of a garden slug, right?"

"Don't worry, I'll lead."

She rolled her eyes and shook her head. Ellie gazed out the window for a moment wiggling her toes. She heaved a heavy sigh. "I don't want to go dancing," Ellie murmured.

Reese sighed. "Fine, we'll go drinking then."

Her eyebrows knit together. "I've never had a drink in my life," Ellie said.

Surprise flowed across his face. "Yet another thing we definitely got to remedy then."

"With like a bottle of Vodka, alone in a hotel room, right?" Ellie asked, trying to make her point.

"Ya ain’t getting out of this. We are going to get dressed up and go out. We're going to pretend that we have something in common with normal people," Reese laid down his demands.

"We are so not anything close to normal," Ellie said, plastering her lips together.

Reese turned the big beast of a truck into the parking lot of a Motel 6, killing the engine. Ellie stared at him for a long moment. 

"You're serious about this?" she asked as he got out of the truck. 

Reese didn't answer her wandering toward the front. A few minutes later, he appeared dangling the key to let her know he had a room.

Ellie grabbed her book off the dashboard and followed him up the stairs. Reese held the door open. Something it had taken her a while to get used to. 

Eventually, Ellie had come to the conclusion it was something he’d probably never stop doing, no matter how much she bitched at him for it.

Reese called it being a gentleman and having manners. 

Ellie called it annoying and a pain in the ass. 

They agreed to disagree. 

She reached back ready to draw the Heckler as she walked in scanning the empty space. Ellie refused to look at him. Her heartbeat thumped out a faster rhythm, and blood rushed through her ears deafening her. 

She swallowed. Her mouth was dry. Ellie’s arm fall away from the gun, though it wasn't something she did easily.

Reese shut the door behind her leaning against the jamb. Ellie walked all the way to the far side, between the two beds. She sat down, making sure her back was to the wall. Ellie chewed on her non-existent fingernail.

"Come on, we'll buy a cake from a bakery and get a bottle of vodka. We'll have our own little party," Ellie wheedled, not willing to drop the argument.

Reese shook his head. "Whose birthday is it?" 

"Yours," Ellie grumbled with a heavy sigh. 

"That's right, it's my birthday. So ya go take a shower and we are going to go out and have a good time."

Ellie scowled at him. "Fine, but I am only doing this because it's your ninetieth birthday. If it were your seventieth, this would be a total no-go." 

He pointed to the bathroom, eyes twinkling. Reese waited until he heard the water running before he opened the door, and jogged back out to the truck. 

Hidden away behind the seat was a plastic bag full of clothing he procured over a week ago.

Back in their room, he produced a pair of black shoes with a modest heel out of the bag, setting them on the bed. Next, Reese pulled out the dress. 

Red silk shimmered in the overhead light. He laid it out on her bed. Smiling to himself, he yanked his T-shirt over his shoulders and slid into a blue button-down shirt. 

Reese lay on the other bed, his legs crossed over one another, waiting impatiently. The bathroom door opened and a puff of steam proceeded Ellie, wrapped in a towel. 

Her eyes danced over him on the bed in his new shirt all tucked in. Ellie gave him an appreciative smile.

"Well, don't you look dapper," she mentioned as she passed. 

He didn't say anything. Reese waited for her to see the dress. Ellie stopped mid-stride pointing at the bed.

"What is that?" she asked blinking wide eyes.

Reese frowned, raising one eyebrow. "It's a dress," he said, getting up.

"It doesn't look like it will fit you," Ellie said. 

Reese walked by her to the other side of the bed. His frown deepened. "That's because it's for ya."

Ellie gave him a look full of high eyebrows and shook her head. She was finally coming to grips with the fact that he would just never understand her sarcasm. "I am not wearing that."

Reese opened his mouth to argue and then thought better of it. After nearly two years of spending every moment with her, he knew fighting wouldn't help. 

Instead, Reese batted big puppy dog eyes and puckered a pouting lip. "But it's my birthday," he said.

Ellie’s glare would have melted a mortal human. "Really?" she asked annoyed.

Reese even bit his bottom lip, giving her the full effect of his most innocent look. His long brown hair fell over one of his beautiful blue eyes. 

Finally, Ellie dropped her head to the side and sighed.

Reese smiled in his victory. 

"Where the hell am I going to put my gun... in that?" Ellie asked adjusting her towel.

Reese shrugged. "I'll carry it."

Ellie’s counterpoint primed. Reese went right back into that smoldering look. She shook her head jutting out her jaw. 

"Men have died for less than this," she groused. 

Ellie made a sound that was some mix of growl and an arggggg snatching up the dress. She turned on her heel stomping back to the bathroom, grumbling the whole way.

Ellie continued to bitch and complain loud enough for the people in the next room to hear for a good fifteen minutes. At the half-hour mark, Reese began to get worried that she had crawled out a window and run away. He gave it another five minutes before he knocked on the door.

"Goldie?" Reese asked, his hand still touched to the door. "Are ya all right?" 

"No! I am not all right," Ellie growled through the door. "I hate you.”

That drew a smirk across his mouth. Her footsteps stomped toward the door. Reese took a step back. The door swung open wide and Ellie walked off the linoleum, onto the carpet. 

Reese licked his lips, his bemused smile spreading. 

Pure murder sizzled in her eyes. The red silk of the dress fit her form like a second skin shimmering in the light with even her smallest movement. A sweetheart neckline showed off her modest cleavage to its sexiest advantage. Cap sleeves and a tight pencil skirt hugged her hips ending at the knee in all its vintage nineteen-forties glory. 

Ellie took the time to style her long bangs into victory curls, the rest of her long wheat-colored hair tumbled down her back in thick waves. 

Ellie didn't wear any makeup, but she didn't really need it. Her complexion was pale and flawless, her lips and cheeks colored rosy with her blush. Even the fading bruises couldn’t take anything away from her loveliness.

A breath fell out of him. She swallowed, the muscles in her jaw bunching. The wonder-filled expression on his face made this tiny embarrassment worth it. 

Ellie was used to Reese staring at her like he wanted to eat her. This was different entirely. It wasn’t hard to tell he appreciated the view. 

His eyes were dreamy and nostalgic. His boyish grin charmed her down to her bones. It tamped down her annoyance. Ellie flashed him a shy smile, biting down on the corner of her bottom lip. "Happy birthday, Reese."

"Thank ya... Sunshine," Reese breathed. His smile wilted just a little at the edges with the nickname. 

Reese had to remind himself again and again that she was Vince’s little ray of sunshine. She was the light of his little brother’s world. He couldn’t take her from Vince. 

There are some sins even he didn’t commit.

Ellie wandered past him. She slipped into the shoes. Unfortunately, those brought the scowl back to her pretty face. Ellie crossed the distance between them. 

So close a sharp breath would have made them touch, Ellie slid her hands around his waist tugging at his shirt.

Reese licked his lips, about to say something pithy when he realized what she was doing. Ellie turned back, grabbing the Heckler inner-pants holster and all. She held it out to him.

"Oh, yeah," Reese said, "almost forgot."

Ellie sighed, her lip pulling up in a sneer. "Let's get out of here," she said, "before I change my mind."
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Reese killed the ignition.

Ellie stared at the building for a long moment in the silence that rushed in on them. 

The sun was sinking behind the horizon leaving the sky a soft purplish-blue shot with pinks, reds, and the dying yellows of the sunset. 

Reese opened her door for her. Ellie jumped. Reese held out his hand to her.

"Ellie, I won't let nothin’ hurt ya," he whispered. "Ya believe me don't ya?"

She turned her head to look at him. Blinked twice before she said, "I know." 

Ellie’s lips twisted into a smile that didn't quite reach her eyes. She took his hand letting him help her down. Her footsteps crunched on the gravel. 

The parking lot was blessedly light on other cars. Reese moved silent as the grave. Ellie scanned the lot full of elongating shadows and glanced up at the building. 

A squat one-story with a pitched roof and a wooden ramp that led up to the front door. The walls were done in a light blue almost gray-colored vinyl siding. Its roof was hammered tin. The red neon sign read, “Cindy's,” in a lazy script. Thumping country music echoed from the bar.

Red from the neon reflected on Reese’s face. Ellie reached around his waist, slipping her hand under the hem of his shirt. Just the touch of the gun calmed her fluttering heartbeat slightly. 

Ellie let him open the door for her without her normal scowl. Reese didn't try to make her go inside first, though. She was as skittish as a baby colt.

He led her through a few cheap tables, past a long, wide bar. Its back wall was covered in shelves with bottles of liquors stacked in neat rows. The music was loud and jarring. 

Several of the old men and all of the young ones sitting at the bar and other tables stared at Ellie hungrily. Reese found a booth on the far wall near the dance floor. 

Ellie slid in thankful to have the wall at her back.

Reese slipped in across from her. 

Ellie scanned the place, counting entrances and exits, sizing up the biggest threats, and counting the steps between here and the front door. 

Reese frowned, trying not to take her fear personally. Shell shock played merry hell with your ability to deal with the world. Reese felt just a tad guilty for not listening to Vetler when they began this little adventure.

The waitress sashayed over. She was a stick, tall and gangly. In her mid-fifties, her make-up was awfully dark. Reese flashed her his best good ole boy grin, ordering a bottle of tequila and two shot glasses. She returned it with a flirty smile, just to shoot a suspicious glance at Ellie. 

Ellie ignored the woman completely. Two burly men playing pool across the bar had her rapt attention. Ellie clocked the knife the one sporting a real live mullet had strapped to his leg.

"Anything else for you there, sweet thang?" the waitress asked.

"A plate of lemon wedges," Reese said. “If you’d be so kind.”

“Sure thing, sugar. Save a dance for me now.” The waitress winked at Reese.

Ellie frowned. She did not like that chick flirting with Reese one little bit. She had to bite her tongue. Ellie glared daggers at the woman’s back with narrowed eyes. 

Thinking back on it, Ellie could not remember one time when Vincent even looked at another woman. Reese was a natural flirt.

Ellie skewered him to the spot the moment she was gone. "I may not have done this before, but I'm not stupid. You really want to start me off on tequila?" she asked with one raised brow.

"That's what I started on," Reese said.

Ellie couldn’t help her smirk. She was still not used to how easy Reese was with giving out information about himself. It was something that first Reese, the personality, and then Vincent guarded vigilantly. 

Reese answered anything she ever asked him. It made Ellie realize that being so used to the others she hadn't really asked Reese much.

"All right then," Ellie said, perking up, "spill." She flashed him a widening smile.

"Jimmy Mackentide, he was two years older than me, his family owned the farm next to ours. Cattle farmers," Reese said, sparing the waitress a nodding smile when she sat their order down on the table. 

Ellie did her best to ignore it. 

Reese turned both shot glasses up and unscrewed the cap on the bottle. The waitress caught Ellie’s unfriendly look and decided discretion was the better part of valor. She wandered off as Reese poured their first set of shots. 

"He stole the bottle out of his pop's liquor cabinet and brought it over one night," Reese regaled her. "We spent the wee hours getting drunk out in the horse fields.”

Reese pushed the full shot glass across the table to her with a grin she was sure most wolves give sheep. 

"So," Reese said, taking the saltshaker the waitress brought them in hand. "Ya lick your wrist."

He did so.

"Pour the salt on."

Again, he showed her. Licking the salt from his wrist Reese knocked the shot back draining it in one gulp. He made a face that had Ellie laughing aloud and reached for a lemon wedge. He stuck it in his mouth and bit down, sucking on the juices. 

His eyebrows knit together with the sour taste. Reese exhaled a breath and chuckled.

"Now, my sweet, innocent, little girl," he said. "It's your turn."

Ellie laughed despite her unease and reached for the saltshaker. Reese watched with interest as she rolled her tongue over the inside of her wrist, dumping way more salt than she would need onto it. 

Reese gave her an encouraging nod. 

"I cannot believe I’m doing this," Ellie said, as she licked the salt off her wrist. She reached out ballsy as ever, took the shot glass, and threw it back just like he did. 

The taste was odd. The muscles at the back of her throat puckered as she swallowed it down. Ellie shook her head, squinting her eyes and sticking her tongue out. She grabbed a lemon wedge and bit down on it. Her eyes went cartoon big. 

Reese laughed at her, pouring them both another shot.

"There ya go." He nodded, winking. "So how come ya never?" Reese asked.

Ellie shrugged. "My dad was a drunk. I didn't really get the bad parts of it. He saved those for Edward," she said. "It's weird. About a week before I met Vincent. I was supposed to sneak out and meet this kid, Jeremy, on the football field with a few other people," Ellie said, thinking back. 

It all seemed so long ago. 

"I got dressed, quiet as a mouse, and climbed out my bedroom window. I turned around, and bumped right into Edward." Ellie laughed. "I still to this day have no idea how he knew what I had planned. It was like he had a sixth sense or something."

Ellie took in a shuddering breath, expecting to feel that heart-wrenching hurt that stole over her every time she thought about her older brother. It was there. The pain of his loss was still caustic, but after so much time it no longer brought tears to her eyes. 

Maybe it was just thinking about the brighter memories that helped with it.

"It's a big brother thing," Reese assured her with yet another of his most sexy grins. 

"Guess so," she laughed. 

Ellie went through the motions and threw back another shot. She swallowed down the taste of the lemon and licked her lips pressing the back of her hand to her mouth. Reese poured her another. Tingling warmth spread through her. 

"Tell me something funny about the war," Ellie said. "There is so much bad, I just- I just want to know that there was something good that came out of it too." 

Ellie narrowed her eyes as Reese threw back a shot without all of the pomp and circumstance of the rest of the ritual he taught her.

Taking his lead, Ellie tried the same thing. She threw the shot back on its own, no salt, no lemon. The face she made was absolutely priceless. Her eyes went wide and she had to fight to swallow it down. 

Reese snickered. His tongue stuck between his teeth, and Reese poured them another couple of shots.

"That was just mean," Ellie grumbled accusingly. "It's not fair, you get to be all special, not even alcohol affects you like it should."

Reese smirked throwing back another shot. 

Ellie stuck her tongue out at him and licked her wrist. Dumping salt out onto it, she drank down another shot biting down on the lemon. Ellie took in a sudden, sharp breath and shook her head.

"Wait, never mind," she said. "I don't want to hear anything about," Ellie paused. 

She didn't have to say it. He knew exactly what it was she was thinking.

Reese heaved a heavy sigh. “I loved Vince too, darlin’. I miss him. But we- you're going to have to let him go eventually," he said softly. "Ya know that don't ya?" His voice was low and soft.

Ellie swallowed. She sniffed staring down at the table. "Yeah," she admitted. "I know that."

Reese leaned in. The look on his face was gentle. "I know what he meant to ya. Vince was your first love," he began.

She shook her head stubbornly. Her cheeks were warm and rosy. "He wasn't my first love," Ellie disclosed. "You were," she said with a bittersweet smile. 

That admission tore a laugh from her that Reese didn't quite understand. 

"I still can't believe I didn't know the difference between you and him," she chuckled.

"Me either," Reese said.

It took an extra second, but once she understood his joke Ellie laughed too. Loudly. Oh yes, she was definitely feeling the effects of Jose Cuervo. 

Her laugh raised his eyebrows, as his face broke over with a smile that slowly turned into joining laughter. 

Ellie clumsily licked at her wrist and poured salt onto the table. She licked her wrist and took the shot, swallowing it down with a confused look on her face.

"Is the tip of your nose numb yet?" Reese asked.

She blinked her eyes a few times trying to concentrate on it. "Is yours?" Ellie asked making a face.

"Actually, it takes quite a bit for me to get drunk nowadays, unfortunately," Reese explained.

"It takes quite a bit of everything to get you anything," Ellie mumbled, her voice slurring only a little.

Reese couldn’t get over how cute she was. Ellie was either hard or broken lately. There was no in-between. She had a natural sass, but her jokes were a shield most nights. 

He never would have believed how shattered Vince left her. 

Tonight was the first time she simply floated above it. Reese wanted her to be happy, even if it was just a little bit. He wanted nothing more than for Ellie to remember how to smile. 

He missed it. Her smile was glorious. Bright and wide, with just a hint of threat, it had a sexy bravado. Her smile boasted more confidence than the world should truly be able to hold. All he’d seen since Vince left them was a ghost of it. 

Reese didn’t think he’d ever forgive his baby brother for killing that smile.

The song playing was kind of sweet. Reese gazed across the table at her. That she took the time to do something with her hair Reese appreciated. The fact that she had done her hair the way girls in the forties did made him want to kiss her. Reese sighed.

"Come on, pet human," he said. "My birthday, ya promised me a dance."

"I did not," Ellie argued, though she let him lead her out onto the all-but-empty dance floor anyway. 
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Reese guided her around him in a wide circle and finally into his arms. He took her hand in his, tracing his other hand down her back to rest on her hip. Reese tried a few dance steps that clearly did nothing but confuse her. 

Ellie wasn't lying when she said she had two left feet. 

Reese sighed at her ineptitude and with his hands on either side of her waist lifted her a few inches until her feet rested on top of his.

Situated, Reese took her hand once more. He smiled. "That's better," Reese said. 

Though, she wasn't sure whether he was talking to her, or to himself. With her feet atop of his, Reese could lead her around the dance floor with some semblance of grace. 

"Have I told ya," Reese said, "how great ya look tonight?”

Ellie plastered her lips together. She simply shook her head. 

“Ya really do look wonderful tonight, Goldie." 

His words brought a smile to her lips. "Thanks." She let him spin her around the floor for a few beats of the song before she nodded sage-like. 

"I think I'm drunk," Ellie informed him.

Reese simply laughed at her. "Couldn't tell," he mocked.

Ellie rested her face against his chest and breathed in the scent of him. Soap and the fruity smell of the cheap shampoo they picked up. And beneath all of that, she could smell grass.

His warmth put her at ease. Reese let her hand go and she slid her arms around his neck, her fingers drifting into his shoulder-length hair. He wrapped his strong arms around her back and held her to him. 

Like a sunny day, Ellie teetered on the edge of contentment. Reese didn't think he had ever truly seen her relaxed. Not in all the time he'd known her.

"Reese," she whispered.

“Hmmm,” he made the sound. 

Ellie met his bright blue eyes. Her right hand still playing with his hair, Ellie’s left traced over the stubble on his cheek.

"Why are you still here?" she asked.

"At the bar?" Reese asked, being intentionally dense.

"With me," Ellie said. She took in a hitching breath. "I know Vincent made you promise to take care of me. You don't have to."

Reese licked his lips. Vince’s promise screamed out in his head... but, Ellie chose him. He’d never leave her. Reese swore no matter how much he loved her, though. He’d never take her from Vince. 

"Maybe I want to be here with ya, Ellie," he admitted.

Ellie scoffed, shaking her head. "Now who's a horrible liar," she said.

"I never lie to ya," Reese said, staring into those glassy, green eyes of hers.

It hurt to say it out loud... but Ellie had never run from pain. "I don't want to be your burden. I don't want you to stay just because of what you promised him," Ellie told him.

She couldn’t imagine never again feeling the warmth that rushed over her with his arms wrapped around her. She missed being held at all. Touched. 

It was that feverish heat Ellie truly mourned.

Reese hooked his arms behind hers. He thought back to the first time he ever held her. He’d broken her nose just moments before. It was the first time he told her he wasn't that Reese. 

The whisper of silk was wondrous beneath his fingertips. She looked amazing in that dress. It was more than the fact that it was vintage. 

Reese did feel a little of the tingling warmth of a buzz from the tequila. Swaying back and forth with her may have helped it some, Reese considered. 

She was a hurricane. Ellie tore through his life and spun him until he was dizzy. He knew exactly why Vince fell for her the way he did. Ellie was like gravity, a pull you just couldn't escape. 

It wasn't just her beauty, though she had it in spades.

It was everything about her. Her courage and her kindness. She was a force. Once she touched you, somehow you knew you would never be the same for it. The willful innocence may have lessened with the events that ravaged her life, but it was still there. 

Maybe innocence was the wrong word. It was her hope. Even with all of the death. The people she killed. The things she had done. Somehow, she still had a light that shined stubbornly through the darkness that surrounded her.

It was her strength that made him love her though. A pang of guilt followed that thought. He made a promise to Vince. His attraction to her was something he had to fight when Vince was by her side. It was an everyday battle with him gone.

"Ya ain’t my burden, Ellie," he whispered. "You're-ya are my best friend." 

Reese nearly choked on those words. He wanted her to be so much more. He dropped his gaze to the floor. Reese couldn't bear to look at her.

Ellie played with the slight curl of his long hair, staring up into the lines of his face. His eyes glowed in the flashing lights. Red and orange then blue and purple, the colors played over them. 

Her fingertips moved from his hair to his neck. The bristles on his cheeks were softer than she imagined them.

Her other hand pressed to his chest. His steady heartbeat thumped against her palm. His skin looked golden under the barroom lights. They highlighted his rounded cheekbones, and the line of his nose. Ellie’s hand roamed over the line of his jaw. She touched her thumb gently to his full lips. Let it roll across that silken pout.

She trembled. Ellie exhaled a shaky breath. An urge to kiss him shot through her with such power that Ellie leaned forward a few inches before she realized what she was doing. 

She took in a sharp breath and dropped her hands to her sides. Curling them into tight fists like his skin burned her.

Ellie swore she saw Vincent standing in the shadows behind Reese. He stared at them with swirling eyes. Anger and despair were apparent on his lovely face, his ghost folded his arms across his chest. Ellie shook her head.

"I can't do this!" Ellie breathed, pulling away from Reese.
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His face fell into confused lines. Ellie took a stumbling step away from him. Reese’s arm shot out closing around her wrist. 

"Ellie?" 

Out of the corner of his eye, he spotted a couple of guys step out of the shadows. They didn't look much older than their early twenties. The middle one with his short brown hair and a square jaw had been watching her from the moment they walked in.

"Let me go!" Ellie cried, loud enough for the whole bar to hear.

The kid with his unbuttoned plaid shirt over a printed T-shirt stepped up to her. "This guy bothering you?" he asked, though his eyes were all for Reese.

Ellie looked over his shoulder searching for Vincent. "Go home," Ellie snapped, giving a quarter turn back toward Reese.

"Don't be a bitch!" The guy said.

"Let me go!" she growled at Reese.

Reese let go of her hand and she stumbled into the guy. Ellie shot him a dirty look. 

The college bruiser copped a feel as Ellie came to her feet. Reese’s Beast slithered to attention. 

Ellie pushed the guy hard enough that his eyes went a little wide. Bruiser had not expected that kind of strength from someone her size. He even staggered back with it.

Reese took a step forward, hand out to help her up. 

Ellie pinned him to the spot with another unfriendly glare and stomped across the dance floor headed for the front door. Her head swiveled looking for Vincent... but he was gone. 

Reese squared off with the guys who tried to swoop in on her to make sure none of them planned on making any more trouble. Most of them were smart enough to take a step back from him. 

Reese jogged over to the table digging into his pocket. Throwing a fifty down onto its surface, Reese grabbed the bottle before taking off after her.

"Ellie," he called. She did not turn. "Ellie, come on don't walk away," Reese said. "El!" 

Ellie stopped so suddenly that he ran into her back. She turned on him glaring with a mixture of anger and engulfing sorrow swirling in her eyes. 

"Don't call me that!" Ellie cried, her voice cracking. "Don't you ever call me that!"

Reese stared down at her. She was a mess of emotions that all rained down on him. He knew better than to drop his shields. He fought hard to strengthen them. 

Reese stood there drunk on her, blinking his confusion. "All right then, I won't," Reese said. "I'll call ya... Angel." 

The personality called her that once, and it was the first thing that popped into his head.

For some reason, that brought a begrudging smile to her lips. Emotions swirled in her that he didn't understand. "Can we just get out of here?" Ellie pleaded, her expression softening. "Please."
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They drove back to the hotel in silence. Reese wanted to ask her what happened. He thought they were having a good time.

That was the rub of the powers they had. Able to feel people’s emotions Reese had little practice in sussing them out the old-fashioned way. 

He spent so much time around Ellie shielding. 

Reese thought he could read people pretty well until he met her. She made him worry that he spent too long relying on those senses. He’d forgotten how to read by sight. Reese pulled into the parking lot of the hotel and shoved the truck into park. Ellie didn't wait for him.

She hopped out of the passenger side and slammed the door behind her, stumbling through the headlights. Ellie stopped at the base of the staircase to pull the shoes off. 

Reese chuckled to himself. Rolling his eyes, he grabbed the bottle of tequila. 

Reese unlocked the door. Stepping inside, he held it for her. Ellie tossed the shoes to the floor by the door and stomped into the bathroom. 

Reese unbuttoned his shirt, taking a hard pull of the tequila. He sat it down on the bedside table, peeling the shirt off. Reaching behind him, he pulled out her inner-pants holster. Glad to be rid of it. 

The thing had been digging into his back the whole night.

"Son of a bitch!" Ellie cried from inside the bathroom.

"What’s wrong?" Reese asked loud enough for her to hear.

The door swung open. "I can't get the zipper," Ellie complained.

He smirked, shaking his head. "Then let me help ya," Reese offered. 

Ellie leaned her hands against the wall to steady herself against the pinwheeling room. Reese traced his fingers up her back. He grasped the zipper slowly dragging it down, loosening the red silk. It slipped down over her shoulders, falling forward by inches. 

Ellie bit her bottom lip and took in a shuddering breath. His fingertips brushed over the plain of her naked back. Her eyes fluttered back inside of her head. 

Ellie was glad he couldn't see her face. She swallowed the lump in her throat. Time and emotion chased away the high of the tequila, leaving her body trembling and her head aching. 

She looked over her shoulder at Reese standing there, his chest bare. Ellie turned around the dress spilling down her arm just a touch more. She held it against the front of her. 

"Thank you," she whispered.

"You're welcome... Angel," Reese said, the smile widening on his face.

"Happy birthday, Reese," she whispered. Her eyes roved over his face. Ellie hesitated for a moment as though she wanted to say something more. "I'm sorry I ruined it."

"Ya didn't ruin nothin’," he assured her. 

Reese walked over to the bed and grabbed his T-shirt. He tossed it to her. She caught it with a small smile.
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Death. 

To some, it’s simply a word. We can’t fathom our own end. Whether you’re a person of faith or simply believe we wink out of existence the thought is just too much. 

Vincent spent decades wanting to die. The fantasy of it brought him comfort. It gave him something to strive for. When pain and chaos are all you know peace begins to look golden. 

An end. A way out. No more battles to fight. It was all he wanted.

Vincent experienced death twenty-eight times since becoming the monster he was. Pain tore through him leaving enough destruction in its wake to overwhelm his natural healing. His heart stopped. His lungs no longer drew breath. He slipped away. 

But he didn’t wink out of existence. He didn’t move on to be born again in a different life, a different time. And he sure as hell didn’t go to heaven.

Ellie lit the thermate, a caustic light that destroyed everything in its path. Still, that monster, the monster Vincent made crawled out of that pit flames coming off him. He stalked toward Ellie. 

Edward would have dragged her down with him. Vincent couldn’t let him. He was moving before his thoughts even kicked in. He had to save her. 

So Vincent leapt. 

He held Edward down in their own little slice of hell until the flames devoured them both. Vincent went in her place. 

Blistering heat. Ellie screamed, begging him not to leave her. He’d never experienced agony so harrowing. His fists shattered Edward’s bones beneath them. As the flames tore his flesh away and seared his lungs. 

What hurt so damn bad was the knowledge that he would never see her again.

And just like all the other times since that beast ripped out his guts on a rainy night in November. The moment his heart stopped beating, Vincent ended up here. 

It was a world of darkness, only the ghost of his mistakes to keep him company. His body would eventually heal. Whether it took days or centuries was the question. 

Until then Vincent was trapped in limbo, an endless void of nothingness.

His beast swam through the shadows, elemental and impatient. It pushed at the boundaries. It hunted for something. Its scales scratched across the ground. The heavy thud of its heartbeat hammered in the distance. Beneath it, though, Vincent heard its cry. It keened. 

For the first time, his beast knew what it was to lose something. It knew what it was to crave more than flesh and blood. His beast called to her. 

It searched for Ellie’s blinding light.

Vincent wasn’t sure how long he’d been here. The acidic burns healed by the day. Maddeningly slow, one scar at a time. Just like in life, Vincent used Ellie as his shield against the darkness. 

Her wraith wandered the shadows shining with brilliant white light. Colors exploded inside of her luminous form. Red and blue, gold and green, she was beyond beautiful. And God, did Vincent miss her.

Her dancing luminescence lured his beast closer. It was a great wyrm with iridescent black scales tipped in gold that shimmered in the light of Ellie’s memory. The dragon had a long sinuous body. It glided gracefully through the air. Its two sets of golden eyes reflected her colors. 

Ellie told him that his beast was a magnificent creature. Vincent finally believed her.

Vincent realized his mistake the moment her screams faded. Death wasn’t the comfort he needed. It didn’t offer the peace he sought. He was such a fool. Blind. 

It took losing her to realize he’d found it. Everything he’d always been searching for. Vincent found it in her. Ellie was his salvation. His reason. His clarity. She was everything he needed, and he let her go. All Vincent could hope was that she would be there when he healed enough to come back to himself.

In the meantime, Vincent called her name into the void, listening for its echo. He lost himself in the memory and fantasy of her. He poured over her kisses. Vincent played memories like movies in his head. He stared into her blinding brilliance. He lost himself in her.

Death was a prison sentence for him, nothing more. For the first time, that gave Vincent hope. Eventually, he would open his eyes again. He would take in a heaving breath, and then he would find her. He would scour the earth with bloody feet. 

He would fall to his knees. He would beg her forgiveness. Do anything; give anything just to spend one more moment in her presence. Vincent would spend the rest of eternity as her shadow. 

Her laughter echoed around him as her specter danced through the impenetrable shadows. Her light burned his eyes and he loved the pain of it. Vincent lifted his head to watch her.

“Ellie,” he whispered.

She stopped. A smile bloomed on her ghostly lips. She padded barefoot across the distance that separated them. The figment crouched down in front of him, balancing on the balls of her feet. 

“There you are,” the visage said. “Why are you always hiding from me, hmm?”

Vincent reached forward touching his ruined fingertips to her glowing cheek. This wraith of her had no heat. But she smiled beautifully. Her sparkling green eyes shined with kaleidoscope colors. 

“I love you, Vincent,” the phantom whispered. 

It drew a broken smile to his face to hear. 
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They drove past an apple orchard. The branches gnarled and dark reminded him of home. Reese used to love apples. Now they made him sad. 

He missed the farmhouse. Reese took in a deep breath. Let his eyes flutter closed.

White sheets danced on the wind. The horses whinnied in the pasture. She sang off-key. Tall grass swayed in the warm summer breeze. Her shadow painted on the sheet larger than life. 

He could almost picture her face. That memory was more than just a shield against other people’s emotions. It helped Reese keep the whisper at bay. His beast murmured dark desires in his ears, honeyed poison. 

And truth be told, Reese felt a powerful need to do every one of them.

Even witnessing the degradation these crazies wrought Reese missed the sound of bones breaking beneath his fingertips. He craved screams. Hungered after people who walked by him on the sidewalk. 

It wasn’t until they began hunting Bennet’s freaks that Reese finally understood why Vince kept those dark thoughts hidden far away from Ellie. 

Reese couldn’t imagine her looking at him the way she did these horrors. He couldn’t bear the thought that she could see him that way, whether she accepted it or not.

Ellie huffed out a breath. She was surrounded by newspapers. Some folded, some crumpled into balls. Her smartphone in one hand. Lost in her search for Bennet’s creatures, Ellie made notes to the map. The haunted look in her eyes, as she stared down at the terror written out on those pages, was why he couldn’t listen. 

Reese was a monster. He made no apologies for the dark things he’d done. And there were so many. He came to grips with the mistakes he’d made. 

Yet, driving this highway ceaselessly gave him time to think about the guilt he’d buried a long time ago. Night’s like these he couldn’t help reflecting back on them.

These miscreations they were chasing held a mirror up to the things Reese had done in his youth. He paid with fire and death for those transgressions. Vince held his hand through it. Until the night he couldn’t do it no more. Reese could admit now, he had to be stopped. 

Vincent ripped him apart. Put the fire to him. Reese got a taste of the pain he’d inflicted and it turned him around.

When Reese opened his eyes, healed and whole once more, it was like waking up on an alien planet. Everything he knew, everything he’d loved save Vince was gone. Hell, even the Vince he knew was gone. 

Sixty years of darkness all alone will do that to you. 

That was a regret that sat like a sharp stone in Reese’s gut. Vince fought it longer, harder than Reese ever even tried. But eventually, even Vince fell to the will of his beast.

It was Ellie that made him want to try again. Ellie gave Vince hope. Ellie took Reese’s hand. She pulled him out of the ocean of sorrow and rage that had a hold of him. The little girl sitting next to him saved both Reese and his little brother. Both of them loved her for that. Both of them worshiped her for that. 

She put him back together again. Ellie and Vince held his hand through those stumbling first steps.

Reese cast a sideways glance her way. Her long hair was pulled back into a messy bun, wisps snaking down the back of her long neck. Reese stared at her hungrily. His eyes swept over her shoulders, her breasts. He found it harder today than most to ignore his want for her. 

It wasn’t just her body he needed either. He missed the comfort of her arms. He missed his best friend. He’d always loved her. Before Ellie, Reese didn’t believe in love at first sight. But that’s exactly what it was. It was like he’d always know her. Their relationship was easy. But she belonged to his little brother.

Reese had been thinking a lot about that promise he made Vince lately. Even with him gone, Reese couldn’t get past it. Still, a tiny seed of resentment started to bloom the night he danced with her. 

Vince left her. He made his choice. Reese couldn’t help worrying he kept his distance not out of fear of Vince hating him, but because she couldn’t love him the way she did Vince. Worse, he needed her to. Reese didn’t like feeling like a coward. He frowned.

Reese reached over without thinking and brushed a swath of her bangs back. Ellie blinked and looked at him. The smile that graced her lips took his breath away. Her mouth dropped open like she wanted to say something. Words balanced on her tongue.

“You okay?’ Ellie asked.

“Yeah, just lost in thought is all.” Reese let his hand drop to his thigh. The silence between them bothered him. “Ya got a direction for me yet, sweetheart?”

Ellie huffed out a sigh and shook her head. “I think this is the same guy. But he’s all over the place. I guess keep heading west for now.”

“Ya got it, Angel.” Reese’s smile didn’t quite reach his eyes.

Ellie smirked. “I kind of like the sound of it,” she admitted.

Reese swore he could feel the silk of that dress tingling on his fingertips. He was sick of this hunt, sick of chasing death around the country. 

Reese took her phone from her and dropped it on the seat next to him. Her mouth fell open to argue and Reese took her hand. Laced their fingers together slow. Ellie batted her eyes bashfully. 

Tonight he missed her too much to think about Vince’s hurt feelings. Ellie stared down at their linked hands with the hint of a smile.

“Let’s do somethin’, Angel. Something that don’t involve dead bodies.”

“Like what?” Ellie scoffed, grabbing another newspaper from the stack at her feet.

Night rushed across the sky dragging the pinks and purples of a lovely sunset into blue and black. The town they drove through was small comparatively. A few busy streets filled with shops and restaurants surrounded by miles of suburbs. 

Reese scanned the passing buildings trying to think of something when he spotted a marquis. It read, “Casablanca.”

Reese lit up. He saw the movie once when they came back from Germany and discovered it again when they were in Canada at the safe house. He loved it.

“Let’s catch a movie.” He pointed at the sign. Reese slowed the truck down, turning in at the small two-screened theater. The place was all but empty. Good, that gave Ellie less to bitch about.

“You’re serious?” she asked. Ellie looked over her newspaper at the parking lot.

“Ya can pretend to be my girl, no one will notice ya. Eat popcorn. Have fun. It will be a new experience for ya.” Reese turned the ignition off and popped the door on her argument. 

Ellie rolled her eyes. Reese didn’t care about cops. Ellie was a wanted felon. Robbery, murder, terrorism, people get so uppity when you blow up buildings nowadays. She did her best to fly under the radar. Not really out of fear anymore. Truth was the only reason Ellie gave the cops a second thought was if they showed up and tried to arrest her she’d have to kill them. Still, Ellie didn’t like playing in the big old blue.

That’s what Ellie called the normal world. 

She’d left it for the fringes years ago and never looked back. Reese made an effort to try to pretend he belonged every now and then, like that disastrous trip to the bar a couple weeks back. 

Reese flashed her a look through the window and Ellie frowned. She pulled the hair tie from her bun and blond hair came tumbling down over her shoulders. She grabbed her shrug off the seat slipping it over her head. 

Mid-March even in the south had a nip in the air. Ellie drew her Heckler and checked the safety out of habit. She popped the clip. Ellie would always call it a clip. Magazine sounded stupid. 

It was full. It was always full. Her nervous tick, she checked it anyway. Ellie pushed it back in with a hard slap to the bottom and checked the safety once more. She slipped it home and hopped out of the truck.

Reese gave her another encouraging smile and reached for her hand. Ellie couldn’t help the reluctant grin that drew to her lips. She sighed, catching herself looking for Vincent’s ghost. She swallowed hard and let Reese pull her closer a step.

“I love this movie,” Reese told her happily.

Ellie could admit she missed the touch of his skin. He draped his arm around her shoulder and she melted against him. She breathed him in deep. 

Annoyed that she couldn’t just let herself enjoy it, Ellie asked, “Did you rob something the last time you disappeared?”

“What? No.”

“You always have money.” It sounded like an accusation. 

Reese raised an eyebrow at her. Ellie didn’t worry about money. She always stole whatever she needed, which in all honesty wasn’t much. She just didn’t care about things anymore. Not that Ellie ever did in truth. But it had gotten so bad Reese had to force her to eat lately.

“Pennies from heaven, darlin’. Don’t ya worry your pretty little head none.”

Ellie frowned. She opened her mouth to say something pithy when he opened the door and silenced her. 

The carpet was red. The walls were painted a rich gold. Framed movie posters hung here and there. A small glass counter overflowed with kernels of popcorn. The girl behind it was young. Her face read sheer boredom until Reese came sashaying through the door. The girl perked right up when she saw him. 

Ellie scowled at her.

Reese led Ellie to the counter. “Two tickets for Casablanca. And a bucket of popcorn, if ya wouldn’t mind, darlin’.”

“Sure thing.” The girl had mousy brown hair and braces.

Ellie had an urge to punch her in the throat. She could admit territorial was one of her many flaws. Reese was hers. It pissed Ellie off that every woman who noticed him walking down the street threw themselves at him. 

It was a burden of the super-hot, she supposed. 

The girl went about filling a bucket with popcorn, flashing smiles at Reese like some love-struck five-year-old.

Feeling petty, Ellie stepped into Reese and pressed a kiss to his cheek. She cuddled into his side, resting her head against his arm. Ellie put every ounce of flirt she had into that drape. 

The girl behind the counter narrowed her eyes. Her star-struck grin wilted at the edges and Ellie smiled in satisfaction. Reese chuckled at her. The first real smile of that day pulled at the corners of his sensual mouth. 

“Look at that grin,” Reese said grasping her chin. “Ya are just as lovely as a magnolia in May, Angel.”

Ellie loved the way his voice rolled over her rich and thick. She couldn’t blame the girl for fawning all over Reese. Ellie saw his beauty, beyond just his body. He was protective and loving, wise. Sweet, Reese was all country summers and warmth. His corny jokes made her laugh whatever her mood. She loved his ease and his gentleness. 

Vincent touched her with the lightest of hands, but he broke her heart. He shattered her. Reese had a heavy touch, and yet he held her pieces together with kindness. 

Reese was charming. Those pretty eyes and broad shoulders made him undeniable. The hints of darkness he let peek through on occasion. At that moment, Ellie couldn’t take her eyes off of him. His heat seeped into her. It was a comfort she’d craved since the night she lost Vincent. 

Her monsters burned like infernos. Their skin was feverish and warm. His eyes shined like a summer sky. Ellie bit down on her bottom lip. 

Ellie reached up to brush at his long hair. Ellie smiled at him awkwardly. Their gaze tied in knots. Reese didn’t want to look away. His mouth dropped open to say something.

“Here you go,” the girl behind the counter said, voice full of attitude. 

Reese dug into his pocket a little hesitantly. Not wanting that tiny moment to end. He handed the girl two twenties and she moved away making change sulkily. 

“The movie starts in ten minutes.” She handed him back his change. 

Reese nodded, grabbing the bucket.

Ellie snitched a few kernels and followed him to the left side of the building scanning for security cameras. The theater was deserted. Reese chose seats in the middle. Despite the overhead lights, the shadows were thick. 

Ellie flopped down next to him. Maybe this wouldn’t be so bad.

“I ain’t been to a theater since I was a kid,” Reese mused. He sat back in the chair with a bemused smirk. “My pop took me to see Under Western Stars when I turned eighteen. Drove two towns over. Roy Rodgers was somethin’ else!”

Ellie laughed. Whenever Reese got all misty-eyed about the thirties and forties Ellie couldn’t help picturing the way things used to be. For some reason when she thought about that era, everything was in black and white. 

When Reese talked about it so fondly she could see the color. 

Ellie tossed a few popcorn kernels at him and sat back getting comfortable.

Reese lost himself in the story spinning on the big screen. Ellie couldn’t relax that easy. She kept glancing at the entrance, scanning over her shoulder at the impenetrable darkness. 

Looking for Vincent. 

Movement caught the corner of her eye. Reese was mouthing the words. Ellie laughed quietly. She was sure she’d never seen a thing so sexy. 

Ellie let herself be here in this moment. It surprised her how easy Reese made that. Instead of watching the movie, Ellie watched him. He even made the expressions along with Humphrey Bogart.

Reese caught her staring. “What?”

Ellie’s smile widened. She shook her head. “Nothing. Not a thing.”

“You’re making fun of me ain’t ya,” he groused.

“Maybe a little,” she admitted with a chuckle. Ellie shoveled more popcorn into her mouth.

“This movie makes me miss France,” Reese mused. He turned his gaze back to the screen but didn’t see it.

Slogging through the cold rain and the deep mud was a bitch. The life and the death of war were filled with memories he didn’t want to fall much deeper into than the surface. 

France was different. 

Reese remembered getting piss-drunk with the squad. Jenkins regaling them about the night he had with some dolled-up little brunet he couldn’t get out of his head. He could picture Vince sitting at the end of the bar, his pencil moving gracefully across the paper in his sketchbook.

This movie reminded him of a better time. Reminded him of a place where he was happy, not just content. Ellie called him grandfather time the other day. It was true. Reese felt old. 

Time forgot about him. He didn’t change any more. He couldn’t find anything that felt new. Reese didn’t fit in this world. It just wasn’t his no more. Reese was beginning to think he’d never get over the hurt of that.

Driving this never-ending highway with her was like treading water. They couldn’t turn around. But there was no land on the horizon either. 

Again Reese found himself longing for home. He stared at her hand wanting to touch it. Take it. Vince warned him there were no white picket fences for them. Reese railed against the heartbreak of that. He was sure there was somewhere out there for them. There had to be. 

He wanted to find that with her.

His eyes danced over her face. Reese swallowed down the urge to kiss her. He chafed under this vow. Still, he couldn’t bring himself to move. 

Something had to give.
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It had been the best night of sleep she had in months. No nightmares that she could remember anyway. Ellie glanced at the clock. Ten hours. She felt like Rip Van Winkle. 

Ellie blinked her eyes at the sunlight pushing against the heavy drapes. She took in a deep breath and looked around the room. The other bed was pristine. 

Ellie threw the covers back touching her bare feet to the carpet and crossed to the other bed. There was a note on the pillow. She picked it up.

"EAT SOMETHING!" was all it said.

Great. That meant he was off on one of his disappearing acts. Ellie sighed trying to remember what day it was. The past week had passed by in a blur. She couldn't even remember what state they were in. 

Ellie grabbed the Heckler off of the little table between the beds. Sometimes it was no comfort to know that wherever she went he could find her. Reese left two hundred dollar bills under her gun.

Ellie left the bills where they were and checked the lock on the front door. She pushed the curtain aside a few inches staring out into the world beyond for a moment. She took in a few measured breaths trying to slow her galloping heartbeat. 

Reese vanishing in the middle of the night did not do good things for her abandonment issues that was for damn sure. Ellie licked her lips and re-locked the door. It was locked securely before... but she needed the control of doing it herself. 

The Heckler in her right hand, she dragged her left through her snarled hair and puffed up her cheeks. She blew all of the air out of her lungs and padded toward the bathroom.

Ellie closed the door behind her, locking it. She crossed the linoleum over to the wide counter with its pristine sink. She checked the safety. Spreading her fists out on the countertop, the Heckler clinked against the flecked quartz. 

Ellie stared at her reflection in the wall-to-wall mirror. Her hair definitely looked slept in. Ellie swore she looked like a fourteen-year-old and felt like she was a hundred.

There were dark circles under her eyes. Her hair hung in strands over her shoulders, dressed in one of Reese's T-shirts. She wondered where he was. 

Cold panic drowned her. It stole the breath from her lips. Would he come back this time? Ellie tried every trick she read on the internet to help with it. Nothing made it better. She was beginning to worry that it was going to become her constant companion. 

She yanked the shirt off dropping it into the sink.

Ellie stared at her naked chest in the mirror. She was collecting scars like it was a sport. A shiny pink mound of scar tissue about the size of a fifty-cent piece punctuated the center front of her left shoulder, just on the edge of her clavicle. 

The bite mark on her throat was still dark. Edward had nearly torn her throat out that night. Ellie refused to even acknowledge the memory. She just couldn't think about it. Denial crashed down on her like rocks falling from outer space.

Three thin, jagged lines crossed the top of her right arm. Ellie and Reese nearly had matching scars there. Though, his was from a combine harvester. 

Ellie's were from a crazy bitch that was obsessed with Edward, made into a monster by Bennet and The Foundation. 

Ellie touched the palm of her hand over her face. She tried hard to control her rising anxiety. Vincent's voice whispered on the edge of her hearing. She wanted to reach for the gun. More than anything, she wanted to feel its heft in her hand.

Ellie managed thirty seconds before she had to pick it up. Pulling it free of its holster she popped the clip. It was full. She knew it was full. Still. Ellie had to check. 

She pressed her thumb over the safety and fought the stinging of her red eyes. She clicked it off. The sound echoed in the small room. Her vision blurred with tears as she looked down at it. 

The gun was matte black, the barrel a long rectangle. Above the safety were lines set on an angle cut into either side. Ellie caressed her thumb over them. The grip was raised, a crisscross shape cut into it. It was a heavy, reassuring weight in her hand. 

This gun always made her feel safe. She wrapped her hand around the grip, tightening her fingers until her knuckles were white with the effort. She slipped her finger into the trigger guard slowly. Ellie raised it up.

She took in a shuddering breath and wondered if Reese was with some woman right now. She wondered if there was some kind of afterlife. Ellie used to believe there was. Heaven, where good souls went. And hell, a cold place where the darkness dwelled. 

Ellie wondered at that moment what kind of soul hers was. Would God understand why she made the choices she had?

Would he understand that every evil thing she did was to save someone else? Would he understand that she never truly meant to hurt anyone? 

Would he care? 

There was a list of sins she committed, Ellie knew. She had a reason for each and every one of them. And she was damned sure they would never be enough to keep her out of hell.

Ellie bit her bottom lip and gazed at her reflection. The gun close to her face, she opened her jaw wide and took the barrel into her mouth. 

The metal had a tang. It was cold against her tongue. The oil she used to keep it clean, to keep it working right had a hint of sweetness. 

Vincent whispered the words, "I promise you." Ellie touched her finger to the trigger. Hands shaking, her chest hitched. Tears rolled down her cheeks.

Emptiness bore down upon her like a heavy rock on her chest. Myriad images of moments that shaped her danced around like ghosts. Some were good, some heartrending. 

The vibration of people talking beyond the wall was overly distant. Her heartbeat thudded in her ears. Her toes curled on the tiles. Her hair brushed against the naked skin of her back.

The ache of loneliness throbbed. Her heart convulsed with the anguish of it. Ellie wondered if anyone would mourn her loss. She wondered if Reese would spend years thinking about her from time to time.

At that moment despair devoured her completely. The reality that Vincent and Edward were dead crashed down on her with all the weight of a tsunami. That it was all her fault smashed into her. It swallowed her whole. Spun her. 

Regret can be a harsh mistress sometimes.

Ellie closed her eyes and squeezed them shut. Her arm tensed. She sobbed. Her shoulders rocked back and forth. Ellie tried to squeeze the trigger. 

Her finger would not move. 

She pulled the gun out of her mouth slamming it down on the countertop. Ellie pressed her forehead against the glass. Her body shuddered with her desolate weeping. Shaking, she leaned back clicking the safety back on. Ellie slid the gun home, back into its holster. 

She couldn’t do it. 

Ellie was a survivor. No matter how much she wanted the pain to end. She could not pull the trigger.

She turned her back on her reflection too disgusted to look at it anymore. Leaning against the countertop, she wiped at her tears. Ellie smoothed her hair back. Swallowing the lump in her throat she nodded to herself. 

She turned the faucet on and stepped over the edge of the tub. The water was scalding. The heat of it turned her skin red, but she loved the sensation. Ellie craved that heat. Out of everything else she lost. 

It was the loss of being wrapped in those feverishly warm, overly strong arms that truly gutted her.

The water cascaded over her face. Through her hair and down over her chest. The air around her was colder for its torridity. 

Alone. That was the worst word Ellie had ever heard. She hated being by herself. She despised not having him in the other room, listening to every tiny sound she made.

Vincent told her once that he loved to sit on the bed and listen to her sing off-key in the shower. She couldn't remember the last time she had done that. Hell, Ellie couldn't remember the last time she’d listened to music. 

She hugged herself turning her back to the water. For just a moment, she let herself pretend that it was his arms wrapped so tightly around her. That it was his warmth.

When she closed her eyes, for the first time, it wasn't Vincent's triangle-shaped face that she saw. Not his dark, stormy eyes that stared at her with need, want for her. 

It was Reese. With his unearthly blue eyes, two shades darker than a summer sky. It was his smile that spread across his handsome face. His eyebrow lifted. It was his face that lit up at the sight of her.

Ellie shook her head and the fantasy dispersed. She was suddenly alone in a shower again. Loneliness dragged her down into the dark and cold thoughts like she was sinking into the ocean and had pockets full of stones. 

Shoulders heaving with her sobs, Ellie slid down the wall and sat down in the tub. Drawing her knees up tight to her chest, she wrapped her arms around them laying her cheek against her knees.

She cried so hard it made her head hurt. The trouble was Ellie wasn't even sure why she was weeping. She didn't know which one of them she missed more. Was it the memory of Vincent's arms? Or the fantasy that was Reese's touch she mourned? 

Either way, neither of them were here.
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Ellie decided she couldn't stand to stay in this room by herself for one moment more. Vincent's T-shirt was covered in splotches and drips of dried paint and her favorite pair of ripped-up Levi's. She grabbed the two bills pushing them into the pocket along with her phone. The T-shirt was more than long enough not to worry about anyone seeing her gun.

She got into the truck and just drove for about twenty minutes taking random roads. Finally, she eased the truck into the parking lot of a strip mall. Ellie parked near one of the storefronts and sat there staring at the people who walked in and out for a good fifteen minutes more. 

Finally, she worked up enough courage to open the door and climb out. 

Ellie entered the clothing shop nervously. She jumped at the sound of the bell. Ellie rolled her eyes at herself and walked further inside scanning for security cameras out of habit. She pushed at the T-shirts and blouses hanging from a rack absently. 

Ellie moved past a frilly dress on a display and a tall rack of hats caught her eye. With a smirk, she plucked a black, wool newsboy cap from the little metal disk. A memory hit her like a punch to the gut. 

They had broken into a store. Just before she found out that her Reese was just a figment of Vincent's imagination. He’d taken a hat that looked a lot like this one. Put it on her head and smiled at her. 

She lost the hat long ago. 

Ellie took this one with her to the counter. The girl there flashed her a bored smile that didn't reach her eyes. She stared at Ellie's ripped and torn jeans with distaste. Ellie paid for her hat. She twisted her hair and slipped the cap on over it as she walked out of the store.

Her stomach growled. Reese’s note came back to her. Obediently she bought a hot dog, an order of fries and took them over to a table in the warm sunshine. Ellie sat down and munched on them, watching people standing around talking like it was a normal day. 

Runners jogged down the sidewalk. People walked their dogs. This was a world Ellie normally avoided at all costs.

She felt like a peeping tom gaping at the people as they went about their lives. Ellie was sitting on the fringes of a life she had given up on a long time ago. And she didn't recognize it. 

She didn’t feel sad. She didn’t feel... anything. 

Ellie took her leftovers to a trash can. She wasn’t sure what she should do now. But she couldn’t stand to sit here any longer. 

Ellie couldn't shake the feeling she was being watched. She scanned the small food court for anything that looked like a threat. She felt the cold brush of her gun. Ellie dropped her hand shaking her head. 

Her heartbeat exploded in her ears. She couldn’t get enough air. Ellie took a few backward steps, the world swimming around her. Someone called out. The words were a blur, something completely unrecognizable over the crashing rhythm of her heartbeat.

Ellie turned to look. She kept walking backward trying to distance herself from the danger. A horn blaring snapped her head to the right. 

She stared straight into the massive grill of a large SUV. Ellie blinked, glued to the spot. Her brain short-circuited. Ellie screamed at herself to move. She knew she had to get out of the way. But she could not force her body to do anything.

Something hit her. Ellie was only slightly sure it wasn’t the SUV. They went flying through the air. Ellie came down hard on the pavement. The concrete tore into her skin. Unable to get her arms back in time the back of her head cracked against the asphalt. 

Spots burst behind her eyes in dazzling colors. The ringing in her ears deafened. Instinct kicked her into action. Ellie reached for her gun. A tangle of body parts, whatever hit her moved awkwardly and she fell back. Her head snapped back hard on the street a second time. Pain rocketed through her. Stunned, she gulped for breath.

Pinned to the ground by the weight of her attacker, Ellie couldn't get her hand between her and the ground to get at her gun. She fought, squirming and pushing. 

Ellie swallowed as a wave of nausea broke over her. The world was nothing more than balls of color. Someone was talking, but she could barely make out the words over the ringing in her head. 

Ellie forced her eyes open wide and looked up. She blinked into eyes as blue as the sky. She stopped fighting. In her confusion, she thought it was Reese.

"Reese?" she croaked.

"Your name is Reese?" His voice was deep and full of concern. "Are you okay?" 

He had a slight southern accent but the sound of it wasn't rich. It wasn't raspy like she was so used to. With a few confused blinks Ellie came back to herself. 

She gaped into a ruggedly handsome face. His skin was the gold of a deep tan. He had dirty blond hair that came to its end at his chin. Large, the guy had a linebacker's build. From the way he hit her, she figured he had to play football. 

It reminded her of Edward.

Ellie swallowed trying to find her voice. Dressed in a long-sleeved T-shirt, the sleeves pulled up to his elbows, decorated with a surfboard, and a palm tree. Loose, brown cargo pants rode his legs. 

Information flooded her battered brain. Ellie took in the scene around her. People gathered in a wide circle watching them.

Ellie grabbed his arm. "Get me out of here," she whispered, her voice hoarse. 

He blinked in confusion. Then suddenly understanding dawned on him. It flooded those greyish-blue eyes. He got up with some effort, pulling her with him. 

It was such an odd thing to see him struggle. Ellie was so used to the easy grace and preternatural strength of the Hale brothers. She glanced around them again. He put one arm around her and walked Ellie across the street back up onto the sidewalk. 

Ellie felt the back of her head. She hissed. Her fingertips came away bloody.

She was breathing too fast. The crowd had her drowning in fear again. It crashed into her like a wave, making it hard to get her bearings. Ellie brushed her gun. She wanted it in her hand. 

Her rescuer shifted his weight, gliding in front of her. Towering over her, he touched one hand to either side of her face. It was such a comforting sensation. 

Vincent had done that a thousand times. 

He stared into her eyes.

"Look at me," he said, voice commanding. "You're safe. Nothing is going to hurt you," he said. "Do you understand, Reese?" 

She frowned. "Ellie," she corrected.

"What?" 

"My name is Ellie. I thought you- you were my friend," Ellie said glaring at a passing couple uncomfortably. "His name is Reese," she explained.

"Was he supposed to meet you here, or something?" He looked down at her hand and noticed the blood. His eyes widened a touch. "You need a hospital!"

Ellie grabbed his arm a little too hard. "No!" she exclaimed, her head shaking. 

Ellie took in a calming breath. "I don’t need a hospital," she told him. Ellie didn't really have an opinion on them, one way or the other. She just couldn’t go to one.

He frowned, exhaling through his nose. The guy licked the thin line that was his lips. "At least let me call someone or let me give you a ride home?" he pleaded. The worry in his eyes was evident.

Ellie looked up into his face ready to tell him no. She was fine. No emergency. Then, the crushing weight of going back to that lonely hotel room by herself smothered her. 

Ellie blinked and swallowed the desolation that it brought to the surface of her thoughts. She bit her bottom lip. Not trusting her voice, Ellie nodded.

The guy smiled. He had the most innocent eyes she had seen in such a long time. There is a haunted look that the darkness of violence brings to someone brushed by it. He didn't have that. His eyes were simply a soft shade of blue. 

Ellie knew this was wrong. At that moment, she didn't care.

He led her across the food court and down the sidewalk a few car lengths, stopping in front of a motorcycle. It had shiny black paint. Ellie had no clue how to pick out make and model, or anything like that. He turned to her with yet another smile.

"This is me," he said. "You're not afraid are you?"

She smirked. "No, I'm not afraid of a motorcycle," Ellie said. To underscore the point she stepped off the curb and climbed onto the seat. 

That spread smile on his face just a little wider.

He got on and pulled the handlebars toward him. "I'm Daniel, by the way," he said, giving the bike's engine a rev. "My friends call me Danny."

Ellie smiled awkwardly and slid her arms around his waist. "It's nice to meet you, Danny."

Danny took off slowly, easing into traffic. They drove for about five minutes before he looked over his shoulder. "So, are you going to tell me where you live?" he called over the loud engine.

Ellie searched her thoughts. Her brain was sluggish. "The Westwood motel, on Dison." Her elbows stung. 

Her second and third thoughts screamed this was a bad idea.

Danny plastered his thin lips together. Weaving his way through traffic until he got onto a more rural road where he let the hammer down on purpose. Danny was hoping the faster he went the tighter she might hold on. 

He was disappointed. 
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Ellie didn't say much the whole way there. He took a much more direct route than the winding one she had taken to get to the strip mall. Danny pulled into the parking lot and killed the engine.

Ellie sat there for an extra second looking up at the building's facade. She swallowed, chewing on her lip. "Do you," Ellie began. "I mean, would you. Like to come up- come in, I mean?" she corrected. 

Ellie felt like an idiot. Words were just falling from her lips and she couldn't control it. "I'm not like a psycho killer or anything," Ellie stammered. 

It wasn’t exactly a lie.

Danny smirked. "No, I've met a few psycho killers in my time, you, definitely not one of them," he said jokingly. "I can tell. It's in the eyes," Danny said, gesturing.

Again charmed by his easy humor, Ellie smiled. "Oh, you have no idea," she said. 

Climbing off the back of his bike, Ellie jerked her head toward the metal stairway on the outside of the building. As she led him up the steps, Ellie realized she could hear his footsteps, heavy and sure. 

She kept stealing glances at him. Footsteps are one of those sounds that you don’t really notice until you don’t hear them. For Ellie, it was the opposite. Reese and his brother Vincent were silent as the grave. It had been a long time since Ellie spent any time around humans. She also noticed for the first time that the hotel had a pool. 

She led him to her room. Giving the key a twist Ellie opened the door wide so that it was flush with the wall. She wanted to be sure there was no one standing behind it. She scanned the room and realized she probably looked like a crazy person to him. 

Ellie batted wide eyes. "Checking for crazed monsters, you know how it is," she half-joked. Ellie flashed him an awkward smile before she walked inside. 

Danny came in behind her shutting the door.

"You mind?" Danny asked pointing toward the bathroom door.

She shook her head no. Waiting for the door to close, Ellie reached behind her and drew the Heckler checking the safety. She hooked it on the little ledge under the bed within easy reach. Ellie dropped the holster to the floor kicking it under the bed. 

She sat down on the mattress with her back to the wall. Ellie fidgeted with the edge of the pillow. The toilet flushed and the door to the bathroom opened a few seconds later.

Danny wandered out and the look on his face worried her. His eyebrows knit together, eyes full of some mix of embarrassment and concern. 

"Listen, I’m going to be honest. You are really hot and that is why I gave you a ride home," Danny said, rushing through the speech he prepared in the bathroom. 

"But you have obviously been through some kinda trauma or something. I can see it in you. The panic attacks, the hyper-vigilance. I noticed you in the food court. You were staring at everyone who walked by like you expected any one of them to jump at you."

Ellie opened her mouth ready with an excuse. He interrupted her. Danny stepped forward, sitting down on the opposite bed his legs open, hands resting on his knees. 

"My best friend came home from Afghanistan with the same thing," Danny explained. "I just," he said, "I want to make sure you're all right," Danny explained.

Ellie swallowed. Looking up into his face suddenly everything came up to the surface again, Ellie couldn't hold it back. 

"My brother and my boyfriend, they died in a fire and I haven't been right since" she admitted, biting her lip. 

"I let you bring me home because I was afraid to be alone," Ellie muttered. "I know you probably think I'm crazy," she said, embarrassed.

Danny held up his thumb and forefinger with only a little space between them. "A little bit," he chuckled... but again, that disarming smile bloomed on his lips. "What can I say? I'm attracted to the crazy ones. Can't help it."

A small laugh bubbled up out of her. Ellie bit the inside of her cheek. "I haven't really dealt with normal people in a long time. I don't even know what to say," she told him, in all honesty. 

"I think I should probably start by thanking you for saving my life," Ellie looked down at her hands. "I don't really know what happened."

"It's all right, panic attacks like that can be scary as hell," Danny said.

"See... I'm attracted to the ones that save my life," Ellie said with another awkward smirk. She took in a deep breath and her expression melted into something sort of sad and vulnerable. 

"Have you ever been so completely lonely that you crave the touch of someone? You need it like you need oxygen." Ellie asked. "Anyone," she whispered, gazing up at him through a fringe of eyelashes. "Even a complete stranger?"

Brushes with death always left Ellie with a powerful need to feel life roiling in her veins. Loneliness is an ache that eats away at you. It scorches your insides like acid turning everything to ash. It makes you do crazy things. 

Need bares you utterly. You can’t hide from it. You can’t breathe through it. All you have left is to fall into temptation. Ellie needed touch. She needed to be held. She needed to hear a heart beating beneath her ear. She was sick with want.

Ellie never thought about another man. The Hale boys occupied all her hunger. Danny was handsome enough she supposed. He had that boy next door vibe. His build was similar enough to Reese’s. His smile was almost as pretty. 

Ellie knew every inch of Vincent’s body by heart. When she closed her eyes his lines were etched into her mind. She could almost feel his flesh tingling on her fingertips.

Danny swallowed. A blush rose into his good-looking cheeks. Ellie moved away from the wall to stand in front of him. Her hair fell down around her lovely face like a curtain of silk. Ellie swallowed past the tightness in her throat. 

"I’ve never done this before," she said with a roll of her eyes.

"I've had a few fantasies that went a little something like this," Danny admitted with self-deprecating humor. His smile was wide and nervous. 

She brushed the inside of his thigh with the torn knee of her jeans. Ellie wasn't thinking. She was simply feeling. Ellie moved in on him and he lay slowly back against the bed.

She climbed over him, straddling his waist. Ellie pressed the palm of her hand to his chest. His heart beat out a crescendo against her palm, but there was no heat. 

"No questions," Ellie said, setting the rules for whatever this was supposed to be. 

Danny looked at her, confusion sparkling in his blue eyes, but desire drowned it out. He nodded his head. 

Ellie closed her eyes and kissed him. Her tongue darting over his lips, he opened to her. Danny reached up hesitantly, one hand sliding into her hair. The other traced over her throat.

Ellie explored him with lips and tongue. She tasted Vincent’s mouth. She imagined Vincent with his dark, storm-cloud gray eyes touching her. 

Danny’s hands were too heavy. Slowly the vision changed and she imagined Reese instead, with his fingers tracing down the front of her body.

Ellie leaned back and moaned at the sensation of his fingertips gliding over her breasts. First through the thin cotton of the T-shirt then Danny slipped one hand beneath it. All Ellie wore was a T-shirt and her jeans. Danny caressed his hand over her bare breast. His fingertips brushing over her nipple tore a sigh from her.

Danny snaked one arm around her waist and sat up so that she slid into his lap. He kissed the side of her neck. 

Ellie mourned the thrill of sharp teeth. She craved the rouse of knowing Vincent’s beast lurked just beneath the surface. That at any moment the monster could surge forth and tear into her. 

He never would. 

Still, it was Vincent’s darkness that opened something in her. Like pressing the gas pedal flush with the floor, or jumping off a cliff she’d come to need that flirtation with danger. 

Danny’s mouth moved wetly down to her shoulder. His hands grasped the hem of her shirt and dragged it up over her shoulders. Danny gaped at her. Confusion pushed back on his desire. 

He opened his mouth to say something and Ellie laid her hand against it. Blinking those green orbs at him, she shook her head.

"No questions," she whispered.

The fight in his eyes, the expression on his pretty face told her he was going to ruin this. She had enough doubt of her own. Ellie leaned in and kissed him again, making the decision for him. 

His hands on her skin were suddenly gentle. Nowhere near the unearthly grace that was Vincent’s touch. And nothing like the near pain-inducing heaviness of Reese. It jarred her fantasies. 

Leaning back, Ellie arched her back and he laid a kiss on her small breast. Danny looked up into her face blinking uncertain eyes at her.

"I won't break," Ellie said with a sad smile. "At least, I haven't so far."

He wondered what she meant. Danny wondered what happened to her. He knew for certain he had not gotten anywhere near the whole story. 

Danny traced his hands up over her back and rolled her like a shark, with him coming up on top. With a thrust of his hips, he pressed himself against her and she moaned. He was a silken hardness against her belly. Danny drew back slowly laying open-mouthed kisses over each of her breasts. 

His hands fumbled at the buttons that held what was left of her jeans together. Lifting her hips, Danny slid them down her thighs slowly. 

It wasn't that he was clumsy. The liquid grace of Vincent was a hard thing to live up to. Danny stood up to his full height yanking at his own shirt. He stopped for a moment staring down at her naked before him. 

She was such a tiny thing. Her body perfectly proportioned. Naked, he couldn’t ignore the scars that littered her body. Danny reached for the fly of his pants and stopped. His shoulders slumped.

"I can't do this," Danny said. "I have to know what happened to you."

Ellie dragged a hand through her hair and huffed out a breath. Her tongue darted out to wet her lips. “I've known a few monsters in my day," she said. 

"You don't have to worry about me. You don't have to save me. You don't have to love me. Hell, you don't even have to know me," she said. "I need to be with... " Ellie wanted to say, Vincent. She wanted to say, Reese. Instead, she said, “Someone."

Danny looked down at her for a long moment. Ellie sighed. He seemed to come to a decision right then. Danny reached into his back pocket producing his wallet. He pulled out a condom. Swallowing hard, his Adam’s apple bobbed up and down. 

He looked at it and then at her. "Who hurt you?"

Ellie made a noise that was something between a cry and a laugh. She stared up into those innocent eyes, taking in a deep breath of him. He smelled like pine and sandalwood. Ellie rolled off the bed coming to her feet. She searched for her shirt.

"You don't know me from Adam," Danny said. "I get that, I'm not asking for your life story."

"Yeah, you kind of are."

"I look at you and I see a pretty little thing covered in scars and full of fear." Danny sighed. "Was it Reese, did he do those things to you?" he asked with narrowed eyes. "Is that why you're hiding here in some roadside hotel?" 

She took in a breath ready to be angry. The look of real concern stopped her. 

Ellie relented, blowing out a breath. "No. Reese didn't do this to me." 

Not all of it anyway, but that part she kept quiet. 

Ellie pointed to the six-inch-long scar on the outside of her thigh. "Something ran my car off the road." 

That something was Reese. 

"As for the rest of them, you ever seen the sign on the edge of a map that says here-be-monsters?" she asked. "I ignored that." Ellie swallowed. "That is all the explanation you're ever going to get," she told him honestly.

It took him exactly ten seconds to decide that it was enough. At least, it was for now. Danny crossed the floor to her. He folded her into his embrace. 

His kiss was gentle. Like, he was afraid he might shatter her with just the touch of his fingertips gentle. He stepped into her, pressing her to the wall with his body. 

Ellie went back a little too fast and smacked her head reopening the cut on the back of her skull. She winced. A long thin bead of blood dripped down the wall behind her. The rest of it soaked into her blond hair. Scalp wounds bleed like a bitch. 

“Sorry!” Danny cried. The compassion in his eyes made her smirk. 

Ellie laughed it off. 

"You don't have to be afraid of me," Danny assured her.

He laid a kiss against her lips that wasn't quite the gentlest she had ever received but it sure tried hard. "I'm not a monster."

Ellie appreciated what he was trying to say. Still, she closed her eyes and pretended he was.

"I am," Reese growled. 
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Reese grabbed hold of Danny by his hair dragging him back. Reese's eyes were black. That red starburst in their center pulsed in time with his heartbeat. The darkness that was his Monster swam just beneath his skin. 

Surprise crumpled Ellie’s expression. 

"Reese!" Ellie cried. "No!"

Danny reached back with one arm, trying to claw at the hand that held him. He had no idea what he was up against. 

"Let him go!" Ellie cried.

Those hellish eyes flicked to her, a predatory smile spread across Reese’s lips. The teeth in his mouth elongated into a jagged maw. He opened his hand and Danny fell to the floor.

Reese looked up at her confused. 

Danny turned, leaping to his feet. His fist hammered Reese's solar plexus. That hit would have leveled anyone else. That's when he looked into Reese's face.

Danny took a step back staggering and lost his footing, he crashed into Ellie. Her head snapped back again. 

Starbursts exploded in her eyes. She cried out from the pain that rocketed through her and crumbled, sliding down the wall. Danny pushed against her fighting to keep from going to the floor along with her. 

He started to turn. Reese came down around him, his arms snaking around Danny's neck and shoulder. Reese wrenched Danny back off her with a quick jerk. 

Ellie shut her eyes against the sound of his neck snapping.

Reese let him go and Danny’s lifeless body fell to the floor still twitching. Danny gave one final shudder and Ellie fought a wave of nausea. She glared up at Reese, anger rolling off her like a cool wave.

"You son of a bitch!" 

Reese closed his eyes and rolled his shoulders. He forced that wrath and jealousy down, stepping on the neck of his Beast. In control, Reese opened them. 

His eyes had bled back to their normally vibrant blue. He puffed out another breath. His gaze flicked to the blood on the wall. 

"What the fuck, Reese?" Ellie cried. 

Reese offered a hand to help her to her feet. She slapped it away. Ellie climbed to her feet clumsily. Using the wall at her back to steady her on the second attempt, she was careful not to step on the dead body of Daniel cooling at her feet. 

Reese strode across the floor and snatched up Vincent’s T-shirt. He held it out to her. 

"I could ask ya the same damned thing?" Reese growled.

She shook her head. "I was lonely!" Ellie cried defensively.

She pulled the shirt on and the room spun away from her. She tried to take a step and her knees turned to jelly. Reese was suddenly there. She fell into his arms. He helped her to her feet.

"I was angry," Reese said.

"Why?" Ellie asked wide-eyed. "What the hell do you care who I take to my bed?" 

He looked at her like she was a crazy person. "I care, damn it! How the hell can I not?" Reese exclaimed lips tense.

Ellie looked away fighting tears. "I know Vincent told you to take care of me, but you want to go!" she cried. 

"Don't deny it." Her voice went low. "I am not your responsibility, Reese. And he-" Ellie began, but couldn't stop the sob that tore itself from her throat. 

"He left me! Just like you want to. So go. There is nothing stopping you!"

His laugh was an unpleasant sound as Reese shook his head. "Ya really are that blind ain't ya?" he asked rhetorically.

Reese grabbed the shoulder of Danny’s corpse and hefted him with ease. He tore open the door and carried him out, slamming it behind him so hard the door splintered. 

Reese stomped down the corridor listening at each of the rooms. Coming upon one that was empty, he opened the door, snapping the lock with just a flick of his wrist. He dropped the body unceremoniously half on the bed. 

Reese walked out leaving him there. He did take the time to close the door behind him.

Reese got halfway back to their room and stopped. Ellie stomped across the pavement below him. He made a face, rolling his eyes, and hopped over the railing. Reese landed gracefully. He caught up to her halfway across the parking lot. 

"Ellie!"

She didn't stop. She didn't turn back. On the positive side, she didn't pull her gun and shoot him either, at least she was learning. 

Her anger was a scalding wave that rained down on him. Reese took two extra strides closing the distance between them. He grabbed her shoulder. Ellie turned on him. Her sorrow bit down on his skin like sparks.

"What!" Ellie yelled.

"I ain’t here because Vince told me to protect ya. I’m here because I’m your best friend," Reese cried. 

He wanted to tell her that he was there because he was in love with her. He just couldn't bring himself to say it.

Ellie was a wreck of emotions that he could barely shield from. It was always harder after he let the Monster loose. Her eyes rimmed red from her tears. Her cheeks were a bright rose. Ellie took in a breath, shoulders shuddering with her sobs.

"He left me, Reese," she sobbed. "I have to get over him because I can't live pining for his goddamned ghost."

Reese touched the side of her face. His angry expression crumbling, he brushed at her tears. "I know," he whispered. "I’ve been waiting for ya to let go of Vince’s memory."

Ellie sniffed wiping at her nose. "Then why did you kill him?" she asked, pointing angrily to the motel room.

"I smelled your blood. I thought the worst. I thought he was trying to hurt ya, Ellie. He hit me and I lost my temper," Reese explained. 

She knew it. Looking into those innocent eyes, Ellie knew Danny’s death would be her fault talking to him on the street. She should have walked away. Left him to the safety of the big old blue... but she brought him home anyway. She took his hand and led him into the deep waters she swam. 

All Ellie knew were sharks. Angry takes on a whole new meaning when applied to her monsters. Pissed as she was, she didn’t blame Reese. She blamed herself.

Ellie sighed shaking her head. "He didn't deserve to die."

"I'm sorry," Reese said simply. "I don't want ta’ leave ya, Ellie," he whispered. "I ain’t him.” 

How that expression had changed in its meaning over these past few years. 

"I loved my brother, but he was an idiot to leave ya."

Reese pulled her to him and pressed his forehead against hers listening to her cry. After a few moments, he touched his fingers to her chin and lifted it. 

"Hey, it's just ya and me against the world, Angel," Reese said with a smile.
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Reese pushed the bike into the woods. He came back shaking his head. "Damn shame, that was a nice bike," he said. 

Ellie’s glare was unfriendly as he climbed into the cab of the truck. Reese eased out onto the deserted road. They drove for a while in silence. The day had been warm, almost hot. This late in the afternoon the temperature was falling fast. Ellie slipped into a sweater.

Reese tore his eyes off the road to steal a glance at her. "I think I've found the crazy ya been looking for," he said conversationally.

"Really, where?" Ellie asked sniffing.

"The next town over. A body dropped and it follows our MO." Vetler had both of them talking like cops. 

Reese had come to like the guy, almost missed him. Shane Vetler was a good man. Reese wondered how he and Charlie were doing. Better that they weren't wading through the blood and guts.

"I'll take ya over there if you'll give me a smile," Reese offered. 

"You'll take me there or I'll go myself," Ellie growled.

Yeah, she was still pissed about the dead kid. 

What Reese told her was mostly true. He smelled her blood. Then he saw the kid kissing her and jealousy rode him. His Monster roared to life before he could stomp it back down.

Though, it would be his little secret that what killed the boy was not the Monster in him. It was the man. Reese was in complete control when he snapped the kid’s neck.

"Are ya going to forgive me?" Reese asked without looking at her.

"I don't know yet," Ellie told him honestly.

"Staying pissed at me ain't going to bring him back."

Ellie glared daggers at him. "Call me old-fashioned, but I think a life deserves more than four hours to be mourned completely."

"Ya only knew him for two." Reese tried to keep the petulance out of his voice. The look on her face told him he’d failed.

"Stop the car!" Ellie demanded.

"No."

The pissier she got, the more Ellie telegraphed her moves. She reached for the door handle. 

Reese hit the button on the master door locks on his side.

"That's right, I have learned after many hours of careful study, how to lock a door," he grumbled.

"You are such an ass!" Ellie cried jerking her head toward the window.

"I said I was sorry."

"Yeah, well that's not good enough," Ellie snapped.

Reese tasted her emotions opening his shields only enough to let a little peek through. Her guilt was heavy. 

Figures. Ellie blamed herself for everything. 

Her longing dropped the bottom out of his stomach. It wasn't for Vince, though. Not like normal, anyway. It wasn't for that kid, either. She pined for him. 

Reese smirked. He was tempted to open up to her. Let those emotions swallow him. It was dangerous and Reese knew it.

"Why did ya bring him home, Angel?"

"I told you, I was lonely," Ellie said. She refused to look at him.

Reese could be so childish. It wasn't enough to know that she wanted him. He had to hear her say it. Reese sighed. "If ya wanted me there why didn't ya just call?" 

Ellie turned her head toward him. A thousand thoughts ran through her mind. Most of them ended in because that would be weak. 

"Because," was her stellar answer to that particular burning question.

"Because?" he repeated, stealing a glance at her.

"Because," Ellie paused scrambling for an answer. "I figured you were out hunting and didn't have it on you." 

There, that was better. Though figured wasn’t the best word for it. Hope fit a little more with her actual feelings.

Reese turned to her with one eyebrow raised. He clearly didn't believe that for even a second. He shook his head and smiled. "Ya are so pathetic."

"Blow me." She turned back to the window resting her head on the palm of her hand. "Sociopath," Ellie grumbled.

Reese laughed. Petulant was better than truly angry. Reese could live with childish. A tantrum would fade. Her wrath was a different thing entirely. Ellie held a grudge the way other people held onto family heirlooms. She nurtured her animosity, never willing to let it go.

Silence crashed back over them. The passing scenery didn’t really register to Ellie. What happened to Danny only plunged her mood darker. 

Bringing him back to their room was a bad idea. It got him killed. She just couldn't bear to be alone. At least it had been fast. Ellie had seen firsthand what happened when the Hale boys lost their temper.

She might have been able to stop Reese if Danny hadn't hit him. Once the Monster had a target, there was nothing that would save him. Reese was better than Vincent. 

If it had been Vincent, the guy would have been nothing but a red mist when it was all over.

Death had become so old hat to Ellie that even she boggled at how little she felt for Danny’s murder. He was a lesson that Ellie learned well today. But beyond the guilt of it, Ellie was numb. 

Ellie was lonely this morning. Now she was barely able to keep her head above water. Depression thrust her down into an abyss with no end. She hated herself for being so weak this morning. She just couldn't pull that damn trigger. 

She missed Vincent. So much it was like an open wound in her heart. When she woke up and Reese was gone, it made her realize that she couldn't bear to lose both of them.

Reese broke his neck like snapping a pencil. She wondered if it hurt. It was over in an instant. Her eyes roved over Reese’s arms. Even without his preternatural strength. It would be even easier for him to do that to her.

Reese slowed to a stop on the side of the road. He shut the ignition off. The expression on her face was one he would never forget. Ellie was lost in her own thoughts. Her eyes crashed. She reminded him of the ocean deep and hungry. 

His eyebrows knit together. Reese reached across the seat, laying his hand on the back of hers. Ellie jumped, her eyes wide.

"I'm sorry, Angel. Seeing him with ya-" Reese stopped. “I wasn’t trying to hurt ya.”

"He didn’t deserve to die, Reese." Ellie moved her hand to the door and gave him a look. 

Reese frowned. He unlocked the door.

She hopped down shutting the door behind her. Reese headed around the front end, jerking his head to the left. 

Ellie followed him through the heavy undergrowth. The trees were tall and thick. The gloom was deep in the trees. Ellie traipsed behind him only really paying half attention.

Her mind played the sound of Danny’s bones snapping. Ellie kept imagining Reese’s arms wrapped around her neck like that. 

How quick it had been. How painless it seemed. She walked into Reese's back and frowned. Ellie looked up at him and then down at the dead body at his feet. 

Reese took a few steps around the corpse.
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The woman had been dead over a week. Her hair was a tangle of weeds and twigs. Her clothes were torn. Missing her panties, her jean skirt hiked up over her hips. Beaten. 

Her arm lay high above her head. A sharp spike of broken bone ripped through the flesh of her forearm. A few teeth were knocked out. Reese glanced around trying to spot them. He couldn't.

The woman was almost half again as big as Ellie. She was tall and well-built. Her frame was athletic. She looked like she could defend herself. It didn't matter, though. 

Ellie's eyes were drawn to the large hole ripped into her stomach. Bits of her entrails were gnawed upon. Chunks were taken out of her arm, and her throat was one angry wound. 

Reese crouched down, resting on the balls of his feet next to her.

"I think he raped her," Reese said. 

Ellie pulled her hair back into a loose and messy bun on the top of her head. Strands of sun-kissed yellow hung down around her neck. She used a pen to secure it. Ellie nibbled the corner of her lip.

"Why do you think that?" she asked.

Reese pointed to the dark bruises on her thighs with his pinkie. Ellie's eyes twitched to them and she sighed.

"Can you get a scent?" Ellie asked, dejected.

Reese closed his eyes taking in a lungful, scenting the air. After a few seconds, he opened his eyes. His expression was one of confusion. His eyebrows knit together. 

Reese stood up with a grace that annoyed Ellie and moved through the trees. Ellie had to run to keep up. Her foot hit a root or a tree stump. She couldn't be quite sure which. Ellie went down hard. Her knee scraped the side of a tree. Leaves flew up into the air.

Ellie growled, wincing. Reese stood over her. His expression read annoyed. She gave him an unfriendly look of her own. 

"That's right, I'm a pathetic human. Sometimes I fall down," she snapped. Ellie climbed to her feet. 

Reese didn't offer her a hand. He simply stood there waiting. 

Ellie used the tree to help her to her feet. "Did you think maybe to slow down a touch so I can follow?" Ellie grumbled. 

Man, was she in a mood? Ellie took a few steps past him and stopped, realizing she had no clue which way he was going.

Reese walked past her with a derisive snort. Slowing down so she could walk abreast with him, he came to a stop at the top of a small hill. 

The back of it ended in almost a sheer drop. A valley dug into the forest floor. Reese pointed into the maw of earth. There was another body. 

She had willowy curves and mousy brown hair. Her throat was torn out, taking half of her face with it. Her insides chewed on.

"This one's a real winner, ain't he?" Reese said.

"Two dead bodies and you can't get a scent?" Ellie looked tired and annoyed.

Reese sighed plastering his lips together and shook his head no. Whatever these things were, they weren't like him, or like Vince was. 

Reese caught a hundred smells from the scene. Not one of them seemed special. 

Reese looked at her. He was shielding hard from Ellie’s emotions. Hell, the whole reason he left Ellie alone was because her depression was leaking all over him. It made it hard to concentrate on anything else when he had to shield that hard.

Reese was worried that was the reason he couldn't get a bead on the crazies.

"Anything?" Ellie barked.

"No." 

Reese was trying awfully hard not to let his anger rise. She was making it damn hard, though. 

Ellie turned away from him and stomped back the way they had come in. If they couldn't find anything there was no reason for her to stand here, staring at this horror. She huffed out a breath as she picked her way through the woods.

Reese stared down at the dead girl and sighed. Ellie tromped through the underbrush. She had all the stealth of an angry elephant. He looked over his shoulder and waited for her to disappear. 

Taking in a few quick breaths, Reese let the shields fall. Let his senses unfurl through the woods. The only thing he found, though, was the wall of despair that was Ellie. Still nothing.

Damn.
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Ellie dug into the bed for one of Vincent's sketchbooks. She was sitting in the passenger seat flipping through it when Reese materialized through the trees. Ellie didn't even look up at him as he climbed inside. 

The engine rumbled to life. They drove in a silence that deafened. Reese couldn't help the jealousy that damned book kindled in him. It was dark by the time he found a hotel.

This wasn't some rinky-dink motel on the side of the road. The building had at least ten stories, each with its own balcony for the separate rooms. 

Reese chose it on purpose. 

He knew it would annoy her. Yes, Reese could be childish. He went inside to get a room while Ellie waited, flipping through the pages. Staring at the beautiful pencil sketches and ink drawings, she noticed something new about each one every time Ellie looked at them. 

There were drawings of her in a hundred different poses. A portrait of Reese, Vincent managed to capture the ease and grace that Reese forgot he had. 

A sketch of Charlie, her warm smile and round rosy cheeks, Ellie realized she missed her. 

The tailgate opened and she looked up. Reese grabbed the duffel bag that had their clothes. She closed the sketchbook.

Ellie got out of the truck tucking the book under her arm. She followed him through a door, not paying attention to her surroundings. 

Up a wide staircase to the fourth floor, the place smelled of chlorine and high-grade chemical cleaners. The halls were well-lit. Doors with brass numbers passed them by as he led her to their room. Reese produced a card out of his back pocket. He slid it through a reader and the door clicked open.

Reese hit the switch and the darkness beyond flooded with light. Ellie walked through a small room with a couch and coffee table. A flatscreen television attached to the wall on the opposite side. 

Beneath the counter sat a small refrigerator. Past a square archway, a larger room opened up. A king-sized bed placed against the center of the back wall. A sliding glass door led out onto a small balcony on the left side.

The carpet was soft, and tan, the walls a neutral cream. An oversized landscape painting hung above the headboard full of soft pastel colors. The opposite wall was almost all mirrored from the waist up to the ceiling. 

Ellie stood in the center of the room staring at the mirror image of it.

Reese walked by her and dropped the duffel bag onto the floor by the bed. He turned to her stepping from one foot to the other. 

Ellie studied his reflection in the mirror. The sketchbook slid down into her hand. Ellie trembled. Her heart hammered fast and loud. She stared into the reflection of his eyes. The soft light of the bedside lamps shimmered in his hair. 

Ellie took the pen out her bun. Her hair tumbled down around her shoulders.

The soft, velvety sound of thunder rolled in the distance. One raindrop fell, then another and another, until the city was awash in an ocean falling from the dark sky above. It tapped against the glass. The rhythm slithered through the silent room. Ellie swallowed hard. Blinking her eyes, she came to her decision.

Ellie set the book on the countertop reverently. Let her fingertips trail over the creased and stained cover. She reached back, pulled the inner pants holster complete with gun out, and laid it on top of the book. She ran her fingertips over the cold metal one last time, lingering. 

Ellie took in a steadying breath and turned around. The air around them felt hungry. Reese watched her intently, a look of question in his eyes. Ellie plastered her lips together into a thin line. Reaching up, she slid a wide swath of hair behind her ear.

His curiosity getting the better of him, Reese dropped his shields. Let her rushing feelings flood over him. Like opening your eyes, instead of the darkness of closed lids, color, and brightness filled his world. 

Her emotions were powerful. Caustic. An intensity that filled up the room they stood in, surrounded them. They crashed into him, wave after wave. The force of it stunned him.

Her barely controlled fear sent his heart galloping. Deep, heart-wrenching despair took him out at the knees. Her calm was a molten pool of iron. Like a glossy lake on a day with no wind.

Ellie closed her eyes forcing herself to take a step away from the counter, then another. Her breath came slow, careful. Her movements were measured. 

Reese tensed, leary of the whole damned thing. She stopped with only a foot between them. Ellie tried to speak, but she couldn't find her voice.

Her thoughts were dark and desolate. Like the approaching storm outside their window. Her longing and grief crashed and thundered against one another. Her sorrow smothered him.

Reese had to fight to breathe. Her ache and hunger blindsided him. Reese swallowed and his eyes fluttered back into his head. He tried hard to raise his shields against the onslaught. To block out the weight of the yearning that exploded over him. 

What did Vince do to her?

Reese cursed his little brother for hurting her like this. Seeing her with that little punk today drove a spike of need into his chest. It made Reese admit he couldn’t keep pretending that he wasn’t in love with her. 

This promise was killing him. He was sick of the distance between them. Reese was damned tired of watching her fall to pieces and not being able to do anything about it. He couldn’t keep doing this. 

He couldn’t keep her at arm’s length no more.

He wanted to kiss her. Reese wanted it so badly that his hands ached with the need to touch her. He had a thing for her since the first few days he met her. Hell, from the moment he saw her walking toward the farmhouse with Vince. 

It took him a long time to admit that to himself. Then he spent months hiding it from his little brother, feeling awful for even entertaining the thought that maybe she could want him one day. 

Then, he waited for her to forget Vince, to move on. Let him go. Sometimes he wondered if she ever would. Reese spared a glance at the sketchbook and figured he had his answer.

This was a mistake, opening his shields. Her state of mind ebbed and flowed between heart-seizing fear and tsunami-like waves of guilt and loss that washed over him. Drowned him. He couldn’t think past her agony. 

He wanted to comfort her. Reese opened his mouth to tell her it would be all right. Vince loved her. That it wasn't fair what happened, but, it did. 

Reese wanted to tell her that it was okay to let Vince go. Guilt seized him. If he told her it was okay to let go, to stop loving Vince. It was one step closer to stealing her away from his brother's memory.

Ellie tried again. "Reese," she whispered. Her face broke into a sob, fat tears falling out onto her cheeks. "What you did today. The way you snapped his neck-"

Reese shook his head. "I'm sorry, Angel. I lost it. I saw him kissing ya-" he began.

Ellie closed her eyes. The words balanced on her tongue. She had to say it fast. Brace for the pain of it. "I want you to kill me," Ellie blurted out.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]




Chapter

[image: image]


Her plea swirled around his head. It echoed through the room. Reese looked at her confused. "What?" he whispered.

Another towering wave of guilt and desperation erupted. Reese opened his eyes wide fighting against the power of it. He couldn't be sure whose emotions he was trying to shield against.

Did the guilt belong to him for taking her away from Vince? Or was it hers, because Vince sacrificed himself to save her? Reese blinked at the tears that stung his eyes.

Ellie licked her lips and sniffed. "I tried to do it myself," she admitted. "I put the gun in my mouth, but I-I couldn't pull the trigger," she breathed. "I just couldn't do it."

"That's because it's crazy!" Reese cried, eyes wide. "Damn it, Ellie!" 

The divine rush that was her misery broke over him again. Like a drug, it pulled him down and rolled him over. He couldn't catch his breath. Reese couldn't think, couldn't concentrate.

"I told you," Ellie sobbed, her voice was so quiet. "I'm broken. I have lost too much and I-" she began. "I'm falling apart!" 

Reese stepped forward closing the distance between them. He grabbed her arms staring down into her face. He shook her. He wanted to scream at her. 

The look in her eyes stopped him. Reese stood there stunned, trying to take in what she said.

"I've got nothing left, Reese," she cried. "I can't keep doing this."

Ellie was a mess of melancholy that poured down on him. Drunk on her, he blinked his confusion. 

"Ya can damn it! And ya will!" Reese commanded. 

A fine tremor of anger ran through him. The soldier in him swam to the surface. "Ya can't just quit when it gets hard. Ellie, life is hard. That's all it ever is and that's all it ever will be. No spoon full of sugar is ever going to make it better.” 

Did she even have an inkling of what he felt for her? Didn't she realize what that would do to him? "Ya can't ask me to do that!" Reese sighed. "I won't do that to ya."

Damn it! Reese cursed himself for the inability to control his high. He realized it at that moment with her sobbing in front of him. He was being so fucking stupid. 

Vince wanted to die. He made his choice. Vince left her. How could he steal Ellie away from Vince's memory, when Vince was the one that let her go?

"There is nothing left of me. I have had every ounce of myself chipped away. There is nothing left for me. I can't be alone!" Ellie cried, swallowing past the lump in her throat. 

"You asked me the other day what I was so damned afraid of. That's it. I am afraid of being alone."

"Ya ain’t alone, Ellie." he whispered, "I’m right here. I'm standing right here in front of ya. How many times do I got to say it?"

Ellie turned her head to the side. She couldn't meet that intense gaze. "But you don't want to be. And I won't force you to," she whined. 

"I may be weak. I may be so fucking lost, but I won't doom you to that. Just let me go," Ellie pleaded. "Please."

His bottom lip quivered. Reese breathed in and out slow. "Ya can't force me to do nothing, haven't ya learned that by now. I am here because I am in love with ya, Ellie!"

Ellie snapped her head up to look at him. Searched him for some lie. His right hand slid down her arm until he touched her hand. Reese laced their fingers together. 

"Jesus, how can ya not know that I love ya?" he whispered, shaking his head. "I always have."

"Ya drive me insane. Ya confuse and confound me," he cried, shoulders swaying back and forth. "Ya make me so goddamned angry." 

His voice turning gentle, he said, "Ya make me want to be a better man." Reese’s hand slid between her hair and the warmth of her skin. He hooked his fingers behind her neck.

Reese leaned forward laying a kiss upon her brow. He drew back again by inches. 

"Ellie, in your eyes I see what I used to be. And I see what I could be. And I am so damned afraid that ya will never love me the way ya loved him." Reese held his other hand an inch above the flesh of her cheek. Lips tensing, he closed his eyes as if gathering his courage. Reese touched her face. 

"I will give ya everything I am, everything I have. Just stay with me," he whispered. "Please, don't leave me."

She choked on her disbelief. Tears dripped from her chin, her nose. She couldn't get enough air. "You always have," Ellie stammered. 

He didn't know if that was a question or a statement. Reese stepped into her. His hand traced over her hair.

"Always," Reese said. "I’ve wanted ya since the first moment I saw ya. Standing there, that ancient quilt wrapped around your shoulders like a cloak. Ya turned around and I was so jealous of Vince."

Ellie smiled through her tears at his confession. Her heartbeat danced. It filled her with a happiness she didn't think she could feel again, especially over the past year. 

That smile was bright and it was beautiful, full of love. Reese met her gaze. A look of wonder and adoration shined in his lovely, blue eyes.

"I love ya, Ellie. Ya can't leave me. Promise me. Promise me ya won't do this."

She touched her hands to his chest. Ellie relished that delicious warmth. It tore a sigh from her. Ellie pushed up on her tiptoes. 

Reese leaned in and stopped, hesitating for just a moment. His eyes drank in the lines of her face before he pressed his lips to her mouth. 

It was a kiss full of the passion that both of them tried for so long to deny. He was high on her shimmering sentiment. Reese wrapped his arms around her pulling her into him so forcefully Ellie was sure she would have bruises in the morning.

His right hand cupped her ass. Left-arm around her waist, Reese lifted her without breaking that wet kiss. 

Finally, she pulled back coming up for air. Ellie took in a shuddering breath a smile blooming he would never forget.

Beaming down at him, her eyes were huge orbs of swimming green. She swallowed, wiping at her tears with one hand. 

"I don't know if I am falling for you, or if I have always been in love with you, Reese. But, I do. I love you," Ellie breathed. "I need you. I need you so much," she said her fingers drifting through his hair. 

"I need you to save me!" Ellie made a sound that was halfway between a laugh and a sob. "If you won't kill me, then save me."

Reese panted. The hunger that was so dark just a few minutes ago was now bright and full of amazing warmth. A tiny spark inside of her flared to life and went supernova with the declaration that he loved her. 

He wanted more than anything else in this world to be worthy of it.

Reese took a step forward, spinning her in dizzying circles. He threw his head back and laughed, a rich sound that echoed through the room. It grew as the affection in Ellie rained over him. It flooded through him and infused him with that wondrous joy. He’d never felt anything close to this before.

Oh, he experienced love. Reese felt hope and happiness. He reflected it through others before, as well. But it was just shadows, echoes that he brushed in passing. Not only did she pour this down upon him. He caused it. He was part of it and it was a part of him.
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His laughter rubbed along her skin like silk. She’d never seen Reese this happy in any incarnation. Ellie touched the side of his face, running her fingertips over that soft facial hair. 

She reached into his shirt pulling his dog tags free. Cradling them in her hand, she brushed her thumb over the pressed letters.

Ellie adored the sensation. She whispered his name. Beaming down at him, Ellie pressed the tags against his chest.

"What are ya doing?" he asked perplexed.

"I think you should be proud of them," Ellie smirked. "Soldier boy."

Reese bit his bottom lip, letting it slide through his teeth. He leaned in so fast she jumped. His mouth moved against hers. Reese had wanted to kiss her for so long. 

It was nothing like he’d imagined. She tasted bitter and sweet and a little sharp. His head moved back and forth along with his dancing tongue. Reese spun them. Their bodies slammed into the wall. Surprised, Ellie opened her eyes. Need and hunger darkened in his. 

Reese broke the kiss. His lips spilled down her chin. Over her jaw, he pressed an open-mouthed kiss to the ridge of her clavicle. Buried his face between her neck and shoulder, where he laid his mouth over that few inches of tender flesh. 

Her pulse thudded against his tongue. Reese bit down hard. Red-hot pain shot into her shoulder. Ellie was surprised he didn’t draw blood. Reese sucked on the flesh there, his tongue moving, rolling over it. His mouth and the muscles in his neck worked. 

Ellie smiled. This was her first real hickey. Vincent was always too afraid that he would lose control if they did something like that. Ellie swallowed the memory of him down. She couldn’t bear to think of him right now.

Ellie moaned. The mixture of pleasure and pain spurred Reese on. His right hand slid under her shirt dragging his fingernails up her side. Red lines trailed over her skin. He cupped her breast. Reese rolled his thumb over her hard nipple.

He pinned her against the wall with his chest. His heat smothered her, making it hard to breathe. And yet did nothing to diminish the excitement coursing through her. 

Ellie wrapped her legs around his lower body and rolled her hips against him.

It tore a sound from his throat. Reese opened his mouth, breathing against her. He gulped, fighting for air. Ellie traced her hands over the back of his neck, up into his long hair. She balled her fist into its softness and pulled back none too gently, forcing him to look at her.

"I'm human," Ellie said. "I don't mind a little rough, but you're not allowed to eat me." A wicked smile spread across her face. "Well," she began, rethinking that statement.

A breathless laugh bubbled out of him. His tongue out, Reese licked her bottom lip. "I won't break ya," he whispered into her mouth. "Promise."

Reese drew back by inches. He pinned her to the wall with his hips and thighs. Reese grasped at the collar of his shirt with both hands and dragged it up over his shoulders. 

Ellie reached forward, guiding the shirt off his arms. She balled it in her hands and brought it to her mouth and nose. She breathed it in.

Ellie leaned forward kissing his cheek. Her face sliding against the roughness of his, she took the lobe of his ear in her teeth. Curling the tip of her tongue over it, she moaned. The sound spread a smile across his face.

Her nails dragging down his chest, she stopped at his belt. Hands working Ellie pulled it apart and tore at the button and fly of his worn blue jeans. Sliding her hands between the fabric of his jeans and the smooth silk of his skin, she pushed them down over the curve of his ass. 

"You know, no matter how many times I see you naked. I find something new to like every time," Ellie whispered into his ear.

"Well, Angel, that, is because there is just so much there to like," Reese said, flashing her a sexy grin. His voice rang with confidence and bravado. 

Ellie rested her head against the wall laughing. Ellie caressed the mottled mound of scar tissue above his breast. Reese luxuriated in her exploration of his skin.

She pressed her mouth to the scar and rolled her tongue over that marred flesh. The sensation sent a thrill down his spine. Her hand trailed down his side, coming to rest on the bone of his hip. 

Reese ran his fingers through her long hair smoothing it away from her heart-shaped face.

Her lashes made butterfly kisses against his chest. Her roaming hands brought his breath fast. Reese kissed the top of her head. 

Ellie drew back and looked up into those azure eyes. His lips twisted into a smile, shifting his weight. Reese hooked one hand under each of her armpits and lifted her like she weighed nothing. He set her back down on her feet a step closer to the bed.

Reese glided behind her. She craned her neck to look at him. He smirked and with both hands, one on either side of her forehead turned it back. 

Starting at her scalp Reese’s fingers drifted through her hair. Twisting it into a rope, he laid it over her slender shoulder. Ellie stared at their reflection in the mirror across the room.

He crouched down and with both hands guided her foot up. Reese slipped her worn shoe off, and then the other. Smoothing his hands over the outsides of her legs, he slowly came to his feet with a grace that made her want to puke. 

Ellie smiled, shaking her head. 

"Just gotta prove you’re better than me, don't you?" she said. "It's like you can't help yourself."

Reese leaned in from behind peppering a chaste kiss on her cheek. "I am better than ya," he said raising one eyebrow. A smirk of his own pulled at his lips.

"Jackass," Ellie complained playfully, turning her head to look at him. She touched her palm against the side of his face. Ellie began to turn into him and he made a sound.

"Ah-hem." Reese placed a hand on each of her shoulders and straightened her once more. 

Ellie frowned. 

"Do ya want me to tear all your clothes off?" Reese asked with wide eyes.

Ellie laughed at him. "That is sort of the point, isn’t it?" she said in mocking tones.

He raised one eyebrow. "Do ya want to be able to wear ‘em again, when this is all over?" Reese asked, making his point.

"Because ya got no idea, the long and arduous hours of practice that went into the exquisite control I’m exercising over myself to keep from shredding ‘em right now."

"All right." Ellie sighed, trying not to smile. "You win." 

She reached up with her right hand in front of her lips and made a locking motion, before dropping it back down to her side once again.

"Thank ya, maybe now I can concentrate," Reese said, with a mocking grin.

Ellie skewered him with a playfully dirty look but stayed silent. She licked her lips. 

Reese reached between her arm and the side of her body on either side. Unbuttoning all six of the buttons of her Levis with over-exaggerated care. He pushed them over her hips, her thighs slowly. 

His hands never left her body as he plunged her jeans all the way to the floor. That brought the smile back to her lips.

Tracing his fingertips over the sides of her shapely legs, he came to his feet once more. Her eyes fluttered closed. A sigh fell out of her. 

Reese caressed just the tips of his fingers over her hips, the curve of her waist. The soft fabric of the T-shirt she wore bunched up from the sides of her flat stomach. Reese brushed his palms over both of her breasts. 

Ellie bit the corner of her lip. Reese smiled at the sounds she made.

Lifting the shirt up over her head, Reese let it slide down her arms to the floor. Ellie stood there naked. A wide swath of her silken blond hair curled over one breast. The rest tumbled pin straight down the center of her back, brushing the top of her gently curving ass. 

The heat radiating off him put her at ease. His touch disappeared. Ellie’s eyebrows knit together in confusion. She opened her eyes.

His reflection in the mirror stood behind her. Reese was nearly a foot and a half taller than Ellie. His dark hair curled over the tops of his broad shoulders. It fell in sweeping bangs that framed his gorgeous face. 

His cerulean eyes sparkled in the light. 

Ellie didn’t expect the look on his face. Tenderness she had never seen from this Reese before. Ellie had seen that look a million times from her Reese. He wore it watching over her when she was supposed to be sleeping. She remembered seeing it when she told him that she loved him. Just days before Ellie found out he wasn't real.

His full, sensual lips were slightly open. His piercing eyes stared fixedly at her reflection of her. Some trick of the light plunged half of his face into darkness, accentuating his high cheekbones. Her eyes took in his strong chin and sweeping jaw. 

Reese gazed at her reflection in awe. It was then that Ellie realized she hadn't truly believed Reese when he told her he loved her. She didn't believe him until she saw that look in his eyes.

Ellie turned to face him. Her smile was just a simple pull of shimmering lips. She swallowed the lump in her throat. "I love you, Reese."

A wondrous grin broke across his face. "And boy do I love ya, Angel."

Reese pulled her to him. So hard Ellie was surprised he hadn't broken one of her ribs. He pressed his mouth to hers. His kiss was electric. 
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Reese’s hands trailed from the back of her shoulder, up to the side of her face. He lifted her with one hand crossing to the edge of the bed in three quick strides.

Then she was flying through the air. Ellie landed on the bed with a bounce. She blinked and he was suddenly there crouched over top of her. One of his sculpted thighs on either side of her, Reese leaned close, his face inches from hers. 

His eyes twinkled with a mix of mischievousness and desire. He moved in slowly, pressing a kiss to her mouth. Ellie traced her hand over his hair, down the line of his jaw. 

Either way, he moved. Reese had her wanting him... but Ellie had to admit, she was beginning to get whiplash.

Her hands closed on each of his naked arms. His dog tags swayed between them. Reese brushed the hair away from her face. 

Ellie lay back into the pillows slowly and he went with her, refusing to break the kiss. Her fingertips raked along his side. She had to extend her arm fully to reach. Ellie brushed the back of her fingers over the silken hardness of his manhood.

Reese pressed his eager body against her, a reassuring weight. Ellie relished the whisper of his soft skin. Her fingers danced across the plain of his naked back. 

Ellie caught herself searching for the long, jagged scar that belonged to Vincent. The realization made her drop her hand down to her side. She took in a sharp breath. 

Reese peppered her chest with wet kisses. Ellie brushed the side of her face against his. Reese pulled back. Blinking down at her, he chuckled.

"Ya got no idea how long I’ve wanted this," Reese told her honestly.

Ellie smiled. "I got you beat," she laughed nervously.

"Yeah, well, ya cheated." He ran his fingertips through her hair. 

Ellie shifted her weight beneath him, her legs falling open. Her right leg bent as she drew her knee up to his hip. Ellie lay her head back against the pillows. Reese stared down into her vibrant green eyes. 

Ellie refused to think about Vincent. She was afraid to look anywhere but Reese’s face. Afraid she would see Vincent’s ghost glaring at her from the shadows. 

She swallowed. The muscles in Ellie’s jaw bunched and worked. Reese touched the palm of his hand to her chest. He wanted to feel her breathe. Ellie cocked her head to one side and smiled softly. 

"What are you thinking about?" she asked.

Reese took in a deep breath and let it out slowly. "I'm thinkin’... I want to be that Reese. I want to be him for ya," he whispered. "I want ya to love me the way ya loved him."

Ellie chewed on her bottom lip. "How many times did you tell me I'm not him?" 

"I want to be wrong," Reese said with an elegant shrug. 

Her heart fluttered. She smiled brightly, even if it was bittersweet. Ellie kissed him. Her hands on either side of his face, she pulled him down with her. 

Ellie brought her hips up to meet him. She rolled them against his body. Ellie tried not to think about what he said. She tried not to think of anything but his flesh against hers. The taste of his mouth was enough to drive it all away. 

Ellie cried out as he plunged inside of her. His hands slipped beneath her hips. Reese pulled them against his body with each thrust. 

She wrapped him in the circle of her arms. Ellie held him tightly. She was sure that if he was human, she would have hurt him. Ellie arched her back, spine bowing. Hot tears spilled down her cheeks as she both mourned Vincent and celebrated Reese.

Ellie loved them both so much. So much that she was sure no human heart could hold that much emotion without it shattering eventually. Lucky then, hers had such a terrible rent already. 

The press of his body against hers had starbursts erupting inside of her. Ellie closed all of her second and third thoughts and let herself revel in the pleasure of his body. His hands were strong. Reese didn't hold back. He wasn't over gentle and for the first time in forever, Ellie was glad of it.

Sweat beaded and rolled down his back. Reese opened his eyes. They glowed with the alien stare that belonged to his Monster. The red starburst at their center pulsed in time with his heartbeat. 

Ellie cried out in satisfaction, her voice high and keening. Her body writhed and shuddered beneath him.

The silk of his hair brushed over her shoulder. Reese pressed his sweating brow against it for just a moment. He pulled away. 

Agony hacked through her bliss searing her! Sparks of electricity spilled down her shoulder. Fire curled in her chest. Reese’s teeth ripped into her tender flesh. 

Ellie’s eyes flew open. Fear washed out everything else. Her heartbeat slammed inside her chest. Blood, hot and wet gushed over the back of her arm. It oozed down, collecting in the little divot at the center of her clavicle. 

The hardness of his teeth disappeared. Reese pressed his open mouth to the wound and drank down the blood that flowed from it so freely. His tongue rolled, exploring the bite.
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She tasted sweet, like toasted milk and sugar. A saccharin richness of caramel coated his tongue. Her pain gave it a spice that had his body tightening. Reese shuddered. The taste of her shoved him over the ledge into sweet satisfaction.

Ellie’s eyes opened over wide. In anger and pain, she turned her face toward him. Mistake or not, she didn't give a damn. Ellie tore her fingernails down his back, hard. 

Ellie drew blood and it brought an unpleasant smile to her lips. Reese healed it instantly, of course, but it was the principle of the thing.

"Son of a bitch!" Ellie cursed, loud and heartfelt.

Every muscle in his body went rigid and Ellie took in a breath of dread despite herself. Reese balled his hand in her hair, wrapping it in his fist. His spine bowed as his body spasmed. Reese opened his mouth crying out against her as he spilled over. After a few moments, he collapsed against her, breathing heavily. 

Reese pushed up on his arms licking at the bright red blood that stained his bottom lip. A fat drop rolled down his chin.

The blackness of his eyes bled back to reveal slightly embarrassed blue. Darkness leached out of his skin. 

Ellie gave him a look that said she was not at all happy. He fought hard to swallow. Reese couldn't quite catch his breath. Ellie looked down at the small bite mark on her shoulder. At least there wasn't a chunk missing like she thought there would be. 

She scowled. Reese did his best to look contrite, as he rolled his tongue over his teeth savoring each and every last drop. He lowered his eyes flashing her a sheepish grin. 

"Sorry," he said. "I couldn't help myself. Ya smelled so good," Reese pouted.

Ellie glared daggers at him. "You warn me first, damn it!" Ellie took in a deep breath probing the purple, almost black bruise that surrounded the teeth marks. 

"Fuck. That hurt," she hissed.

Another few drops of blood welled in the impression that his jagged teeth left in her skin. Reese leaned down and as gently as he could muster, licked at them. Dragging his tongue down the ridge of her clavicle he laid an open-mouthed kiss over the indent where the blood pooled. He swallowed it down rolling his tongue in a broad stroke across it to make sure he got it all.

Reese sat back on his knees between her thighs, chewing on his lips. "Forgive me?" 

Ellie’s smile didn’t quite reach her eyes. She fought hard to get a hold on her temper. Sometimes Reese thought she had rage issues almost as bad as they did. Ellie closed her eyes and took a moment to count visibly to ten.

When she opened them again, she didn't look as pissed, but he could still see it. Hell, he could still feel it raining down on him. 

"Next time, you ask," she said. 

He nodded. 

She sat up. "You scared the shit out of me," Ellie explained.

"Can I have a kiss?" he begged. 

Reese wanted to touch her but didn't dare until she gave him the go-ahead. The bite helped him raise his shields again leaving her hard to read.

Ellie paused to be sure that the wound had indeed stopped bleeding. She leaned forward and pressed her mouth against his. Reese bit down playfully on her bottom lip. She drew back slowly, her lip sliding between his teeth.

"It was just a love bite," Reese said.

Ellie tried damned hard not to give him the satisfaction of the smile and laughter that brought to her mouth. She failed.

"You are such an ass," Ellie said, shaking her head in exasperation. She ran her hand through his hair. "Up until the mauling, I was enjoying myself," Ellie joked.

Confusion slithered into Reese’s eyes. "I thought ya liked sharing blood?" The moment those words left his lips Reese regretted asking. He did not want the memory of Vincent in this bed with them... but it was too late.

"Every time Vincent and I did that was my idea," Ellie explained. "I was in control so it didn't scare me," she said. "I made the cut so it didn't hurt." Ellie heaved a heavy sigh.

"Oh," Reese said.

Ellie took one look at the expression on his face and relented. "I don't mind," she said. "I'd like a little warning so I know you haven't lost it and are about to rip me apart." Ellie touched the side of his scruffy face. 

"I don't even mind the pain if I'm ready for it. But surprise ruins my fun."

Reese’s eyebrows lifted and his face lit up as a smile spread across his face. She mussed his hair with one hand. The other she let drift over his tags. Ellie took them in her hand looking down at them with a wistful smile. She chuckled to herself.

"What?" Reese asked, wanting to be part of the joke. 

"Soldier boy." She smiled. 

Lowering her voice two octaves Ellie gave her best drill sergeant-style tone. "That haircut ain't regulation, boy!" she joked and let his tags drop back to his chest. She forced another smile. 

"I am going to go take a shower." Ellie paused at the thoughtful expression on his face. "You okay?" 

Reese flipped his hair and smiled. "Go." He waved his hands shooing her toward the bathroom. "I might even join ya later." 

Ellie padded barefoot across the room guiltily looking for Vincent’s specter. 

Reese stood up and walked toward the mirror. He ran his hands over his hair, searching his own reflection.

"Save me," he whispered, heaving a heavy sigh. "How the hell am I supposed to do that? Huh?"

His reflection didn't offer even a single suggestion.
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Vincent wondered through impenetrable darkness, cold and lonely. The burns healed slowly but the agony never ebbed. 

His feet shuffled. His spread fingertips sliced through the shadows. Voices screamed. It was a din akin to white noise. He knew each of them, his mistakes given form. 

Vincent learned to ignore them over the decades. He sure as hell couldn’t fix them. He searched for one voice in particular. Vincent bellowed Ellie’s name. He swore just on the edge of his hearing she answered. 

We all make mistakes. One way or another we pay for them. This prison was his sentence, alone in the nothing far away from her light. Vincent’s biggest fear was he would never see her again. 

His beast swam through the darkness. Impatient and frustrated it pushed at the walls of this place. The gates that kept them locked in this desolation. Vincent had a feeling his beast grappled with that same fear.

Vincent licked his lips and worked to recall the way Ellie tasted. He tried to remember the way she felt beneath his fingertips. Her warmth. Her brilliant smile, so full of confidence and bravado more than the world should really hold. 

There were nights when he lay there with Ellie in his arms staring at the way she shined, admiring the bright colors exploding in her radiance. That light taught him to hope. She was his clarity. His remedy. Ellie chased his demons away... and the ones she couldn’t she loved. She drew him back from the brink. Ellie made him want to try again. She made the monster he is want to be the man he used to be. 

Every horrific scar he carried was all he could give to repay that in the end. Vincent burned for her. It was a sacrifice he would gladly make again. Vincent would die for her over and over. He would take the pain. 

His time here, however long it had been, gave him the realization that the gesture meant nothing, though. What Ellie wanted from him wasn’t death. She wanted life. Ellie needed him to live for her. That was his mistake. 

“Call her!” 

The beast’s voice was low and guttural with just the hint of lyrical elegance. It stomped through the darkness menacingly.

The beast was primordial, arrogant, and cruel. It slithered toward him in grace. Like silk in water, its black body moved. 

Vincent had been at odds with his beast from the first moment. He fought its whisper as he lay dying. There were many times when the beast gained the upper hand and Vincent lost his hard-won control to the monster. This wasn’t like that.

The beast didn’t demand. It didn’t cajole or manipulate him. It asked.

Longing. The two of them had that in common. Ellie was a beacon of light not just for Vincent, but for the beast as well. Vincent loved her beyond measure. The beast coveted her. Ellie was its greatest treasure. 

As far as it was concerned, she belonged to it. No one could touch her. She had a power over them that could only be called magic.

The beast didn’t understand the attraction to his yellow-haired girl. But he couldn’t deny it either. It didn’t even want to anymore.

It admired her shine. It spent its time staring at her, memorizing her pleasing lines. But it was her will that truly drew the beast. The strength in something so seemingly fragile fascinated it. She had bones of flint.

Vincent took in a breath and called her ghost to him. He opened his eyes to see her shining like a star. Ellie danced through the shadows banishing the darkness. How he missed her. Those kaleidoscope eyes fell upon him and she smiled.

“Vincent,” the apparition whispered.

Her long hair fell in silken strands over her razor-straight shoulders. She burned so bright. Vincent touched his thumb to her thick kissable lips. He’d never known anything as beautiful as her light. That smile made his heart thump just a little harder. Her hands came up to grasp his wrist. 

“There’s my girl,” Vincent whispered. It sounded sad.

The phantom batted thick lashes at him. “What’s wrong, lover?”

Vincent’s breath hitched to hear her say that. 

Ellie’s screams echoed out. Reese grabbed her and held her tight. Vincent knew Reese wouldn’t let her follow him. As the flames ate his flesh she screamed his name. Ellie begged him not to leave her. 

He couldn’t meet her eyes. Even knowing she was just a figment of his imagination. The guilt of hurting her was too much.

“Forgive me, El,” he whispered. “Please.”

Her ghostly hand traced over his skeletal arm until she touched his face. “I love you, Vincent.”

He gazed at her, eyes glassy and over bright. The muscles in his jaw bunched with the fight against his sorrow. 

“If I could be with you tonight,” Vincent whispered softly.

Part of him knew Ellie was strong enough to not need him. Now that he was gone, she could have a life. The kind of life she deserved instead of the nightmare he gave her. Vincent would be lying if he said that knowledge didn’t shove a sharp spike into his heart, though.

Her wraith took his hand. Laced their fingers together slow. It was a gesture Vincent had come to need. One that he missed with every aching beat of his heart. 

“I’m right here, Vincent. I’ll always be there for you.”

Vincent took in a breath that hurt. Not nearly as much as those words, though. He was such a fool. Why did he leave her?

Vincent cursed Edward. Vincent damned himself. Every stupid decision he’d made over the long decades of his life. He had love. He had happiness and he gave it up.

The beast rushed through the stygian air. Scales scraping against the ground sent sparks flying. Vincent took in a sharp breath. 

With her glow, Vincent could see the beast in all its glory. It was every bit the creature of fairytale and myth. Great horns and iridescent black scales with golden tips glimmered with Ellie’s light. Its underbelly was gray. Two sets of eyes glinted gold. The dragon was magnificent.

He moved with power and elegance. The beast wrapped its sinuous coils around the ghost of Ellie. It brushed its massive head against her side. 

Vincent couldn’t help the small laugh that bubbled out of him. The beast reminded him of a cat. It even had that Cheshire grin. 

The apparition of Ellie turned laying her hand on the dragon’s snout. She touched it reverently. Her eyes held all of the horror and wonder that Ellie gave the beast. And still, it wasn’t enough. 

The beast huffed out an aggravated snort. A memory is just that. It holds none of the warmth. It doesn’t change. It doesn’t feel. Stuck in a continuous loop it dances the same steps again and again... and we still can’t let go. This ghost was all Vincent had.

The beast growled like thunder. He beat his great wings and disappeared into the shadows above them. The force of it nearly knocked Vincent off his feet. 

The beast screamed in frustration. It had never known the maddening of want. The beast took. Vincent fought him, but until that shining thing stepped into his life, Vincent could not beat him. 

The beast hated her for that. And the beast loved her for that. Trapped in this place between worlds he couldn’t listen to the tender beating of her heart. He couldn’t smell her. He couldn’t taste her. 

The monster’s rage spilled over. With the whip of its long tail, the apparition of Ellie disintegrated into colored smoke. 

The great wyrm pressed its wings to the side of its long body and dove headfirst into Vincent. 

The skin of Vincent’s chest rippled and splashed like water. He bowled over with the force of it, screaming. Vincent’s body shifted. His internal organs shred, reforming themselves into the shape of his monster. 

His spine broke and forged back together giving him nearly a foot more of height. Talons shot from his elbows, long and sharp. Darkness spilled into his skin. 

This was not the monster that haunted Vincent since that cold night in November decades ago. Scales etched out over his black skin. His belly turned a mottled gray. Rows of jagged teeth ripped from his gums. Vincent opened eyes black as the abyss. Gold flecks shimmered in them.

His heart beat so fast that Vincent was sure it was going to burst. The rush of the beast was too much. Blood poured from his mouth. The raging inferno at his core burned white-hot. The scars on his flesh shrank back. 

Vincent screamed. His guttural bellow echoed through the nothingness. He fell to his knees, then to the ground silent and still.
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Ellie was sound asleep. 

He slipped out of the covers carefully. Reese padded naked and barefoot across the room to the duffel bag. Searching through the pockets, Reese found the small pair of scissors Ellie kept in her gun cleaning kit. 

Crouched there, he craned his neck to look at her dreaming fitfully behind him in the gigantic bed. So big it swallowed her whole.

He crossed the floor and shut the door to the bathroom before flipping on the light. Reese stared at himself in the small mirror. 

He hadn't done this since Germany. Reese grabbed a handful of hair running the scissor blades across it. Loose locks fell into the pristine, white sink. Reese did it again and again until his hair was just long enough to lay flat against the back of his head. The top he cut short enough that it stuck up in wild spikes.

Reese sat the scissors on the edge of the sink and brushed his hand over his hair pushing at any loose strands. They fluttered to the tiled floor. Reese touched one hand to either side of the sink and leaned in to get a closer look at his reflection. 

He nodded. His father always told him that you can't be a respectable man with girl’s hair.

He plastered his lips together and heaved a heavy sigh. Soldier boy. Save me, she said. The man he’d become couldn't save himself, let alone anyone else. Reese hadn’t been a soldier for a long time. 

Ellie rescued him. Now it was his turn to try and save her. He would be the man she needed. Because she needed him to. That was all he wanted in his youth. Reese failed then.

Maybe, this time, it would be different because he wasn't doing it for himself. He was doing it for her. 

Reese thought back to the women he’d been with over his entire span of life. None of them meant a thing to him. He stumbled over the memory of Beth. Reese thought he loved her. Thought she was the one. 

He sighed and shook his head at his foolishness. She wasn’t. Here in this bathroom sixty-five years later, Reese admitted he never loved her. Reese didn’t feel even a tenth of the yearning he had for Ellie, for Beth.

Reese waited for his Angel a hell of a long time. Heaven sent her down to earth. He might not be able to drag her back into grace. But he could sure as hell keep her safe. He could love her. He could protect her. He could try to remind her what it was to live again. 

At least, Reese sure hoped he could. 

He offered up a little prayer. Something else he hadn’t thought to do in such a long time.

"Give me strength," he whispered. 

Those words bounced around the tiny bathroom. His mother used to say that. In the dead of night when everyone else was asleep, she’d stand in front of the oval window at the end of the hall. She stared out that window, up into the face of the moon, and whisper, 'Give me strength.'

Reese got up the courage to ask once why she loved their father. Why she stayed with a man that horrid. Nora looked at him with a smile that showed her quiet strength and whispered.

Every saint has a past. Every sinner has a future. Reese swallowed, licking his lips. Well, here was hoping she was right about that too.

He shut the light off and padded back out into the room. Reese slipped the scissors back into her kit. 

Ellie bolted upright, her chest heaving. Her eyes were wide. Once she realized they were safe. Just like she did every other time a dream tore her from her sleep. She took in a deep breath and blew it out. 

Ellie glanced at him crouched in front of one of the three duffel bags they lived their lives out of and raised a brow, squinting in the darkness. 

Ellie reached for the covers and looked up to see him, standing there. Suddenly inches from her, instead of halfway across the room. 

"I hate it when you do that," Ellie growled.

"Old habits," Reese muttered, using her own saying against her.

She frowned harder. "I hate it when you do that, too." 

Light from the window cut slivers down his face and chest. Ellie blinked trying to figure out what had changed. She made a noise, angry at her own human weakness, and lashed out flicking the light switch next to the bed with the side of her hand. 

Light flooded the room. Ellie opened her eyes slowly, blinking once or twice. A scowl twisted her face.

"Jesus! What is it about sex with me and chopping off all your damn hair?" Ellie groused, gesturing wildly.

"What?" Reese asked with a slight chuckle.

"Why did you cut your hair off?" 

"Ya don't like it?" he asked, running his hand over it.

Ellie stopped to look at him critically, laying her head on one side and then the other. Finally, she said, "Oddly, it suits you."

His face broke into a laugh. "Oddly?"

"I don't like short hair," she admitted. "But it fits you," Ellie conceded. "Still. Why did you cut your hair off?"

"My father told me if ya want to be a respectable man. Ya got to look like one."

"Who says you're respectable?" Ellie scoffed.

Again, he gave her a look that said, ow.

She sighed, her face scrunching up. "You know what I mean." Ellie took his hand in hers to soften the blow. 

"Why do you suddenly want to seem respectable?" she asked reforming her question. "I know you're a man, with, your long hair." 

"Maybe, I don't," Reese stated. 

His head fell to one side. Watching her patiently while she tried to suss out just what he meant. It wasn’t hard to tell Ellie was having trouble thinking.

"Bad dream?" Reese asked, pushing at a swath of bangs that had fallen into her eyes.

"Aren't they all?" was her answer. 

That meant she didn't want to talk about it. It was going to be one of those nights.

"Angel, please, tell me what your dream was about."

Ellie looked at him with eyes full of suspicion. "Who the hell are you, and where is Reese?" she demanded. "I have a gun and I will not hesitate to shoot you." 

Reese shook his head at her deflecting humor and sat down on the edge of the bed. 

Ellie turned, shifting her weight. She sat up, scooting back against the headboard. Pulling the blankets up, she wadded them in her lap. Ellie’s eyes roved his face, her head tilting forward and to the side.

"Besides me, you are the most argumentative, contrary, pain in the ass I know," Ellie said. "What the hell was that about?"

"Ya really ain't making this easy," Reese mentioned.

She smoothed her hair back behind her ears with both hands. "Have you just met me?"

Reese shrugged. At least she admitted that she was more of a pain in the ass than he was. That was progress, wasn't it? He pulled the blanket up further and sat it in her lap. 

"I am trying to be a better man. I am trying to be the Reese that Vince based that stupid personality on. I am trying to be-"

"I don't want you to be anyone, but who you are!" Ellie cried out interrupting him. "I never wanted you to be anything else, Vincent!" 

The moment his name left her lips Ellie stopped. Dropping her head back against her shoulders, she scowled, blowing out a breath. "Fuck," she said aloud.

Reese tried hard to hide the hurt in his eyes. 

She took his hand in hers. "Can you tell we had this particular conversation a lot?" Ellie asked, tears brimming in her eyes.

"Reese, I love you, because you are who you are," she said, wiping stubbornly at the falling tears on her cheek. "I loved your brother for the man he was, faults and all. I know for some reason he could never believe that" Ellie said with a sniff.

Reese swallowed past the tightness in his throat, running his tongue over his teeth.

"My dream," Ellie said with a huff. "I was talking to Vincent. He told me that loving you was a bad idea. Not because he was jealous. Not because I was betraying him. Though I'll be honest, I sure struggled with that all on my own." Ellie said hanging her head.

"No. He told me it was a bad idea, because, I kill everything I love," Ellie repeated the exact words Vincent said in her dream. She stared at the lines and folds in the blankets piled in her lap because she couldn't bear to meet Reese's eyes.

Reese, despite his hurt, touched his crooked finger under her chin, lifting her face up so that her eyes met his. "That ain’t true," he whispered.

"Yes. It is," Ellie argued, her face breaking into sobs. "I told Reese I loved him, and then I slowly helped Vincent kill him. I loved my brother more than my own life. And I murdered him!" 

Reese opened his mouth to argue but she didn’t give him time. 

"I loved Vincent and he is dead because of me." A choking sob ripped itself from her chest. "And now I told you that I love you. Are you going to leave me next?" 

Reese hooked his arm around her. Wrapping her in the circle of his arms, he pressed his cheek against her head.

"What happened to Vince ain’t your fault, Angel," he whispered. 

Closing his hands around each of her arms, he pushed her back. Reese met her vibrant green eyes. "Look at me," he demanded. "Ya ain’t getting rid of me that easy," Reese parroted.

Ellie choked on another sob that became a laugh. A smile slid across Reese’s face.

"Ellie, things happen. Bad things happen. And ya can’t take the blame for every one of them on your shoulders," Reese advised. "They ain't that big."

She tried to hear what he was saying. Ellie tried to let some of that horrid, earth-dragging weight that was her guilt, go. She wanted to let it go. She hated lugging it around everywhere she went. 

Sometimes, though, Ellie worried if she stopped feeling it, that it would be the last shred she had been holding onto that made her human.

"And you weren't afraid of me?" 

"Not of that." Reese waved it off.

"Hey, I've bagged three immortals already. I deserve a little fear," Ellie said, trying to make a joke of her anxiety.

Reese gave her the ghost of a smile. "I'll take my chances."

Ellie sniffed. "Then what the hell took you so long?"

Reese exhaled, closing his eyes. "Vince."

"What?" she asked, forehead wrinkling.

"From the moment ya guys found me, Vince was always so afraid that ya would fall in love with me. That I would steal ya away from him," he said, letting her in on one of the many secrets the Hale brothers kept from Ellie for her own safety. 

"I swore to him that no matter what I felt for ya. I wouldn't do that to him."

Reese sighed running a hand over his now short, spiky hair. "That's why I waited. Why I never told ya how I felt. Why I- why I kept trying to leave." Reese brushed the hair back from her forehead. 

"But I couldn't leave ya. Not loving ya was out of the question. And damn it, Vince made his choice. He left ya, not the other way around." 

She took in a breath so deep it made her shoulders move. Ellie looked past Reese and for just a split second, she saw Vincent standing in the corner of the dark room. 

It hammered a spike of pain through her. She licked her lips. When she blinked, Vincent was gone again.

Ellie leaned in and pressed a chaste kiss on Reese’s lips. He smiled with her against him. Reese pressed his forehead against hers. That gesture, as wonderful as it felt, stirred her feelings for Vincent just as hard. 

"We are allowed to be happy, Angel."

Ellie swallowed her hurt down. She sat back. "Then why are you trying to be someone you're not?" Ellie asked.

"I was him. I was a good man," Reese argued. "What were your exact words?" he asked thinking back.

Ellie narrowed her eyes. "I said, I hate it when you do that."

"Ya were a good man once," Reese said, completely ignoring her. "Ya just got to remember how to be that again," he quoted, beaming. "This is me, trying to remember how to be that again." 

Ellie sighed, nodding her head. "Tell me you won't leave me," she demanded. "Tell me you won't die. Because frankly, I have lost all trust in the word immortal." 

"I ain’t going to die. I won’t leave," Reese said, his lyrical voice ringing in her ears.

"Yeah, that's what he said and he lied." Ellie sniffed. She tried to make a joke again but he saw the pain in it, the fear.

Reese shook his head. "I never lie to ya."

Ellie gave him a look that said she obviously did not believe that. 

He nodded stubbornly. "Never lie to ya," Reese repeated. He leaned forward and kissed her cheek. "It's just ya and me, against the world, Angel."

Ellie climbed out of bed but he wouldn't let go of her hand. "Where ya going?"

"Well, I'm not getting back to sleep and you don't have to. I figured we go to work."

"How about instead, ya lay on my chest and try," Reese offered.

"Try what? To sleep?" Ellie asked.

He nodded his head.

"I don't want to sleep."

"Because you're afraid," Reese stated.

Ellie jutted out her jaw, her look dark. "Because I don't want to." There it was, her anger flaring to life. Oh yes, he definitely hit a nerve.

"Because you're afraid," Reese said again.

"I may break my hand on your jaw, that doesn't mean I won't throw the punch," Ellie growled.

"Angel, I can feel it," he told her. "There ain’t no point lying to me," Reese reminded her. 

He came to his feet in front of her with a warm smile. "I may not need sleep, but ya on the other hand do. And ya have had maybe, twenty minutes in the last two days."

"Fine, I'm afraid! What do you want from me?" Ellie snapped. Her voice was angry, on the verge of tears yet again.

"I want ya to lie down and let me hold ya," Reese said. "I want ya to lay your head on my chest and let me comfort ya."

"And if the dreams come back?" 

"Then do exactly what ya would do if ya was awake," Reese said. 

She looked at him not quite getting what he meant. 

Reese rolled his eyes. "If Vince comes back, tell him to fuck off," he said, hooking his arm behind her back, drawing her into his embrace. Reese pulled her to the bed and climbed in, holding the blankets up for her to crawl inside. 

Ellie took in a breath just to blow all of the air out of her lungs. She looked guiltily into the shadows for Vincent. He wasn’t there. 

Rolling her eyes, Ellie was unable to fight off the exhaustion that had her limbs tingling. She climbed into his arms. Reese lay back against the pillows, wrapping his arms around her protectively. He shifted his weight trying to relax. Ellie lifted her head from his chest.

"Between making me admit that I'm afraid and playing with my gun stuff. You had better be damn sure you put everything away where it belongs, or I may have to shoot you," Ellie grumbled.

Reese kissed her forehead and whispered, "Go to sleep, Angel." 
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“Be honest with me," Ellie said.

Reese sat up halfway, startled. His eyes were wide, the rest of his face still slack with sleep. He did a quick scan of the room and Ellie couldn't be sure... but she was willing to bet money that he reached for a gun that wasn't there. Ellie took entirely way too much amusement in that than she really should have.

"You were really out?" Ellie asked pleasantly surprised. "Weren't you?"

Reese took in a deep breath scrubbing both hands over his face, trying to shake off the final stages of sleep. "Asleep?" he asked, swallowing. "Yeah," Reese answered honestly.

Ellie blinked at him in disbelief. The entire time she knew Vincent and the personality that was supposed to be Reese, never did either one of them fall asleep. Not once. 

For the first three months, she was with the personality of Reese Ellie thought he was asleep. He eventually told her he was simply keeping his eyes closed, pretending. So she would feel better about having to do it.

"Wow." 

Ellie sat on the end of the bed, the T-shirt Reese had been wearing the night before her only clothing. She had one knee drawn up close with her arms wrapped around it. The other lay bent on the bed in front of her.

Reese sat up. Cracking his neck this way and that, he rolled his shoulders. Reese flashed her a sleepy, bedroom smile. "Why are ya so fascinated with the fact that I fell asleep?"

"Because I have never seen it happen before," Ellie answered.

He ran his tongue over his teeth. "Really?" Reese asked, his brows knit in confusion. "I've slept around ya."

Ellie’s eyebrows rose high. "I honestly thought you were faking it to be nice to me."

"Why would I do that?" Reese asked, reaching for his undershorts.

"What? Be nice to me?" Ellie joked with a goofy grin. 

He cocked a brow in her direction. Sliding out of the bed with all the fluidity of a jungle cat, Reese slipped into his underwear, one foot at a time. 

"That's what Vincent always did. I mean he had nightmares worse than me, so I guess I can't blame him." Ellie rested the side of her head on her knee.

Reese’s impressed look melted into an elegant shrug. Walking past, he brushed his fingertips over her back. Ellie smiled. She really did miss that. He got a few steps and walked in another direction, slightly confused.

Finally, Reese asked, "Where are my pants?"

"You didn't hear me?" Ellie asked, again not quite believing the exchange happening between them.

"What part of asleep ain't ya getting?" Reese asked in general annoyance.

"Well, aren't we pissy in the morning? Are you like Edward? Do you need your morning cup of coffee and twenty minutes of silence before you can deal with me?" Ellie asked, her voice snide. 

She pushed off the bed and stomped past him in a huff into the bathroom. Ellie reappeared a few seconds later and wet jeans hit him in the chest.

"I washed them," she said, aggravated.

Reese’s eyes went over-wide, his head falling on one side. "I'm sorry for being cranky. Yes. I do sleep. I don't do it often and yeah, it's jarring. When ya are used to knowing everything that’s going on, waking up clueless puts me on edge."

"Yeah. Welcome to my world." 

Her tone told him his apology had not helped a whole lot. Ellie grabbed her Heckler from the bedside table. Checking the safety, she popped the clip and peered in to check on the firing pin as well. She slid the clip back inside and gave the bottom a hard slap. 

Ellie went to push past him and Reese took an unnaturally quick sidestep in front of her. She bumped into his chest and Reese dragged her into his embrace pinning her arms to her sides in a hug. 

Ellie squirmed, jerking back and forth. At first, he thought she was simply playing.

"I said I was sorry, Angel." A look of contrition slithered in his dazzling eyes. It slipped to confusion when she didn't answer. 
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The sound of her heartbeat slamming out a rhythm somewhere faster than a hummingbird’s wing crashed into him. She was breathing way too fast. 

Ellie clawed at his wrist with her left hand. She pressed the barrel of the Heckler against his leg. Ellie squeezed the trigger and Reese braced for pain. He didn't want to lose control and hurt her.

Ellie pulled the trigger, once, twice. She did it a third time as she tried to raise the gun and aim. Reese let her go. Ellie’s flailing sent her careening to the ground, the gun dry-firing the whole time. 

Ellie didn't remember to hit the safety. That alone told Reese something was wrong. Ellie was obsessed with the safety on her gun. He was suddenly glad he threw up the shields the moment she started getting pissy.

She crawled, pushing herself back up against the bed. Her hair fell into her face, eyes big as saucers. Ellie was scared to death, every muscle in her body rigid and locked. Ellie got the gun up and pointed still squeezing the trigger. 

Reese had to make a decision. He didn't want to take the gun from her. It was her security blanket. On the other hand, he didn't want her to figure out the safety was on and actually start shooting. The bullets he could take. It was the police presence he wanted to avoid.

Reese snatched the gun, like a parent taking something from a toddler. Half-turning, he slid it across the floor. She would have to go through him to get it. 

Ellie hurled a fist to the side of his face. Reese stepped his foot down firmly on the neck of his Beast. Without her gun, she resorted to lashing out with everything else she had, fists, feet, teeth, and nails. 

"Ellie!" Reese shouted trying to pin her arms down. 

That only made things worse. 

"Damn it, Ellie! Stop. I ain’t going hurt ya!" Reese cried.

Nothing. It was like she wasn't even hearing his voice.

"Ellie!" he shouted again. Reese cupped her face in his hands, staring right into her eyes. He shouted, "El!" 

Ellie stopped suddenly. Her eyes searched his face. She didn’t recognize him at first. She was looking for Vincent. Then the light switched on and understanding kicked in. 

Ellie saw him. She knew who it was. Tears poured from her eyes.

"Reese?" she croaked. 

He didn't move. No matter how much he wanted to take her into his arms. Reese waited for her.

"I'm here, Ellie! You're all right, Angel. You're safe," Reese cooed, his voice gentle.

Ellie threw her arms around his neck. With a sigh of relief, Reese folded her into his embrace. Pulling her to him, Reese lifted her up cradling her to his chest. His left hand traced over her hair, smoothing it down. 

Ellie held onto his arm so tight it bruised. Just to heal over a few moments later. 

"Reese," she sobbed into his shoulder. "I'm so broken." Ellie shifted her weight like she was trying to climb inside of him. "So damned broken."

Reese held her there on the floor in the huddle of their arms. Let her cry until there were no more tears. She finally quieted a few minutes later. Reese drew back to look at her. Run his fingertips over her cheek.

"What happened?" Reese asked, forehead wrinkling.

"I knew you were just being a pain in the ass," Ellie said, her voice low. "I knew. But I couldn't move my arms. Then I couldn't breathe. And then I couldn't think. It was like that day in the park."

Reese cocked a brow in question. She sat back against the bed. 

"The day I tried to-" Ellie couldn't even bring herself to say it. "You were gone. I couldn't be alone in that room anymore. So I left. I bought a hat. I had lunch in this stupid little food court. And I felt like someone was watching me. The fear was too much. The pain in my chest. I-I couldn't breathe. I stepped back off of the curb and into traffic," Ellie whispered, ashamed of herself, her weakness. 

"Danny, the guy from the motel room," she said.

Reese nodded, too concerned right now to be jealous of some little punk. Ellie licked her lips. She didn't even want to say the rest. She was so sick with what happened.

"Danny pushed me out of the way of an oncoming truck. If it weren't for him I would have been roadkill."

Reese crouched a few inches from her. He brushed her bangs away from her forehead. Angry with herself Ellie climbed to her feet. Looking around the room for something, she walked past him and bent to pick up the Heckler. 

Reese came to his feet. Ellie went through the motions of checking the clip, and the pin. The safety.

"Angel, how long has this been going on? I know the little things. I try not to say nothing, but I see ‘em. How long has this been happening?"

Ellie lowered the gun to her side and dropped her head against her shoulders. She turned so that she was facing him fully, not just in profile. Though, she still refused to meet his gaze. Ellie swallowed.

"Since you started leaving."

Reese looked up and sniffed simultaneously cursing both himself and Vince. Reese closed the distance between them. Reaching out with one arm, he dragged her into the circle of his embrace.

"I'm sorry, Angel," he said. "I'm so damn sorry, sweetheart," Reese whispered into her hair. 

The gun was cold pressed against his skin. Ellie slid her arms beneath his, hooking them behind his shoulders. He rocked her back and forth a few times.

“It's Shell shock," Reese whispered. 

"It's PTSD," she said. 

Though, they both said them in near unison.

Reese sighed. The two of them swayed back and forth gently.

"Vetler," Reese said with a look. "He begged me not to take ya with me when I left. He said that ya had been through too damn much and that ya deserved a chance at another life," Reese told her. "I was so damned happy ya chose me. I didn't ever think about what was best for ya."

Ellie shook her head. "You are not going to tell me to go back there!" she said her eyes wide.

"Ellie-" Reese began.

"No!" she cried, pulling away from him. 

"What the hell happened to, you-and-me-against-the- world? Huh? You fucking liar," Ellie cried. 

The fear threatened to flow back through her. "You said you wouldn't leave!" she bellowed. 

Her face locked into a grimace of anger that walked the line of utter anguish. "Vincent said he would never leave me!" 

Ellie lifted her right hand. Her fist wrapped around the grip of the Heckler so tight her knuckles were white. She pressed it against her breastbone. Her shoulders were hunched. Pain curled in her chest like smoke. 

"I ain’t going nowhere! I'm here. I'm here with ya!" Reese said, touching the side of her face. 

"I'm sorry I didn't-" he began. 

Reese was going to say that he didn't see it sooner. That was wrong. He had seen it. He simply ignored the signs. Reese hated to admit her ballsy-as-ever bravado in every situation had fooled him too. He should have known better. A house can only take so many hurricanes before the foundations started showing cracks. 

Ellie had her cracks and he overlooked them. Reese shook his head. "I'm sorry I didn't do nothin’ about it. That's all, Angel."

"There is nothing you can do about it," Ellie said, wiping at her cheeks.

"Yeah, there is. It takes time," he cooed. "It just takes time. But there are tricks ya can learn." 

Reese licked his lips. "We had just gotten off leave. France. Ya asked me about it once, remember?" 

He waited for her to nod. Taking her hand, Reese led her to the edge of the bed. He sat down first hoping Ellie would follow suit. When she sat down, he smiled. 

"I decided I was going home this big war hero. So I was going to marry my best girl. I bought a ring, some cheap, gaudy piece of metal. Anyway, we was taking heavy fire. Hell, we lost half our unit to that firefight," Reese regaled.

"I told Vince to cover me. It was raining like a river was draining out of the sky. I tried climbing up a hill that was mud to my knees and that's when I heard it. We was being shelled. A tank had come up on our flank. The world was exploding all around us. Mud and dirt, flying into the air. A shell went off next to Vince. I swear to ya, I don't know how he survived it."

"To this day, I wake up to a loud noise and I think it's that tank," Reese sniffed. 

"But I didn't sleep for more than a few minutes at a time for over a week after. Every time Vince was out of my sight for even a minute, my heart would squeeze. I nearly lost him. The fear, it's paralyzing, I know," Reese said. 

He pet her gently running his hand over the silk of her hair. "Ya learn to live with it. Ya learn to control it. And ya," Reese said, cupping her face in his hands. 

"Ya, Angel, can do anything. I have seen ya walk through things that should have destroyed ya, time and again. And ya do it because you're blessed," Reese whispered, his bright eyes shining. 

"There is nothing ya can’t handle. Ya are going to beat this like ya do everything else," Reese told her. "Simply because, ya," he pointed the tip of his pointer finger at her chest to underscore the fact that she was special. "And only ya can!"

He leaned in and kissed her. Reese pressed his forehead to hers. His warmth seeped into her skin. Drawing back, he gave her a smile that melted her to her core.

"Ya can beat this, gorgeous, because that is who ya are." He winked. "It's what ya do. Ya tame monsters. Ya give demons back their souls. Ellie, ya do the impossible every day." The passion of his speech glittered in his eyes.

"Wow," Ellie said, sniffing. "You should make T-shirts."

"That's my girl," he said. 
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He came sashaying into the room. Reese had her laptop in his hands and a look on his face that she didn't like. Reese set the closed laptop down on the bed and grabbed her ass with both hands. 

Ellie was happy that all of the comfort they built up over their time at the safe house came right back to them. Reese backed off slowly over the past year until it felt as though there was an ocean between them. Now not only had they found that ease. It deepened. 

Reese kissed her mouth, a chaste brush of silken lips. Every kiss, though, she found herself missing Vincent just a little more than she could ignore. Silence stretched between them.

"You're going to have to tell me eventually," Ellie said, twisting the hair tie around her ponytail.

"How is it ya always know what I’m thinking?" Reese asked. A lovely smirk played across his full lips.

"You may keep your face neutral, but your eyes give you away every time," Ellie said sliding her arms up and around his neck as he lifted her off the floor. "What is it?" 

"They found the two bodies in the woods, and another girl is missing," Reese said. 

She went to pull away from him. He held onto her. 

"A week ago." Reese brushed at her long bangs. "Promise me ya will not get your hopes up, thinking we can save her," Reese said. Concern shined in his eyes.

"I won't."

"Ya can't lie to me, even if ya try. I can already taste your hope." Reese dragged her closer. Wrapping his arms around her back, he enfolded her in his warm embrace. "Ya saw it for yourself. This guy ain’t got no control. She is already dead." 

Ellie swallowed hard, splaying her hand over his shoulder. Rain tapped against the window in liquid rhythms. Ellie closed her eyes and repeated his words inside her head.

"I don't even think he‘s in the same state no more," Reese said.

"Why?" she asked. Curious. 

"They only found two bodies," he explained. 

Ellie’s face twisted into a scowl of confusion and unasked questions. 

"The bodies we found were old. At least a week. And the first one was probably two." 

The look on Ellie’s face said she still wasn't getting his point. 

"There should be more bodies, Angel." 

Ellie chewed on the corner of her bottom lip. "Tell me why you can't get a scent," Ellie demanded. "I know there is something to it that you're keeping from me."

Reese set her on her feet and wandered over to the duffel bag. Crouching down he unzipped it, pulling his favorite leather jacket free. 

A grayish-green color it had a wide collar and shoulder epaulets. The large pockets at both its breast and further down near the hem made her think of an old army jacket when he wore it.

"Reese." His name bounced around the room.

His chest swelled with the breath he took. Reese dropped his head. A scowl pulled at his pretty features. 

"I think the..." Reese began. "The bug- Whatever Bennet infected ‘em with is, mutating," he said. Reese turned around to look at her. "That is the right word, right?"

Ellie nodded. "Yeah, that's the right word."

"They're getting stronger and Bennett’s serum, it affects their blood. It changes their blood. Blood is what I track." Reese bit his lip.

"Okay. Why didn't you tell me that before?" 

"Because,” he mumbled with a shake of his head. “Tracking them is why ya needed me with ya," Reese said. His embarrassed scowl deepened with the admission.

"Ya hate being protected. So I let ya protect yourself. Ya come up with the plans. I'm just a soldier. I do what I'm told. It was the one thing I could give ya," Reese whispered. "It's the one thing I'm good for."

Ellie chuckled. 

He gave her slightly hurt eyes.

"You big idiot. I need you for more than your tracking skills," she said. 

Ellie crossed the floor, touching her hands to his chest. The blue button-down shirt he wore was soft beneath her touch. She leaned in, kissing him. Ellie slid down his body and rolled her eyes.

"I tell you, you guys are like big babies. Your ego takes even a slight smack and you go all to pieces."

Reese raised his eyebrow. "I'm an immortal monster and a willing slave to a teenage girl who I follow around everywhere," he said. "I'm lucky I got any ego left."

"You can throw in your opinion on the game plan you know," Ellie reminded him.

Reese nodded, his lips pursing. "And ya can count on one of your hands how many times that's worked."

"Are you calling me obstinate?" she asked playfully.

“Yes."

Ellie opened her mouth to argue then closed it again. Her head rested against her shoulders. "Fine, I am a pain in the ass. I can admit my faults. So, now what?"

"Well.” Reese smiled mischievously. “Ya could let me tear all your clothes off and we could spend the rest of the day in bed, making love," he offered.

Ellie couldn’t help the grin that coaxed out of her. "As tempting as that sounds, I'm starving."

"Correction. We could order a pizza, then spend the rest of the day making love," he said nipping at her neck.

After two years of second-guessing her feelings for Reese, it was that gesture that told Ellie this would be harder than it sounded. 

Reese and his brother Vincent were killed on the same night, by the same monster. However, it happened. Whatever magic it was that made them what they were connected them. Reese had a direct line into his little brother’s head... and it wasn’t just thoughts he got. It was everything, emotions, pain, pleasure, and needs. Everything. 

It didn’t happen often but every now and then Ellie caught them making the same gestures, the same movements. When Vincent was happy he nipped at her neck that way... exactly that way. It stole a breath from her.

Ellie made a face. She worked at shoving her thoughts of Vincent down as deep as they could possibly go. "Do I want to know where you get all this money?" 

Reese shook his head no. "Probably not."

She filed that away as an argument for another day. "I don't want pizza," Ellie said.

“Ya all right, Angel?” Reese asked his pretty eyes narrowing. He was half-tempted to drop his shields. But old habits die hardest.

Ellie forced the edge of a smile to her lips changing the subject. "Damn, the crime dramas always make it easy to find the bad guys. You know what we need? We need a Garcia," she said, nodding sagely.

Reese laid the leather jacket around her shoulders like a cape. He hesitated a moment. It wasn’t hard to notice her subject change. Ellie was unapologetically honest. 

Reese didn’t want another argument to ruin today. He wanted to bask in the afterglow. He wanted to luxuriate in the fact that she belonged to him. Reese let it go. It was easier than he thought it would be. 

"She’s the computer girl, on that show ya like, right?" he asked for clarification. 

"Yeah," Ellie answered, nodding. "Either that, or I need to get really good at hacking, one of the two." Ellie deflated, her shoulders hunching. She touched her hand to the side of his scruffy cheek. 

"You can still track the missing girl, right?" she asked staring at the wall. Ellie was beginning to get an inkling of a plan.

"Yeah, but, if he dumped her in the woods, then what good does that do?" 

"If he dumped her out of state, at least it's a breadcrumb. Then we check the news there and I can't believe I am going to say this," Ellie said sighing and shaking her head. 

"We leap frog dead bodies until we can find this son of a bitch and you can rip him to pieces."

Reese shrugged. "Sounds like a plan to me."

"But, first, I want a strawberry shake," Ellie declared. 

He grabbed the duffel bag.

"Reese," she said. 

He looked at her as he straightened.

"I need you. I've always needed you," Ellie said. 
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Luckily, well, if that is what you would call it. The victim had been abducted from her apartment. So finding her address wasn't hard. 

There were no police sitting on the place. Even so, they parked the Dodge around the corner, just in case. They cut through backyards and alleyways winding their way toward the victim's tiny, one-bedroom cottage.

Rain plastered blond hair to Ellie’s head. Beads of water stood out against the leather jacket. On Reese the hem cut across the top of his hip, on Ellie, it hung down almost to her knees. 

Reese's button-down shirt soaked through. He stepped up onto the back stoop. A narrow set of three concrete steps. Ellie kept a lookout.

Reese gave the knob a turn, pushing against the deadbolt. He snapped it with ease. The door swung inward. Reese stepped inside. 

Ellie gave the backyard and the ones that connected to it beyond one last scan. She climbed the steps and followed him inside. 

Ellie made sure to shut the door behind them. The knob, which had a lock inside it and a deadbolt above were both mangled. The door didn't want to stay closed. Ellie looked around the kitchen, with its small dinette set. She pulled one of the chairs across the floor. Pushing it under the knob, she used its weight to hold it closed.

Ellie wandered through the rounded archway into the living room. There had definitely been a struggle. Shards of a broken vase lay at her feet. The couch, a bright teal, was pushed out at a weird angle, cutting off half of the already small room. 

Ellie searched for anything that would give her some clue as to who this bastard was.

Motive didn't really matter, she decided. It could be anything from he knew her, to he saw her pass by and liked the way she looked. Ellie stared at her reflection in a shattered mirror. The cracks cut lines across her face and shoulders, dividing her image into oddly shaped pieces. 

Ellie moved by the couch and into the dark hallway beyond. She passed a bathroom with an old Victorian standing tub and a brightly colored, plastic shower curtain. Large, multicolored daisies cut horizontal lines across it, blue, green, yellow, and orange. Ellie took a moment to lean in and look the room over. A few bras hung from the shower rod.

She huffed a breath out through her nose and walked further down the hall. This never got any easier. Ellie found herself questioning why anyone would ever think cop was a good career choice. 

Ellie walked through the last door to find Reese sitting on the edge of the bed. His eyes closed. Reese breathed in and out again slowly. Concentrating. Ellie walked past him to a long dresser. A few photo frames decorated its surface. She picked one up. 

A portrait of three women, two of them looked college-aged and another in her late forties, maybe older. Ellie wasn't exactly a great judge of how old someone looked. The woman on the right, with a brown pixie cut had dark eyes and a happy smile.

Ellie recognized her from the news coverage. She was their victim. 

Some trick of light superimposed Ellie's reflection over most of the picture. It made her realize how lucky she’d been that it was Vincent who found her. How close Ellie had come to being the happy girl in this picture. Not many people are lucky enough to brush up against her monsters and survive. 

Her monsters. That thought made Ellie sad. Reese was right. She had to stop considering every life these things took as her fault if she wanted to make it out of this sane.

Ellie felt his warm touch on her shoulder and jumped. Her heartbeat choked her. She reached for her gun. Ellie took in a deep breath and blew it out slow. 

"Sorry, Angel," Reese murmured.

Ellie set the frame down and turned to look at him. "Do you have what we need?" She forced the edge of a smile.

Reese touched her hair. "Yeah."

"Then let’s get out of here." Ellie pushed past him gently, heading for the door. 

They were halfway back to the Dodge before she asked, "How close do you think she is?" 

"Far."

And with that, their game of hot or cold began. 
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Reese took her hand in his as they headed down the sidewalk. Ellie smiled awkwardly. 

"What, ya don't like holding hands?" he asked.

Ellie laughed. "Just not something I'm used to anymore, especially with you," she said. Reese went to pull his hand away, but she didn't let him. "It's nice."

"Do ya know the last time I held hands with my best girl was in forty-two?" Reese said with a nostalgic look in his eyes.

"There's my creepy old man," Ellie said, laughing at him. "Did you take her to a Sadie Hawkins dance too?" she mocked.

"I took all my dates horseback ridin’, definite panty peeler," Reese said with a wink.

Ellie laughed. "I've never been on a real date. Well, unless you count staking out a possible security team strike," Ellie admitted.

"You're kidding?" Reese asked incredulously. “Vince never took ya no place special?”

She plastered her lips together, shaking her head. "Nope. We ate at a diner together once. I tripped and fell into some guy and Vincent nearly ripped him to shreds. Broke his arm. I thought he was going to turn the place into a bloodbath," Ellie said remembering back. 

They came up on the Dodge. Reese let her hand go so that he could open her door for her. Waiting for her to hop inside he closed the door on her. Ellie got situated as he walked around the front end, digging in his pocket for the keys. Reese climbed in sliding the key into the ignition. 

"Not one boy asked ya out on a date?"

Five years felt like an eternity to Ellie. She shook her head no. "My friend Lisa tried to convince me this kid in my Geography class had a major crush on me. I thought he was kind of goofy looking to tell you the truth" 

"I think they were all afraid of Edward," she said.

"Why?" 

"He was this huge football star in high school. Everyone knew him. Our parents died his senior year," Ellie explained. "He was good, even had scouts looking at him. He was offered a full ride at Michigan." 

To Reese’s confused look, she said. "It's a scholarship."

"He didn't take it?" 

Ellie’s expression teetered on bittersweet. "He quit three months before he graduated to take care of me. They wanted to put me in foster care because we didn't really have any other family. Edward wouldn't let them." 

Ellie wiped at the beads of cold rain on her brow. "We used to go to every game together. That was our big family outing."

"He took good care of ya, didn't he," Reese stated.

She bit her lip and nodded. "We were pretty happy," Ellie said with a sad lilt.

Reese was with Vince on the subject of Edward. Both of them thought the guy was a dick. Ellie loved him, though. To this day, after everything that happened she loved Edward.

Reese’s eyes swept the bite-mark on her throat. He wasn’t sure how she’d survived it. He could remember vividly the sound her body made as she hit the wall, her blood flowing down her chest like a river. His Ellie was a survivor. 

For Reese Edward was just a tad too familiar. Reese watched Edward walk the same spiral he did before Vince had to put him down. Edward lost himself in the darkness of the beast. 

On that, Reese didn’t judge. Keeping your humanity wasn’t an easy thing being the monsters they were. He still struggled with it. Yet again, that distasteful task fell on Vince’s shoulders. Vince put Edward down before he managed to kill Ellie. Vince gave his life to keep her safe.

Reese pushed at his guilt. He practically screamed the words; We are allowed to be happy, at himself.

The windshield wipers flapped back and forth to no avail against the falling rain. They took a few winding roads into the downtown area. Reese looked for an on-ramp to the highway.

"Which way are we headed?" Ellie asked, digging into the glove compartment for the beat-up, heavily creased map. 

"South."

Ellie set the map on her lap. She unfolded the paper.

"Ooh, I hope he's headed for New Orleans. You know in all this time I have been driving back and forth across country, I think that is the only state I haven't even at least driven through," Ellie mentioned.

"We should go," Reese offered.

"What?" she asked, looking up from the map.

"We should go. If ya have never been there. Ya know just for the sake of going. Not chasing monsters. Not looking for hospitals and security teams. Just go."

Ellie gaped at him like he was a crazy person for almost a full thirty seconds, blinking those enormous, apple-green eyes. Reese spared a glance back at her. 

"Ya never even considered it have ya?" he asked.

"Going to New Orleans?" Ellie asked her eyebrows high, teeth clamped over her bottom lip.

"Doing something for the sake of doing it? Living your life for something other than your mission," Reese said. Pity shined in his eyes.

Ellie frowned. Opening her mouth to say something, she closed it again. 

Reese shook his head. "Before ya met Vince... Reese," he corrected. "Wasn't there something ya wanted to do, to be?"

She sat back against the seat and sighed. Finally, Ellie shrugged. "I guess. I never really thought about it. I mean graduate, maybe go to college. I was sixteen when all of this started. I was just a kid," she said.

Reese took her hand. Bringing it to his lips, he pressed a gentle kiss across her knuckles. Ellie took in a sharp breath. Yet another thing Vincent used to do. She wallowed hard past his ghost.

"Ya still are just a kid," he reminded her. "Your life is far from over."

"There isn't much else I can do with it," Ellie said. 

She didn't sound sad, or angry, just neutral. Ellie accepted her fate long ago. "Outlaw, remember?"

"Ya could get married. Have kids. Start a life," Reese mentioned.

She swallowed. "Yeah, couldn't you just see me as a soccer mom," Ellie laughed?

"What's a soccer mom?" Reese asked confused. 

She laughed. Ellie laughed so hard she snorted. 

Reese scowled. "Don't laugh at me. What’s a soccer mom?"

"It's a mom, who drives a minivan full of kids to soccer games," Ellie said. "The point is having kids isn't something I would ever want." Ellie frowned, looking back at the map.

"Why not?" Reese asked genuinely interested.

"Because." She shrugged. "Moms are supposed to be able to teach their children stuff. All I know how to do is make C4," Ellie said. "You’ve tasted my cooking, that right there should disqualify me from ever being a mom." 

"I think ya would make a beautiful mother," Reese said.

She shook her head. 

"Okay fine, no kids. What about getting married?" 

Ellie made a face, pressing her hand to her chest. "Why... are you asking me to marry you, Reese Hale?" she said in a big, overly bubbly tone. Her lamest attempt at a southern accent. Laughing, Ellie went back to her map. 

Reese gaped at her for a hesitating moment. "What if I did?" he said, expression going serious. "What if I was?" Reese said. 

Ellie obviously meant it as a joke and he knew it. Still, Reese had never had a better idea in his life. At least not that he could remember. 

That’s how it was supposed to go, right? You found a girl. You married her. That thought hammered home Reese’s need for normalcy. Driving this empty highway for so long left him exhausted. He finally had his Angel. He loved her. Reese was sure of that. This felt right.

"Reese, I love you. I do. But, there is no white picket fence for people like us."

"So. I don't need a white picket fence," Reese said. "I need ya!"

Ellie didn’t know what to say. What to think. Ellie opened her mouth to speak. But nothing would come. "We can't." Was the only thing she could think to say.

"Do ya love me?" Reese asked.

"Yes," Ellie answered.

"Do ya want to spend the rest of your life with me?" 

Ellie swallowed. She didn't even have to think about it. "Yes," was her answer.

"Then why not marry me?" Reese asked, taking her hand in his.

Vincent. That name screamed out in her head. 

"Because I look horrible in white," Ellie said. 

Reese gave her a look that said he didn't find her joke funny.

"Angel, marriage is a promise two people who love each other make to spend the rest of their lives together. That’s it. That’s all," Reese said. 

Her heartbeat crashed in her ears. Her mind swam. Ellie swore she had never seen his eyes a more beautiful shade of blue.

"I want to spend the rest of my life with ya, Ellie."

She bit her lip. Gulping for breath, Ellie just could not get enough air. "You can't,” she croaked. “You're going to live forever and... I am going to die."

Reese blew all of the air out of his lungs. "Then promise me that ya will love me for the rest of your life," he said.

"I already have," Ellie said. "I told you I love you. I'll never stop loving you!"

A smile spread across Reese’s face, one so bright and wonderful that it took her breath away. "Take the wheel," Reese demanded.

Confused, Ellie leaned forward. She grabbed the wheel with her right hand, her body bent awkwardly spread out across the seat, peering out the windshield. She could barely see anything at all. 

Reese lifted his dog tags up out of his shirt and over his head. One of his hands came into her view. Reese slipped the necklace over her head. He took the wheel back from her with one hand. 

Ellie leaned back, touching the tags with her fingertips. 

"What are you doing?" Ellie asked.

"I'm giving ya everything I got in this world. I'm making a promise that I will love ya until the end of me."

Ellie blinked at the tears that sprung to her eyes. "Reese-" she began.

"I say we go to New Orleans for our honeymoon," he said with a smile. Reese was not going to let her overthink this the way she did everything else.

A smile broke through her bringing with it a wave of joy that she had not felt in so long. Ellie laughed, a rich, glorious, happy sound. She wrapped her fist around his dog tags. 

"I love you," Ellie whispered. 

Reese leaned over and kissed her. As he pulled back, Ellie bit her bottom lip. 

"I love you, but... you can't have my gun."
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It teetered on the edge of four AM as he turned the big beast of a truck into the parking lot of the state park. No one manned the gate. 

Reese killed the ignition and peered out over the dashboard at the trees beyond. Ellie reached for her twenty ounces of Mountain Dew. She unscrewed the top, drinking down nearly half of it one go. 

"Thirsty?" Reese asked.

"Tired," Ellie answered with a yawn.

"We ain’t got to do this till the morning," Reese mentioned, tilting his head to one side.

Ellie popped the latch opening her door. "It is morning, Soldier boy." 

With that, she slipped out into the cold night air. Ellie rubbed her arms from the chill. 

Reese appeared next to her. 

She gave him an unfriendly look. Ellie really did hate that. 

"Besides, I don't want to risk someone being at the booth. They might record license plates, you never know."

"Awe," Reese pouted, tilting his head. "My little paranoid," he joked. 

"Here," Reese said, reaching into the cab of the truck for his leather coat. He handed it to her, shutting the door. Ellie slid into it, pulling it tight. 

"I'm going to need the flashlight," Ellie mentioned, looking around.

Reese opened up the tailgate. Ellie pulled the Heckler. She went through her motions of safety. Checking to see that the safety was indeed on, she popped the clip. Making sure that it was full, she looked in at the firing pin. 

Ellie was slapping the magazine back into the bottom when he came back around behind her. 

Reese slipped into a long sleeve T-shirt. He pushed up on the sleeves, one after the other, up to his elbows. Ellie checked the safety once more before she slid the Heckler home. 

Reese handed the heavy, industrial flashlight to her, stepping close. Reese touched a kiss to her mouth that Ellie returned eagerly. He lifted the dog tags and dropped them inside her shirt.

"Why do you do that?" Ellie asked curiously.

"Ya wear ‘em inside your shirt in case they catch the light and give ya away. It also muffles the sound they make," Reese explained. “It’s like wearing a bell around your neck.”

She smiled up at him. "Kiss me again," Ellie demanded.

Reese pressed his lips against hers. She wrapped her arms around his neck. As he drew back, Ellie turned on the flashlight. 

"I'll try to keep it out of your eyes," she said.

Reese nodded, heading toward the trees. Ellie fell into step behind him. They stopped at a knee-high fence. Reese laid a hand on either side of her waist and lifted her setting Ellie down on the other side.

"It was like two and a half feet tall," Ellie grumbled. "I could have stepped over it.”

"Two and half feet is half of ya," Reese reminded her, kissing the top of her head. "Besides, maybe I just wanted to touch ya?" 

"I'm not buying it," she mocked with a shake of her head. "Now which way is she?" Ellie asked.

Reese closed his eyes, breathing in deeply. Ellie shined the powerful beam of light over the trees ahead of them. Reese opened his eyes and pointed.

"That way." 

He went left and she followed. Ellie worked to keep the beam of light close to the ground, and still see enough to make her way through the close trunks. 

Reese picked his way down a hill. He stopped halfway, turning to grab her again. One hand on either side of her waist, he lifted her and set her on the ground at the base of it. 

Ellie frowned.

"Are you going to get all annoyingly protective now that I'm supposed to be your wife?" Ellie joked, one eyebrow cocked.

A wide, happy smile spread across his face. "Maybe." 

Progress, Reese thought to himself, as she trundled off toward the next large tree. A sound turned his head. Reese didn't see anything. Ellie covered a bit of ground while he was staring off into the darkness. He frowned and headed after her.

They were getting close. Even Ellie could smell the stench of rot. She swept the beam back and forth, moving carefully through the undergrowth. 

"Do you want to get something to eat?"

Distracted. Reese wasn't paying attention to her. He felt uneasy. He didn't want to drop the shields with Ellie this close, though.

“Ya think anything will be open?" he asked.

Ellie cocked a brow. "I mean, do you want to get something to eat? Do you want to take the time to go hunting, once we find her?"

Cold wind tore through what was left of the leaves. The moon was barely a sliver in the night sky. The branches swayed gently. Insects and bats made soft music. The scent of water told him there was a river or lake nearby. It was too strong to be just a creek. 

Decay was powerful, sickeningly sweet. It was too fresh to be the woman they were looking for. And that had Reese on edge.

"Angel," Reese called.

Ellie didn't answer. Reese’s heartbeat jumped into his throat. He jogged forward. Let his shields come crashing down. A cold stab of blind panic shot down his spine.

"Ellie!" he cried.

"I'm right here," Ellie said. 

Reese found her crouched by gnarled roots. She looked over her shoulder. There was a half-eaten carcass of an elk at her feet. 

There was just one problem. Reese was still drowning in fear. 
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"This almost looks like something you or Vincent could have done." Ellie frowned at him. He obviously wasn't paying attention to her. 

"Reese," she said. 

Reese closed his eyes. Dread bowled him over. Paralyzing. Electrical. Fiery pain ate its way up his right side. There was someone else in these woods with them. 

Reese wanted to raise his shields. Block out the emotions. He couldn’t concentrate past his squeezing heart. Terror tore the breath from his chest, made it impossible to breathe. 

That was the rub with that particular ability. It was all or nothing. If Reese sensed it, he experienced it. His spine tingled. Reese worried without a scent the emotions would be the only way to find her.

Ellie chewed on her lip. His chest heaved. His tongue kept darting out, licking at his lips. Both of Reese’s hands balled into tight fists. Ellie knew distress when she saw it. She straightened slowly, drawing her gun as she rose. 

Ellie raised the Heckler, resting her gun hand on top of the one that held the flashlight. So she could see where she was aiming. It was not a hold she could maintain for long. 

The Mag-light was heavy. So was the gun. Ellie spent every other day she could practicing, sparring with Reese. But she was still small. Practice and exercise were not something she could do regularly. Then there was the nerve damage in her left arm.

Ellie scanned the area, not seeing anything she lowered her arms. She crossed over to Reese. Slowly. She didn't want to spook him. 

Reese had always said that he felt emotions. Ellie wasn't exactly sure what that meant, and until she did. She would ere on the side of caution.

"Reese," she said his name quietly, calmly.

He turned his head giving her wide eyes. Searing pain tore down his back. His leg throbbed. Reese swallowed. His mouth was just too dry. 

Ellie's anxiety flared to life. It was cold. Familiar. Easy to pick out over this new feeling. The two of them together threatened to stop his heart.

"I can't find her without this!" Reese cried, voice cracking. "I can't get a scent."

Ellie nodded slowly. "All right, then use it."

"I can't fight! I can't-" he exclaimed. "I can't protect ya."

Ellie’s annoyance poured over him. "This isn't about me, Reese. It's about her. I can protect myself. She can't."

Reese’s head tipped back a touch. He closed his eyes. The battle he fought with himself was hard to miss. Coming to a decision, Reese’s eyes bled black, with a violently red starburst at their center. 

"Ya stay behind me!" he demanded. 

She nodded, if a little too quickly. 

Reese took off through the trees. Ellie had to go full tilt to keep up with him. Reese bounced from trunk to trunk as he moved. It was only a fraction of his real speed, but it was more than fast enough for her. 

Ellie took a step, and the ground fell away from her. Nearly a foot before she hit the ground. She got her arms out in time to slow the fall. Ellie was suddenly glad for the leather jacket.

Even with it, pain ate at her arms as they tore over a fallen branch. Ellie twisted her ankle. It wasn't bad enough to keep her down. It sure hurt like hell, though. She lost her grip on the flashlight. 

Its powerful beam illuminated the Douglas Fir to her left. Something grabbed the back of her jacket, pulling her up off the ground, and into the air. Ellie did her best not to lash out in her fright.

Reese pulled her to his chest, wrapping one arm around her back. He took in a deep breath. "Angel." His voice was deep and raspy. "I need ya to be calm." 

She swallowed nodding her head. Ellie expected him to put her back on her feet. Instead, Reese reached down with his other hand, scooping up the flashlight. He handed it to her. 

Shifting her around to get a more natural hold on her, Reese took off running into the darkness. Ellie switched off the light. Closing her eyes, she made a face. 

Ellie let herself slide down into that dark part of herself, that molten metal at her core. When Ellie was sure that she had a lid on her fear, she opened her eyes again.

Pine trees were a blur as Reese flew through them. Ellie slipped the flashlight into the wide, deep pocket near the hem of the jacket. Clinging to him, she looked straight in front of her, not to the sides. 

It was just like driving. Her periphery vision was a splash of moving darkness. Before her, she could see each trunk coming at them at breakneck speeds. She listened intently for screams. 

"Hold on," Reese warned 

Ellie had a split second before they were dropping. She tightened her grip on his neck. They jerked right, as his left arm lashed out grabbing at something, slowing their fall a touch.

Then just as suddenly, he let go again. Ellie made the mistake of looking down. Her eyes went wide. Reese was sliding down a hill so steep it might as well have been a cliff.

Ellie took in a sharp breath and held on with everything she had. She even slipped her other arm up around his neck. She held onto the grip of the Heckler so tight her fingers went numb. 

Every twenty, maybe thirty feet, Reese lashed out grabbing at a rock or a branch to keep his balance. Ellie was dealing, not well mind you. She did not like this even a little bit.

Beneath him, Reese spotted a woman running through the trees. She appeared every now and again as they careened down the steep slope. Her white shirt practically glowed. 

He also caught glimpses of what was chasing her, leaping from tree to tree. 

Now that he knew where they were, Reese slammed the shields down. Reese used every ounce of his hard-won control to keep his Beast from wanting to tear Ellie into tiny pieces. He clutched at a thick branch, his knees bent beneath him. Reese used the leverage to launch himself through the air.

He had to adjust his grip on Ellie to land smoothly. She was more than happy to finally be on the ground again. Reese loosened his grip, and she slid slowly down the front of his body. Down until she found her feet. Reese didn't take his arm away until they were firmly planted. The monster that was Reese looked down into her face.

"A hundred yards that way." He pointed. "Go get her."

Ellie narrowed her eyes. "What about you?" she asked reaching inside the pocket for the flashlight.

"I'm going to get him," Reese said, and suddenly he was gone.
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Ellie took off running. She had the light on and pointed before her after about ten feet. It wasn't easy to keep a straight line. She didn't bother staying quiet. 

"Here!" Ellie called out to the woman running for her life.

"I'm here to help you!" she cried, her feet crashing. Whenever she could spare it, Ellie flashed the light into the trees in the direction Reese pointed.

"Help!" A voice cried.

"I'm here! The light!" Ellie shouted. "Follow the light!"

Someone screamed, high and piteous. Ellie said a silent prayer to the stars above that it wasn't Reese. The shrieks echoed loud, bouncing off the crowded trees.
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Reese’s Monster glistened like oiled death. Blood dripped from his long razor-like claws. 

The thing he fought- thing because no human looked like that. It was tall. Its spine was curved. Its back hunched. Jagged teeth jutted from an elongated mouth. Its skin was pale, two shades lighter than normal human flesh.

Naked and grotesque, its chest was barrel-like. Its claws were long, tapering bones that tore through his fingertips. They were sharp. 

He slashed at Reese, jagged lines bleeding across his belly. They healed almost instantly. It rushed at him, teeth and claws, ripping and tearing at Reese. The two of them fell back, colliding with a tree so hard it broke. 

The trunk snapped like a matchstick.

Reese struck. He hurled a shovel hook to the thing's solar plexus that tore through its waxy skin. His fist ripped into its guts. Reese grabbed hold of the meat there and yanked hoping to tear something free. 

His other hand sliced across the belly of the thing, spilling its intestines in a foul-smelling deluge of blood, and thicker, wetter things.

It howled in pain and rage, staggering back a step or two trying to hold its flesh back together. It was healing. Not quite as fast as Reese... but it healed nonetheless. 

Reese launched himself at the thing, claws rending flesh. His punches hit with the power of a speeding truck. The thing took the onslaught. Landing a few mighty blows of its own.

The Crazy, as Ellie affectionately called them, hammered its meaty fist into the side of Reese's head. 

Reese was too quick. Reese dodged to the right. Sidestepping, he reached out closing his wide, charcoal-gray hands around its head. Reese twisted, tearing the head from its shoulders. 

Skin ripped like paper, dumping hot, red blood down the front of it. The wound healed too quickly for Reese to pull it free completely. 

The Crazy wrapped its strong limbs around Reese's upper body, and hurled him like a rag doll. Reese flew end, over end. His shoulders hit the side of a tree trunk, taking out a chunk of it as Reese passed.
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"Help me! Please, God, it’s coming!" the woman screamed.

She rushed clumsily through the woods, following the light that appeared every so often. She sobbed. Her clothes were torn, her shirt all but shredded. Her dark wavy hair was a tangled mess. Ellie caught sight of her.

"I'm here!" Ellie bellowed, swinging the flashlight back and forth. 

The woman tripped over something large and dark in the distance. She went to the ground flailing. Ellie doubled her speed. The light bounced up and down as she ran. 

Her chest burned. Pain shot down her leg. Ellie’s arms ached from falling earlier that night.

The woman fought the very ground itself. Trying to get up, she was caught on something. She slammed her fists against it in a blind panic.

"It's me!" Ellie called as she approached. Not wanting to scare her any more, if that was even humanly possible. 

Something dark flitted through the trees. Ellie aimed the flashlight and her gun in that direction but didn’t spot anything.

The woman’s flailing brought Ellie’s attention back to her. Light flooded over her. The woman was caught on a fallen tree branch. Its thin fingers tangled in her hair, the shreds of her shirt.

Her leg was pierced through by a wide, sharp piece of wood that stuck out of the branch. The woman screamed in pain and panic. The more she fought the worse it got. 

Ellie didn’t touch her. Ellie moved the beam of light over her to see if there was anything else keeping her stuck.

"Listen to me," Ellie said, her voice sounded remarkably calm, even to her. 

"You have to stop moving." She jogged up the last few feet. 

The woman stared up at her with mahogany eyes that showed too much white. She froze like a deer in headlights. 

"You're going to be all right," Ellie assured her. "Your leg! I am going to have to touch you. To help you. Listen, my name is Ellie, what's yours?" she asked. 

Ellie didn't really care at that particular moment what her name was. She was just trying to distract her. 

"My name," she gulped. "Is- is Gina," she sobbed.

"Okay, Gina. I know you're running from something. I know you're hurt. But I need you to stay as calm as you can," Ellie told her. 

"Here," Ellie said, offering her the flashlight. "I need you to hold the light, so I can get you unstuck. So we can get the hell out of here, okay?"

The woman nodded. She was much larger than Ellie, tall and wide. Athletic. Her skin was a jeweled shade of brown. She took the flashlight from Ellie. Her hands shook so badly that the beam felt more like a strobe light. 

Ellie got a closer look at the wound in Gina’s leg and hissed. She made a face, glad that she had her back turned to the African- American woman. 

"I'm going to touch your leg," Ellie said. 

Even with her warning, Gina jerked violently when Ellie laid her hand on her. 

"All right, now when I say Pull, I need you to pull your leg up, slowly. Okay." Ellie turned to see Gina nodding, frantically.

Ellie licked her lips. "This is going to hurt really bad," Ellie warned. "But we have to do this to get away from that thing. Okay, are you ready?"

Gina swallowed. She nodded her head once more. 

"All right. On three," Ellie said. 

She laid one hand wide over the top of Gina's thigh. Setting the gun on the ground, Ellie made sure that it touched her foot.

It didn't matter anyway, Ellie told herself... but that didn’t help the surge of anxiety that shot through her when she let it go.

Ellie touched her hand to the bottom of the woman's thigh. "One, two, three. Pull!" Ellie cried. 

She put as much pressure onto the leg as she could manage, helping Gina wrench the leg up, and off the spear-sized splinter that stuck off the branch. 

Gina screamed agony filled, and heartfelt. She dropped the flashlight, clutching at her leg. Gina fell back to the ground. The flashlight rolled painting the dirt, the bottom of a tree in bright, yellow light.

Ellie groped for her gun. Wrapping it tight in her fist, she went for the flashlight. She crossed the uneven ground back to Gina, shining the light onto the wound. 

Gina was bleeding. Bad. Ellie couldn't tell how bad. She craned her neck, shining the light into the forest behind her. She wondered what was taking Reese so long.
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Reese used a play out of Edward's book and rushed him like a linebacker. Lowering his shoulder, Reese forced him back plowing them into one of the tree trunks. 

Reese pinned him against it with every ounce of strength he had... and he needed every bit. The thing fought back with a power that not a single one of the Crazies they hunted down and killed had.

It gained a few inches. Reese smashed him back against the tree. His left hand struck like a snake. Punching through his breastplate, it shattered. 

Reese grabbed hold of The Crazy’s beating heart and tore it free. The thing fought on for a few moments, before it slumped forward, lifeless. At least, for the moment.

Reese dropped the gob of still flesh to the ground, placing a hand on either side of The Crazy’s head. He gave a sharp twist, tearing it loose from the shoulders. 

This one healed faster than any other Reese had seen. So he took a few extra minutes to tear it limb from limb, even ripped the body in half. Separating the spinal cord, Reese hoped to buy him some time to get Ellie the hell out of these woods.

Reese took a few steps away from the pieces, sniffing the air. He caught Ellie's unmistakable scent and wandered toward it. His body changed, shifting back down to his human guise.

Reese crossed the distance in a blur. When he got close enough to scare her, he slowed down to a jog.

"Angel," Reese called, ready to dodge a bullet. "It's me."
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Ellie was crouched over the other woman. The sweet scent of her blood tickled his nose. Reese stomped down hard on the neck of his Monster. 

He was probably going to have to carry her. Ellie would never forgive him if they saved her, just to have him rip the woman apart. 

"Who is that?" A frantic voice cried.

"It's all right!" Ellie cooed. "He's with me." 

That didn’t stop her from trying to back away in horror the moment Gina saw him. Reese was covered head to toe in blood and other viscera. 

"I promise you, you're safe." Ellie cried, keeping her voice calm but firm. "He's covered in blood because he just killed the thing that was after you."

Gina stopped and looked down at Ellie. "It's dead?" she asked, lips trembling.

"He’s in pieces," Reese affirmed.

"You're good?" Ellie asked, concern plain on her face. 

Reese nodded. "It's mostly his," Reese said, his attempt at humor.

"How far away are we from the road?" Ellie asked.

Reese shrugged. "It's a ways."

"You should take her. She has a bad leg wound," Ellie began.

Gina stopped her with a cry. She grabbed Ellie's shoulder so tightly it hurt.

"You can't leave me," Gina gasped. 

Ellie winced at the grip Gina had on her bad shoulder. Ellie opened her mouth to tell Gina she would be all right.

"I'll take both of ya," Reese said. 

Gina gave him a grateful look. 

Ellie pried Gina's fingers from her shoulder a little less gently than she meant to. She made a face, opening her eyes wide.

Ellie asked, "Are you sure?"

"I'm probably going to have to carry ya on my back."

"What, like piggyback?" Ellie asked with a smirk.

"Think ya can handle it?" Reese asked, pulling slivers the size of toothpicks from his arm and shoulder.

"We're not going out the way we came in, are we?" Ellie asked.

Reese shook his head no. 

Ellie stood up, sliding the Heckler home, beneath the jacket. Reese took a slow step forward. Crouching down Reese rested on his haunches. He gave Gina his best good ole' boy smile. 

"I'm Reese. We're going to get ya out of here, all right?" 

Gina nodded, gaping in disbelief. "I'm going to carry ya," Reese explained. 

He spared a glance at Ellie. "Ya ready, Angel?" 

She shrugged and opened her hands as if to say, guess-so. Reese crooked his finger in a come here motion. 

Ellie walked over to him, slipping her arms around his neck, and adjusting them to make sure he was comfortable. She wrapped her legs around his waist and leaned in to kiss him on the shoulder. 

He stood up with an ease that made Gina question if she was hallucinating. Reese bent down, sliding his arm under Gina’s knees, the other across her back.

"You're so hot," Gina said.

"Why thank ya, sweetheart," Reese said with a smile that had Ellie rolling her eyes.

"No flirting, you're supposed to be married now," Ellie joked.

"You're naked," Gina said.

"Yeah," Reese answered. 

He took a step, then another, each one faster than the last, until he was running through the trees. Gina was getting a little woozy. 

Reese looked back at Ellie. "Can you get a signal?" he asked.

"Maybe." Ellie let go with one arm. "Yeah. It's weak, but there are a few bars."

"Call a medic, she's going to need one, fast." Reese focused on the smell of Ellie, trying hard to ignore the blood seeping from the wound in Gina's leg. 

"I need an ambulance, we're in the parking lot of," Ellie paused trying to remember the name of the park. 

"Martin Creek, State Park. My friend is bleeding really bad, please, hurry!" 

Ellie hung up on the dispatcher when he started asking questions she didn't really have answers for. She dropped the phone into one of the pockets of the jacket. 

"Hang on tight. I'm going to run," Reese warned. 

From his arms, Gina said, "But you are running." 

She was barely conscious. Ellie tightened her grip. Reese took off, running at his full speed. Ellie stared, eyes wide as they dodged through the trees. 

She had questions. Ellie didn't want to bother him with them going so fast, though. So she kept quiet until he slowed down to a regular run just outside the booth of the attendant.

"So, ambulance. Cops," Ellie said.

"Do ya want me to let her die?" Reese sighed, realizing that he was putting Ellie in danger. 

"Ya take the truck. Meet me at the gas station we passed a half mile before we got here. Fill up the cans." 

Ellie wanted to argue. Instead, she let go of his neck, and slid to her feet. She sniffed. "Stay safe."

He turned to face her. "Don't worry, Angel, I'm right behind ya," Reese said, leaning in for a kiss.

"You damn well better be, Soldier boy!"

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter 

[image: image]


The truck’s taillights disappeared into the darkness. Reese glanced down at the woman cradled in his arms. She was in rough shape, barely able to keep her eyes open. 

Sirens wailed in the distance. Reese waited for them to round the corner before he sat Gina down on the ground right in front of the under-lit sign marked with the park’s name where she would be nice and visible.

"You're going to be all right," he assured her. 

Bright lights painted the surrounding hills in red and blue. That was his cue. Reese took off in the direction the truck had gone. 

He thought long and hard about going to make sure the Crazy was still in pieces. Reese figured he was being foolish. Even he couldn't heal from that much damage, that quickly.

Ellie leaned against the side of the Dodge. She parked it around the back. The gas station had a manual car wash built into its side. Cinder-block walls painted a bright blue, with a dusty dirt road turnaround behind it. 

Reese smiled to see her fist wrapped tight around his dog tags. Her eyes were closed, her face slack. She whispered prayers for him.

He wanted to take her in his arms... but Reese knew better. He slowed down to a trot. "See," he said. "Right behind ya." 

She opened her relief-filled eyes. Ellie smiled, pushing away from the truck. She ran to him, throwing her arms around him tightly. 

Reese lifted her easily. He kissed her. Ellie rested her cheek against his, her hands touching his hair. Ellie’s heartbeat slowed noticeably. Reese gave her an easy smile. He sat her down on the dirt, looking her over.

"It was bad wasn't it?" she asked.

"He put up a fight," Reese admitted. He ran the back of his hand over her cheek. "Give me a hand?" he asked, jerking his head toward the car wash.

She narrowed her eyes slightly and followed him into one of the cavernous stalls of the car wash. Ellie laughed when she realized what he wanted. 

"Got any money?"

Ellie headed for the coin slot, digging into her pants pocket. Reese lifted the long piece of metal. Once the coins registered, water frothed from the nozzle. He guided the hard spray over his face, his chest, and arms, lathering at the blood with his other hand.

Ellie leaned against the wall. Her arms crossed over her chest, a thoughtful expression on her face. 

"Penny for your thoughts?" Reese shouted over the sound of the power washer.

She wrinkled her nose. "I want you eventually to explain how that emotion thing works," Ellie nodded sagely. "But for now," she said. 

"Did you see that elk? What was left of that elk," she corrected.

"To be honest, I was a little lost in the fear," Reese answered. "Are ya going to help me or not?" he asked, one eyebrow raised. 

Ellie smirked. She pushed away from the wall, taking the washer from him. Reese turned his back to her. Ellie showered the water over him. 

"We are going to have to stop for the night," she said. 

The water left his skin for a moment. Ellie extracted a thick splinter from his shoulder blade. 

"You're covered in these things." Ellie brought the water back, running it through his hair to break up the dried blood.

His back clean, Ellie tapped him on the shoulder. She handed Reese the washer. "I'm going to get you some clothes," she said.

Ellie jogged to the back of the Dodge. Reese took those few extra moments to make sure he had gotten all of the blood out of his hair. The time ran out and the water stopped. 

Reese stepped forward, replacing it into its holder. He gave himself a shake, wiping at the dripping wetness on his face. 

Ellie climbed down from the tailgate. Reese padded up behind her, dripping wet, and clean. She tossed him one of the towels they snatched from the hotel room in Arkansas. 

"The Elk," Ellie said. "It looked like something you or Vincent would have done. It wasn't another animal." 

She was sure. Spending years with the Hale boys taught her the finer points of what to look for. 

"All right," Reese conceded. "There's just one problem with that," he said. 

"That guy wasn't just hungry, Angel. He was hunting. He was playing. I don't see him going after an animal. Hell, the only reason me and Vince started eating animals was for ya, and your squeamish sensibilities," Reese argued, leaning in to lay a kiss on her mouth. 

He took the pair of jeans from her, slipping into them.

"If you don't like it-" Ellie began.

"Angel," Reese admonished gently. "I get it, and there ain't much difference between the two. Besides, ya would never forgive me if I went back to eating humans."

"You're probably right," Ellie admitted, handing him the long-sleeved, textured T-shirt.

"I know I'm right," he said, dragging it over his head.

"You have, though," Ellie said quietly.

Reese wasn't sure if it was a question or a statement. He swallowed. Reese took in a deep breath. He didn't want to fight, not now. 

"Are ya asking?" he said, without looking at her.

"I'm not stupid, Reese. There is a difference in you. After you have... " Ellie paused, a frown breaking over her pretty features. 

She couldn't bring herself to say eaten. "Hunted humans."

Reese went from being easy and casual to being overly careful. 

"Does it happen a lot?"

Reese heaved a heavy sigh, sliding his hands into his pockets. He shrugged elegantly. "Once or twice, since it's been just us," Reese answered. 

She nodded. Her head down. Her hair a long curtain hid her expression from him.

"The first time I left ya. The night we got into that fight," Reese said.

Ellie remembered the night he was talking about. She was particularly annoyed about everything. She kept flipping through the sketchbook. Missing Vincent, she tried to be angry, instead of sad. 

"There was a woman at a bar. I picked her up. She took me home. We had sex. Her boyfriend caught us. He came at me. I was angry at ya. I was pissed at myself. I couldn't get ya out of my damned head. Even though ya were being a serious pain in my ass." Reese shrugged. "It didn't end well."

Ellie was quiet. He grabbed her hip. Turning her toward him, Reese rested his other hand on the opposite side. He licked his lips. 

"I'm sorry," he whispered.

A flip of her head threw her long hair over one shoulder. She swallowed. Reese went still in anticipation. Yet another thing Vincent used to do. 

They stood there. Their gaze tied in knots. She asked. He told her the truth. 

The thing was Ellie had already been sure that it happened. Now that she knew the truth of it, did she get pissed? Did she scream and threaten? Did she leave him?

Several quiet, tense moments passed between them. Reese was afraid to drop the shields. Terrified, actually. Still, she didn't say anything. She wasn't even looking at him. Ellie stared off into the shadows looking for Vincent’s disapproving glare. 

"Ellie?" Her name echoed in her ears.

"I know what you are, Reese. I accepted it a long time ago. I don't want to starve you. I came up with the idea because Vincent struggled so damn hard with the hunger. He was so afraid that he was going to hurt me. He didn't even want to touch me because of it," Ellie explained.

"I always want to touch ya."

"You're not afraid your Monster is going to tear me to bloody bits?" she asked, her lips trembling.

Reese touched the side of her face. "I ain’t afraid of it. The Monster in me is me. Vince couldn't accept that. He thought it was better to deny it. When ya spend all your time afraid of something, ya can't think. Vince spent all of his time afraid of himself. He couldn't live. I know when the hunger is too strong. I know my limits," Reese told her. "Ya ain’t one of ‘em."

Those words brought tears to her eyes. Vincent loved her... but she was also his worst fear. He could never just let go. He could never get lost in her, because he was so afraid of losing control. 

The saddest part of their relationship was that his fear was more important to him in the end. Ellie closed her eyes and swallowed down that realization.

"Hey," Reese's voice was soft. "I didn't mean to make ya cry." He grabbed her chin with his so warm hand and leaned in close. "Angel."

Ellie took in a breath so deep it made her body shudder. "I love you, Reese."

"I love ya too, Angel," he said with a slightly confused smile. 

Reese curled his toes into the dirt, making an awkward movement with his ankles. Her eyebrows drew inward, forehead wrinkling in confusion. Then her eyes flicked down to his bare feet.

She chuckled despite the bittersweet pain that wracked her heart. "That was your last pair of shoes, wasn't it?"

Reese gave her an elegant shrug. Her chuckle turned into full, throaty laughter. He hooked his arm around her neck, dragging her in close. 

"Why are ya always laughing at me?" Reese asked shaking his head.

"Because you're funny," Ellie said, her eyes dancing with the golden light of the streetlight that puddled around them.

"All right," she breathed. "What's the plan, handsome?"

"Did ya fill the gas cans?"

Ellie nodded. 

"I spotted a service road. But-" he began.

"The cops, and the rangers, and God knows what else they will call in when she tells them what happened," Ellie answered for him.

"I think we ought a’ get a room, and ya should let me go back on my own," he said.

Ellie opened her mouth to argue. Reese stopped her with a look.

"I can run from ‘em. Ya... are slow and clumsy," Reese told her in all honesty.

She frowned. "You know at least when the personality mocked me for being human, he was nice about it," Ellie groused.

"When have ya known me ever to be nice?" Reese asked playfully.

She dug into the pocket of the leather jacket, producing her phone. Ellie spent a minute or two looking through the hotels listed. 

"Ya know the nice ones are supposed to have bigger bathtubs," Reese mentioned.

"We can't afford a nice hotel."

"How do ya know?" he asked, pulling the gas cans toward him.

"You know, that is a damn good question," she said. "Eight months on the road, Vincent and I scraped by for every cent of cash we could get or steal. Where the hell do you get all of your money?"

"The week of vacation I took while we were in Canada, I knocked over a small bank. Some of it's from that," Reese said turning to look at her. 

"The rest. My pop didn't trust banks. He kept all of his extra money in a coffee can buried outside the barn," he explained. "When we left Charlie and Vetler I went out and dug it up."

"Why didn't you tell me?" 

Reese shrugged. "I didn't think it really mattered, to be honest."

"Keeping secrets is almost the same thing as lying," Ellie pointed out, turning to face him.

"Almost," he repeated the operative word of that particular sentence.

"The point is, I hate secrets," Ellie said.

Reese smiled at her. "That may be. But I promised I would never lie to ya. I never said a single word about keeping secrets from ya," he told her. 

She glared in annoyance. 

"Get a nice hotel."

"No," Ellie said. "That's right, you keep secrets, your punishment is a small bathtub." 

Reese shook his head, rolling his eyes at her. "Fine, we're only going to be there a few hours, what do I care." He set the cans down on the ground and unbuttoned his pants. 

Ellie watched him, her eyes following his hands as they swept down his thighs. 

"Ain't ya supposed to be finding some rinky-dink hotel?" Reese asked without looking at her.

She sighed, blowing all of the air out of her lungs. "There is a Motel 6 on Highland and Park," Ellie mentioned. "It's thirty miles from here, though."

He shrugged. Grabbing at the collar of his shirt with both hands, Reese lifted it up over his broad shoulders. "If that's what ya want," Reese said, throwing his shirt at her. She hadn't been paying attention. It slapped her in the face. 

Ellie jerked it down shooting him a look. 

"I'll find ya anywhere," Reese said with a smile. "Ya know that don't ya?"

"What?" 

Reese stepped forward and kissed her, deep and passionate. His lips and tongue worked as he explored her mouth. Ellie touched her hands to his powerful arms. He broke the kiss, drawing back a few inches. 

"I'll always find ya," Reese said again. 

Ellie smiled. "Go, before I change my mind." 

Reese leaned in and kissed her one more time, for good measure. Then he was suddenly gone. 
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Vincent sat in darkness staring at the web of twisted scars that covered him. Dripping like melted wax, his skin was an angry red, purple in some places. 

Where once their disfigurement covered him completely in its horror, whatever his beast had done made them recede. His left side was nearly pristine. 

Only a patch about the size of his fist of pocked, mangled skin stood out on the outside of his thigh. A wide ribbon of blisters and discolored skin danced down his shin. 

They marked his right cheek, his wide forehead. A band of blemished hurt peeked just over the line of his jaw and spilled down his neck in gnarled lines. Spreading more grotesque harm over his shoulder they mounded down his chest. 

Spoil flowed over his stomach, his hip. His right arm was still mangled. His leg marred. He could see the blackened bones of his forearm. The thin bones of his hand were visible. Meat glistened between them. The skin healed before his eyes. Slow. It was so slow.

For decades Vincent healed the most egregious harm in seconds. Flames were his only weakness. 

Vincent was no stranger to pain, tortured for years by Susan Bennet and her pet Frankensteins. 

Ellie wasn’t the only one known for her playful nicknames.

Vincent had gotten used to the speed at which he healed. This was maddening. It was made worse by his need, by his hope. The moment his body was whole again he could find his Ellie. He could touch her. Kiss her. Hold her in his arms once more. 

These scars were his prison.

He didn’t know how the beast did it. For the first time, Vincent was grateful. He was thankful for another chance. This death out of all the others he’d suffered opened Vincent’s eyes.

Immortality was his curse, dogged forever by the hate boiling in his belly. Reese, even Edward blamed that on the beast.

Vincent looked up at the creature swimming through the shadows. He knew better. The rage and cruelty Vincent fought belonged to him and him alone. He’d always known that. He’d battled it from infancy. 

He’d always had the makings of a killer. 

The beast just made him better at it. Vincent hid that truth from Ellie because he knew she could never love him the way she professed to if he showed it to her.

That wasn’t fair. He understood that now. 

He made so many damned mistakes with her. 

Vincent would give anything just to go back to the beginning. A fresh start. He watched her ghost dance through the darkness longingly. That light was everything he needed, and she’d given it freely. 

He was too trapped in his own pain to see the gift of that. Now it haunted him. So damned obvious. Why did he let her go? 

A split-second decision ruined the beauty he’d found. Vincent couldn’t wait to fall to his knees in front of her. He couldn’t wait to beg her forgiveness. Bear her acrimony, so long as he got to see her. So long as he got to touch her pretty face. He would give her anything. Bear any agony to hold her hand once more.

Memories were all he had left. Vincent treasured them. He fell into them whenever he could. They were all that kept him from falling apart. Vincent drifted into one now. Images, smells, tastes, and the touch of her exploded in vibrant color all around him. 

The paint on his skin was heavy, dripping wet in places. Dry in others. He turned from the wall brush in hand. The lines of her flowed across its smooth surface. 

The silk of her yellow hair shined with sunlight. He’d painted colorful flowers in it. 

Ellie lounged on the bed behind him reading. Some cheap mystery novel Charlie gave her. Vincent would never forget her smile. Her green eyes sparkled. The look Ellie gave him for that night, despite what the voices whispered, he believed. 

He believed she loved him. He could see it in her face. She lit up with it. So bright he couldn’t deny it.

Ellie climbed off the bed in her tank top and red polka-dotted panties. She rushed across the floor and threw her arms around him. She kissed him with such passion. 

Her fingertips played in his hair. Ellie held him so tight. Like, she was trying to climb through him. Her touch was needful. 

She drew back and Vincent laughed at her. Paint stained her shirt. Her cheek was marred by a swath of green from his fingertips. She’d never looked lovelier. Vincent kissed the tip of her nose affectionately. 

“My muse. You show me what beauty is.”

“I love it when you talk like that,” she said.

Ellie leaned in laying an open-mouthed kiss on the swell of his chest, another on his throat. She looked up at him with eyes full of want. Vincent could never deny her. 

She flashed him another of those glorious smiles, her hands working at the button-fly of his worn, paint-stained jeans. Ellie pushed them down his thighs. It left him naked.

She kissed her way down his chest. Vincent’s eyes fluttered back inside his head. Her touch was his bliss. His head fell back against his shoulders. Vincent moaned. 

That drew a wicked grin to Ellie’s lips. She grabbed his hips pulling him with her as she walked backward toward the bed.

Vincent watched hungrily as she lifted at the hem of her stained tank top revealing her belly, her naked breasts. Ellie flung the thing across the room with flare. Her eyebrows popped high and she fell back against the mattress.

Ellie made an oomph sound that coaxed a laugh out of him then. It made him laugh now. She’d landed on her paperback. Ellie pulled it out from beneath her awkwardly. Her scowl was so damned sexy.

Ellie huffed out an annoyed breath and rolled her eyes tossing the book onto the table. Vincent licked his lips. He came down over her. Climbing her body with every ounce of his supple grace, he flashed her that devilish grin she seemed to like so much. Ellie bit her bottom lip.

Vincent touched the brush in his hand to her belly. He looked into her face as he drew a line spreading color over her smooth skin. Ellie laughed. 

He sketched rose petals over the bone of her hip, a bud just below her belly button. Leaves unfurled over the skin where her stomach met her groin. He pressed her leg open wide with his otherworldly gentleness and graceful petals bloomed on the inside of her thigh as he painted a rose. 

Ellie’s smile bloomed beautifully.

“God, I love you, Vincent,” she whispered. 

Ellie grabbed his face in both of her hands guiding him into another needful kiss. Smudging the paint between them, her hands slid into his hair. She wrapped her leg around his hips. 

“I want you. Make love to me,” Ellie breathed between kisses.

Vincent swore he could taste her. He could feel that kiss tingling on his lips. So strong he touched them. 

A dragging breath fell out of him as the memory faded. Vincent fought the tears that stung his eyes. He sniffed and his head tipped back against his mangled shoulders. The pain of it was an exquisite ache that couldn’t compare to the yearning he felt.

“Call her!” the beast bellowed.

Flapping his immense wings, the Dragon landed on something solid, high above him, it was just as black as the rest of Vincent’s world. It kneaded its clawed hands, shifting its massive shoulders. 

Vincent sniffed. He looked at the dragon confused. Ellie’s phantom padded through the darkness not twenty feet away. His scars glimmered with her light. The dragon’s scales shined.

“She’s right there,” Vincent moaned.

Vincent hated that her ghost wasn’t enough for him anymore. It was one more loss he just didn’t have it in him to take right now. 

“Call her!” the beast demanded.

Vincent glared at it. Dejected he pointed at the apparition of Ellie. The scent of cherries and cinnamon lingered. He could feel the brush of her like a bruise on his lips. He was sick with the need of her. 

Without Ellie, he couldn’t breathe. The light her ghost shed was caustic. It etched the pain of her loss into his skin.

“She’s right there,” Vincent growled.

The dragon whipped his great tail at the wraith Vincent conjured. It slammed into her with the deafening roar of a thunderclap. She dispersed. Sparkling dust floated on the air where she had been. 

Vincent shot to his feet full of an answering fury. The beast sliced through the air. It rushed at him with might and grace. Stopping inches from Vincent’s face, its growl vibrated in his chest.

The two of them glared at one another. Vincent closed his hands into tight fists at his side. His heart hammered in a jarring rhythm against his ribs. Each beat was full of resentment and sorrow. 

The beast was all coiled power. Exhausted from this fight with itself, the dragon was tired of not being obeyed. 

“I want to see her!” it exacted.

Through Vincent’s scorn, through his heartbreak, he could hear the need that flowed through the beast.

“So do I,” Vincent whispered.

“Call her!”

Vincent shook his head. He screamed her name.

To his utter surprise, Ellie answered.
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Ellie walked past an in-ground pool with an eight-foot-tall wrought iron fence around it. She slid the key into the lock and gave it a turn. 

The place was like every other hotel they had stayed in. The furniture and décor changed. The footprint stayed the same. Thick green carpeting, a cheap armoire held a flatscreen.

Ellie closed the door with her foot and sat the duffel bag down beside it. She turned and flipped the deadbolt. Unzipping the jacket, she laid it on the bed, stopping to scratch at some dried blood with her fingernail. 

Ellie looked at the bed longingly. Instead, she kicked off her shoes and stripped out of her clothes. She grabbed at the tags and lifted them to her lips. Ellie kissed them. She asked the stars above to bring Reese back safe. 

Every kiss Reese gave her only made her think of Vincent and she hated herself for it. It wasn’t fair. 

She’d always known Reese could sense emotions. He’d mentioned it on occasion. Until tonight she didn’t really know what it meant. She sure as hell had no idea it affected him like that. Ellie made a mental note to be more careful with her thoughts of Vincent... but wishing and hoping isn’t doing.

Matter of fact, sometimes wishing and hoping only made it harder. 

Heading into the bathroom, Ellie turned the water on drawing her Heckler.

That gun was her most treasured possession. It was the first gift Vincent had ever given her. He placed it in the palm of her hand ever so gently. That was the moment Ellie knew she could trust him. 

Ellie couldn’t admit it to herself for a long time after that... but that was the moment the fear of him died away. She took one last look down at it checking the safety once more before setting the Heckler on the tank of the toilet.

The water was warm and heavenly. The morning chill seeped into her bones while they were in the woods. The shower did its best to drive that cold away. She ran her hand through her wet hair.

Thoughts of Vincent plagued her tonight. She kept seeing his face. Those lovely gray eyes of his swirled, the color of approaching storm clouds staring at her from the shadows.

Those kind eyes made her love him. They made her pity him. Those sad eyes were why she had taken his hand and led him back to her home in the first place. He needed her so badly. Years later, Ellie couldn't help but think maybe she needed him too.

Ellie blamed him for a long time for bringing the security team down on her and her brother. She blamed him for throwing her into this dark life. 

The truth was she had taken his hand in hers. She brought him into their home. Ellie invited his darkness into their lives.

Now, even after everything that went down. After everything she lost. Ellie couldn’t imagine changing it. She was grateful for every moment she got to spend with him.

“I miss you, Vincent.”
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“I miss you, Vincent.”

Her voice sounded far away. An echo. Vincent’s head snapped up looking in its direction.

“El?”

He moved toward the sound and stopped suddenly. The world was solid before him like a wall made of glass. Vincent laid his hand against it. Cold. It tingled beneath his fingertips. The shadows beyond faded away to reveal her heavenly light. 

Ellie!

Water darkened her hair to honey-colored strings. It cascaded over her face. Vincent tried to take a step toward her. He couldn’t. He slammed his palm against the glass. 

He hurled his fist at it. His preternatural power left not even a scratch. Vincent pressed his hands against it.

“El! Ellie, please. I’m here. I’m right here,” Vincent cried.

Ellie opened her eyes and swore she could see him standing there. Shade pulling at him, he materialized out of the shadows. Vincent was made of them. 

His darkness never scared her. Vincent was her night sky. He was her universe, deep and amazing. He swallowed her whole. Vincent was so damned beautiful. 

She missed his lips, that devilish grin. Ellie didn’t know how her heart took even a single beat without him.

She missed him. She missed the way his heavy brows came down over his eyes in a sharp V. She missed the way he talked out of the side of his mouth. The way his face danced with every syllable he uttered. 

How she longed for his touch. Ellie still needed him. Nothing would ever change that.

The fact that she could see him clear as day was one more hint that she was cracking without him. Ellie was losing her damned mind with him gone. The PTSD, the whispers, they were too much. 

She couldn’t die to be with him. But she couldn’t live pining for his ghost... and the tighter she held on to him, Vincent couldn’t move on.

Reese's words echoed inside her head. A promise to love him for the rest of her life. She made that promise once before. Ellie promised to love Vincent until the day she died. It was still true. Ellie would love him forever. He would always have a place in her heart, in her head. 

Reese was right, though.

In over Five years, she had not thought even once about doing something she wanted. Her every thought was consumed with keeping her brother safe, with righting the mistakes she made. With bringing down the Foundation. 

Reese looked at her with pity when he realized it. Ellie had forgotten how to live.

Even then, she still found joy. She still saw the beauty and wonder that this world held. When those flames ate everything she loved, Ellie gave up on all of it. Somehow, she felt like over this past year, if she saw it, she was betraying Vincent. She was supposed to spend the rest of her life yearning for him and mourning his loss.

That first night Reese held her in his arms. When he made love to her. The guilt threatened to eat her alive. Taking comfort in him was betraying Vincent. Admitting she loved Reese was betraying Vincent... but, she did. 

She loved Reese. She loved Reese before she knew Vincent. That didn't mean she loved Vincent any less.

She’d always loved Reese. She would always love Vincent. She would always mourn his loss. Ellie touched those simple metal ovals. She ran her fingertip over the pressed letters of his name.

She needed them both so damn much. Her heart was split right down its center. Ellie refused to feel the guilt for celebrating her love for Reese any longer.

“El!” Vincent screamed her name. “Please,” he cried. “See me. You got to see me, El.”

He punched and kicked and clawed at that invisible barrier between them. Vincent threw his head back and howled in frustration.

At that moment she said goodbye to the memory of Vincent, and it was like a weight was lifted from her chest. Ellie let go of the pain it caused her. The guilt. 

Instead, Ellie would look back on those days with a fondness for their beauty. Vincent brushed her life, and she would never be the same for it. He was her protector, her lover. He was her hero. Ellie missed him terribly, but she had to let go. Or his memory would drag her down with it. And Vincent deserved some peace.

“Ellie,” Vincent whispered. He sank to his knees. His hands pushed against the gate between his world and hers. 

Seeing his ghost didn’t hurt as much anymore. Instead, her eyes drifted over the lines of his memory with a bittersweet fondness. 

“I love you, Vincent. You deserve peace,” she told his apparition. “I can’t keep holding onto you like this.”

“No, Ellie. I’m here,” Vincent cried. “I’m right here. Please. Please don’t go!”

Tears dripped down her face, but they were tears of healing. She was finally ready to let that break in her heart begin to mend. 

Ellie finally realized she wasn't letting go of Vincent a part of him would always be there. She was just letting go of the pain. The metaphor was almost funny to her when she thought about it. 

It was Reese, all along. Reese destroyed the life she knew... and it was Reese who revived her. He breathed new life into her. He gave her a reason to want to live again.

Ellie shut the water off and stepped dripping onto the linoleum. She pulled a towel down, running its softness over her skin. Resting her foot against the countertop, her leg bent, she hung the towel over her knee. Ellie gathered her thick wet hair and gave it a twist, wringing the water from it.

The dog tags danced and swayed with her every movement. They should go to New Orleans. They should walk through The Garden District. They should get drunk at some bar on Bourbon Street. That thought brought a smile to her lips.

Ellie grabbed the Heckler and walked naked, still dripping into the bedroom beyond. 

Vincent watched her fade. Her light died away and he was again trapped in darkness. He hung his head and wept. 
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She was small. Skinny. A little too thin, the girl was covered in scars. She had a haunted look to her. 

Avery recognized broken when he saw it. And yet, what he felt coming off her was strength. She reminded him of a piece of iron. Scratched and beat to hell, but it still stood straight. He admired that. 

He watched her move about the room from the window. She smelled like cherries with just a hint of cinnamon. Hunger roared through him. So loud he had to curl his hands into fists at his side. 

Avery remembered her.

Ellie pulled a thin white t-shirt down over her breasts and looked at the window. The drapes danced back and forth slightly. 

She had an urge to have her gun in hand. Ellie learned a long time ago not to argue with instincts like that. She grabbed the Heckler and flipped the safety off. Ellie looked at the door.

It was obviously locked and still, she walked over to it and re-locked it.

God sent him signs before. Avery’s truest regret in this life was not being able to tell which were meant to lead him to salvation, and which were temptations... but the way she shined. 

Her light was so bright. So heavenly. For the first time, Avery was sure.
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The park was crawling with flatfoots. He had to dodge them coming back in. Reese hoped it would take them time to put together a search for the Crazy he’d killed. 

He was halfway back to where he’d left the pieces when the stench of death hit him hard. Curious Reese went to check it out. 

It wasn’t another dead girl. That made him happier than he thought it ought to. The things they’d seen this past year turned Reese’s stomach toward death. He’d seen enough blood to last a few lifetimes worth. 

It wasn’t just Ellie who couldn’t handle this no more. Reese was sick of the road. He was sick of this chase. He had his Angel. All he wanted was to find someplace quiet they didn’t have to worry about cops and rest.

Reese never questioned the natural order of things. Ya grew up. Ya found yourself a pretty girl. Ya got married and ya had a couple kids. Reese wanted nothing more than that at one time. 

He was ready to take care of his home with loving hands the way his pop had. He was ready for a field full of horses. Reese realized he was ready for life.

The death Vince handed him shook him free of his demons. The hand Ellie offered was a step on the way to that. It was the loss of his little brother that made him look back at his youth with such fondness. Memories of those days made him miss it terribly. 

Reese wanted family. He wanted home. He wanted a new start. Reese finally had the makings of that.

What he saw rattled him. The stag was big. Powerful. It had been ripped to pieces. 

There were bites taken out of what was left of the flank. Claw marks tore into its throat. Ellie said it earlier that night. It was something he or Vince could have done. This wasn’t the thing he’d killed tonight. There was no way. 

It was fresh. Hours if Reese was any judge.

Could there be more than one of ‘em? It wasn’t exactly unheard of. 

Reese shot to his feet scanning his surroundings. He couldn’t smell them. Damn, Bennet and her potion. If another one of Ellie’s Crazies was in this forest, tonight it had Ellie’s scent. They could find her anywhere. Fear all but stopped his heart.

Reese took off. He had to get back to Ellie.
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Some dreams played out like pictures in her head. Like movies of the things, she’d seen and done. Some dreams were filled with the screams and faces of the men and women she killed. 

Others were filled with monsters that harried her. Slathered in blood and bits of viscera they stalked her. This dream wasn’t any of them. 

Ellie stood in her bedroom at the safe house in Canada. The walls were covered in fluttering pages scratched with her likeness. 

Vincent had painted her portrait a thousand times. Canvases leaned against the dresser, the table, decorated with her face, her body. Stacks of his sketchbooks near the bed filled with beautiful lines. He’d drawn and painted her on the very walls. 

Once Ellie got used to her likeness staring back at her she was sure she couldn’t live without Vincent’s paintings. She had a dozen of Vincent’s beat-up sketchbooks in the truck. Beyond a few clothes, it was the only thing she kept. 

Ellie touched her fingertips to the lines of one of them. Her picture looked over her naked shoulder. Waves of yellow hair tumbling over one arm, she had just the hint of a white glow, and her shadows rainbowed. Ellie was sure she couldn’t be half as beautiful as that jumble of lines and colors.

“Hey there, beautiful,” he whispered.

Ellie turned. Vincent leaned against the doorjamb. Arms crossed over his naked chest. His jeans were stained in paint. It ran in long drips down his forearm. Orange stained the last three fingers on his left hand. Red sparkled in his hair, making a few spikes stand straight up. His toes and the top of his feet were a rainbow of color.

She’d forgotten that look. It stole her breath away. “Vincent.”

He flashed her a grin. It was wicked. One side of his luscious lips pulled up high, carving two deep crescents into his cheek. His heavy brows came down between his amazing eyes in a deep V shape.

“You’ve no idea how I’ve missed you, El.”

“You can’t keep haunting me,” Ellie whispered with trembling lips. “I have to let you go.”

Vincent came toward her in liquid grace. “I told you I’d never leave you.”

Ellie blinked at the tears that stung her eyes. “But you did,” she breathed.

“No, El. I didn’t leave you. I’m right here.” He took her hand and Ellie’s head fell back against her shoulders. “I will always be right here waiting for you.” 

Vincent brushed a swath of her hair back behind her ear and her knees went weak. Ellis was sure she’d never get to feel that again.

“Vincent, I,” she began. “I swear I can still hear your heartbeat.”

“Look at me, El. I will always find you,” Vincent whispered. “Don’t give up on me.”

He leaned in and kissed her. It was soft and sweet. But it wasn’t what she remembered. It tasted different.

“Angel, wake up.”

Ellie sucked in a deep breath blinking wide eyes up at Reese. She clamped down on her surprise, on her bittersweet sadness. 

He must have kissed her. Reese flashed her a boyish grin. He should have let her sleep. He tilted his head to the side and opened his mouth to say so. She beat him to it. 

"I want to go to New Orleans!”

Reese nodded. "Ya want to go to New Orleans," he repeated.

"And I want new underwear," she said. 

Reese laughed out loud. 

"You should probably get shoes too."

Ellie tried damned hard to not think about her dream. Even harder not to think about Vincent. Instead, she focused on Reese. She had a small speech prepared for when he came back. She only managed to hit the bullet points, though. 

Reese couldn’t help the smile that pulled at his lips. He was more than just a little surprised about her change of heart. He couldn’t wait to get started. 

Her emotions were brittle. Reese wasn’t stupid. But he also didn’t want to fight this. Whatever happened to make her come to this conclusion he was all right with it.

"We should probably ditch the Dodge as well," Reese said. "She has been hanging on by a thread, after all."

“Let’s go. Now,” Ellie whispered.

Reese didn’t argue. He wanted far away from here before she caught wind of this other crazy. He took her hand and helped her up. 

“I’ll grab the bag,” he offered.

Ellie chuckled at him. Reese hefted the duffle, still naked as a jaybird, and jogged out to the Dodge. Ellie grabbed the Heckler off the bedside table. She swallowed, fighting her longing, and followed him.

Ellie hopped into the truck, shutting the door behind her. She leaned forward, sliding the Heckler into her inner pants holster. 

Reese reached out to her. She scooted over, draping against him. Ellie would never admit it, but she needed to be held. Reese wrapped his arm around her shoulder. She luxuriated in the press of his warm body. Ellie pecked his cheek, before settling back down against him.

She refused to think. Ellie listened to the beat of his heart instead. Nothing else mattered, right here surrounded by his warmth. At least, that is what Ellie kept telling herself. 

For just a little while, she let herself pretend that it was Vincent. Heavy emotions always made Ellie tired. Wrapped in his warmth, she found it easy to fall back into unconsciousness.

Reese smiled down at her. They weren't all that far from Louisiana. They might even be able to make it by the end of the day if he kept driving. He wanted to get her as far from this darkness as he could. 

It wasn’t long before Reese’s thoughts turned to the crazies. They were changing. He just hadn't realized how much. How much was the virus mutating? What was it doing to them? He suddenly missed Charlie. Reese wanted to ask her. He thought about calling her. 

Ellie would be pissed, though. Not to mention Vetler. 

They hadn't exactly parted on the best of terms. Vetler begged him to hurt Ellie. To tell her that he didn't want her with him. Vetler wanted Ellie to go with him, Charlie, and the baby. Edward's son. 

He wanted Ellie to try to make a life with them. Reese realized now how selfish he’d been. He didn't regret the decision, though.

They deserved to be together. He was allowed to love her. Reese simply should have waited longer to drag her back into the fight was all. They shouldn't have come back to it as quickly as they had. 

New Orleans was a good idea. Just them, no more hunt. No more death. Reese knew she wouldn't want to stay there forever. Ellie was a hero. She would need to finish her mission eventually.

When she was ready, they would hit the road again. But for now, he would take her swimming. They would go dancing. They would eat shellfish, and walk through the crowds. 

Ellie twitched fitfully beside him. One day, Reese hoped, she would be able to let go of the darkness that chased her in those dreams. 

Reese pressed down on the gas pedal. He could not get to Louisiana fast enough.
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A gaudy gold frame surrounded the bathroom mirror. Reese reclined in the tub. His hair was wet, eyes closed. Water shimmered on his brow. His arms rested over the edge. Ellie leaned against the counter. Her eyes danced over him appreciatively.

"I thought ya said ya was going to join me?" Reese pointed out without opening his eyes. 

Ellie smirked, squirming out of her jeans. She yanked her shirts off in one fluid motion, climbing naked into the tub. The hot water turned her skin pink. 

Reese opened his eyes, watching her lean back with a smile. The water rippled around her shoulders soaking into her long hair.

Ellie fidgeted glancing around the room. The walls were painted a soft seafoam green. The warm glow was a little better than candlelight. They splurged on porcelain tiles rather than plain linoleum. 

Reese lounged. Ellie sucked on her bottom lip. Lifting her hand, shining drops fell to the shifting surface.

"Say it," Reese goaded. As if he could read the thoughts she was thinking.

"Still don't see how this is any better than a shower."

He heaved an overly dramatic sigh. "Philistine," Reese mumbled, shaking his head.

Ellie stared at his naked chest hungrily. Reese ran a wet hand over his hair. "You're awful pretty, you know."

"Ya ain’t so bad yourself, Angel," Reese said, leaning forward to kiss her.

"So what is it that couples are supposed to do on their honeymoon?" Ellie asked teasing him.

"I was always under the assumption they had sex. Lots and lots of sex," Reese answered. Nodding his head, a smirk played over his lips.

Thoughts of Vincent lurked. Ellie couldn't get the dream she had out of her head. Vincent kept begging her to realize he hadn’t really left her. That he wasn’t really gone. Ellie pushed at her thoughts of him. She just couldn’t deal with the implications right now. 

Reese's bright blue eyes shined. Sitting across from her wet and lovely, she hated that he was simply not enough to drown out Vincent’s ghost. 

Would things have been different for Reese? 

“Vincent wanted to go to art school. He wanted a future full of beauty and learning. Instead, he was thrust into darkness and death. Your father pushed him to be a soldier.”

“Did you want something different?”

Were her monsters all victims?

"Did you ever regret it?" Ellie asked.

The subject change was too fast for Reese to follow. "Sex?" His eyebrows drew a wavering line across his brow. One she’d seen his brother do a thousand times. It tore a breath from her.

Ellie swallowed hard, praying Reese was shielding. "Becoming a soldier," she said. Ellie smoothed her hair back from her forehead with both hands.

"No. It was what I was supposed to do. Even when I was a kid my favorite game was Army men," Reese said, laughing at himself.

"Even when you got infected?" Ellie’s lips trembled just a little. Her voice sounded brittle. She chewed on the inside of her cheek.

Reese looked at the rippling surface for a moment. "I never had the problems with it Vince did," Reese admitted. "I just accepted it. Admittedly, I was dead for a long time."

Ellie kept her questions. It was one of the few things Reese was uncomfortable talking about. 

He took in a deep breath and waited a beat, then two. Ellie dipped the tips of her fingers into the water making circles.

Reese thought it was sweet she would try so hard.

"It's like being asleep. Only you’re stuck inside a bad dream and ya can’t wake up," Reese said. 

“It’s dark. Lonely. A world full of nothing at all. Only shadows and deafening silence.” Reese sighed. 

“Naked and alone, I walked, sometimes until my feet bled. But there was nothing.” 

Ellie blinked at him through a fringe of blond lashes. 

"All I could think about was the pain. The blistering heat. The sting of the healing scars was maddening. Solitude will drive ya crazy. Slowly, as I healed, the closer I came to waking. I could hear people talking every now and then. I chased their voices desperate for anything, anyone."

Ellie touched his hand. Reese choked up. The memory of those sensations nearly drowned him. She pushed her fist into the ball of his hand spreading it slowly. Ellie laced her fingers between his. 

Her expression boiled over with compassion. She plastered her lips together, pulling them sideways as her chin quivered.

"The pain as bad as it was. It was the only thing that told me I was still alive. It nurtured my hate and the anger that had a hold of me. Sometimes, if I tried hard enough I could pull up memories. Lose myself in them for a little while. It was the only reason I didn't spiral down into nothing." Reese admitted. 

"He lied to me," Ellie whispered.

"Who?" Reese asked. His eyebrows knit together.

"Vincent." She laughed, but it sounded sad. 

"When he beat Edward to death. He told me Edward wouldn't be in pain. That it was like being asleep. I believed him."

"Vince was so afraid ya would hate him," he said, making excuses for his baby brother. Reese smoothed a strand of her hair back from her forehead.

"I did," Ellie admitted. Her chest hitched.

"What-what do ya mean?" Reese asked, his forehead wrinkling. "Ya loved Vince."

"I do. I love him so much... but I hated him too. At first, I blamed him for destroying my world. I blamed Vincent because I couldn't bear to pin it on Reese." She sniffed. 

"And when he killed Edward, I couldn't help but be angry. I know why he did it. I know Vincent had to do it. But a little part of me will never forgive him." Ellie swallowed, fighting back tears. 

"I love him so much. Still. I pitied Vincent. I loved him because he was so broken, and no one else would. Not even himself," she whispered, her eyes stinging. 

"I think he knew that. I think that's why he-," she said through a sob. "I think that's why he jumped into those flames."

Reese leaned forward touching the sides of her face. "Vince jumped into those flames because he thought it was the only way to save ya," Reese said. 

"He loved ya, Angel. What Vince wanted most in the world was to be worthy of the love ya felt for him." He sighed. 

"You're right, though. The one thing Vince never could do was love himself," Reese agreed sadly.

Ellie took in a shuddering breath. "I keep dreaming he's going to wake up," she admitted. 

She said it out loud for the first time. It was the thought that plagued her mind every time she even entertained thoughts of Reese. It was the reason she waited so long to let herself be with him. 

It was all she wanted.

"What?" Reese asked.

"I keep telling myself one day he is going to wake up, healed, and perfect again. His body whole. But now, I'm afraid he is going to come looking for me, ready to pick up where we left off. That he's going to find me with you. In love with you." Ellie sighed. 

"I have nightmares about it."

Crystalline tears rolled down her cheeks. She couldn't say it out loud. She couldn’t say that no matter how much that frightened her she would give anything for it. 

It was her secret wish. 

Ellie couldn't let Reese know she wanted Vincent back so badly. That she would do anything just to be able to hold him one more time. 

Things had flip-flopped. When Ellie had Vincent, all she wanted was Reese. And now that she had Reese, all she could think of was Vincent. Ellie felt horrible for it. The truth was she didn't deserve either of them.

"Ellie, Vince is gone," Reese said. "There's fire, and then there is FIRE," he said, squeezing her hand. "There ain’t no coming back from that."

Ellie swallowed, rolling her tongue over her lips. Hearing that hurt so much. She shrugged playing it off. 

"It wouldn't matter anyway," Ellie mumbled, wiping at her eyes. "It took you what sixty years to come back? I will have been long dead before then." Ellie smiled, but it didn’t come close to reaching her eyes.

Silence rang between them like bells. Water dripped. Ellie sniffed. She stomped down on her thoughts of Vincent one more time, even glanced around for his ghost. She forced herself to look at Reese. 

Ellie let the fact that he was finally hers ease some of that ache. She thought letting go of the guilt of Vincent jumping into those flames to save her would make it hurt a little less. And it did. 

It just didn’t lessen the torment of losing him any. Not even a little.

Reese licked his lips. "Ya don't have to die," he said. His voice was so quiet she almost hadn't heard him.

"What?" she asked looking up.

"I said, ya ain’t got to die," he repeated a little louder. "I could make it so-" Reese began.

Ellie smiled and shook her head. "Are you trying to offer me immortality?" Ellie asked with a laugh. 

Reese couldn’t hide his hurt. 

Ellie leaned in brushing her lips against his. 

"That's very sweet of you," she whispered, reaching up to play with his spiky hair. 

"I've never been afraid to die." Ellie took in a breath. "I don't want to live forever. I look at what has happened to you. Losing everything you know. Everything you love. I wouldn't wish that on my worst enemy." 

"But ya already have, Angel," Reese whispered. "You've lost it all anyway. Why not take it? Take it, and spend the rest of eternity with me." His azure eyes shined beautifully.

"Isn't one lifetime enough?" 

"For the love, I got for ya," Reese said. "Not even close." The smile that spread across his face made her heartache. It was so beautiful.

"Reese, I am not a good person," Ellie told him. "I am a murderer," she said. 

"If you gave me what you have, I would become more terrible than anything else that has ever walked this earth. I would bring death and destruction wherever I went. I already have as just little old, human me." 

"Ya are anything but evil," Reese argued.

"With the power you have, I would be," Ellie said simply. “I would become something horrible, and you would have to be the one to destroy me. I could never do that to you," she whispered.

"Ya brought me back. Ya saved Vince's soul!" Reese cried, his head shaking. "What makes ya think ya couldn't be saved?"

"Because Edward couldn't!" she exclaimed, her eyes shining like stones. 

Ellie touched the back of her hand to his scruffy cheek. "Compared to me, the things I've done. The things I could do. Edward was a pussy cat. He was a pussy cat, and I still had to put a clip full of bullets in his brain, and burn him until there was nothing left." 

The ghost of a smile bloomed on Ellie’s mouth. It was soft and sweet, and yet it held so much sorrow. 

Reese shook his head looking up at the ceiling. 

She pushed forward, slipping her arms around his neck. Ellie kissed his cheek. "I love you, Reese. I will spend every moment of the rest of my life by your side. But that's all you get," Ellie whispered.

He sniffed, his eyes roving her pretty face. "Then I guess I had better make the most of it then," Reese said.
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"I got ya some T-shirts too," Reese argued, producing more of the clothes from plastic bags.

Every T-shirt had some sort of sparkle to it. Glued glitter, or bright, shiny decorations printed on them. They were pretty, sure. Ellie could admit that. They just weren't her style. Not that she had one. 

Ellie blew out a breath and forced a smile. They were clothes. What did she care what they looked like, so long as they were comfortable and they didn't interfere with the draw of her gun.

Reese ripped open a plastic package, choosing a pair of jersey-knit undershorts. 

She watched him pull them on with a smile. Ellie leaned over the bed. She grabbed at the bag with her underwear and new bras in it. She chose a pair at random. They were white cotton with blue polka dots. Ellie slipped them on and grabbed a red V-necked T-shirt with capped sleeves, and white stars printed across it. 

She sat up, slipping it over her arms. 

Reese perched on the end of the bed next to her. He was quiet. 

Ellie lifted the dog tags free.

"I think we ought to rent a house," Reese said. "Something small, in the woods maybe."

"You mean like settle down?" Ellie asked incredulously.

"For a while," he answered. "Yeah." 

Ellie opened her mouth ready to argue. 

"Angel, ya need a break. If ya ever want to get a hold on this shell shock ya have to give yourself some time to heal."

"Heal from what?" Ellie asked.

Reese blinked. "Ya need to heal from losing Vince, from losing Edward."

"If we don't stop Bennet’s freaks more people are going to die!" Ellie cried, shooting to her feet.

"People are going to die, regardless," Reese argued. "Ya can't stop that."

She shot him a withering look. "I can't just stop chasing them." 

"I ain’t asking ya too. I just want ya to take some time. Take some time and be with me." He stood up, stepping close to her.

"Ya asked me to save ya, let me do it." Reese pressed a kiss to her forehead. "Step out from under the weight of the world, for just a little while."

Ellie wanted to be angry. She wanted to scream and bite and kick. That made it easier for her... but anger wasn't the emotion that had hold of her. It was fear. 

"I don't know how," Ellie admitted. Her voice was low. It vibrated with the edge of a sob.

Reese closed his arms around her. He rested the side of his face against her head. "I know. Let me teach ya."

Ellie glowered. "You taught me to be like this.” 

He took in a deep breath, fighting his annoyance. Reese drew back by inches. She had a tendency to draw out his frustration. Ellie had a way of making everything a confrontation. Hell, she had a tendency to do that with everyone. 

Reese exhaled through his nose. 

"That wasn't me, Ellie! Vince taught ya what ya needed to survive. Let me teach ya how to let go. War shouldn't have to be your life, damn it!" Reese’s eyes softened. "I am supposed to be your life now."

Ellie pushed at her hair, smoothing it back out of her eyes. "You know it's not that simple."

"Yeah," Reese said, letting his hands drop away from her. "It is, Angel." 

"So what we just find a place in New Orleans. We hunker down, and pretend the world isn't spinning around us? We pretend the darkness doesn't exist? Because it does. The world outside our window will always be on fire! It will, until I find every one of these bastards, and put a bullet to them!" Ellie cried, pointing toward the window.

Reese turned away from her, standing in profile, shaking his head. "What happens when it's over?" he asked his voice low.

"When your mission is done, and the world is saved? Huh? Are ya going to jump into the flames like Vince? Ya already wanted to give up once. What the hell happens when there is nothing left for ya? Because apparently, I ain’t enough," Reese said. 

"When all the monsters are finally gone? Ellie, what then?" 

She couldn’t deny the hurt in his voice. "Reese." Her eyes brimmed with tears.

"I am a monster who plays at being a man. I do it every day. Groping around blindly, trying, for ya," he said. 

"I ain’t got no clue what I'm doing. I forgot how to be a man a long time ago." Reese sighed "But I try, for ya. Because I. Love. Ya. That is all I am asking of ya. I want ya to try."

Ellie puffed out a shuddering breath. She missed Vincent. He never demanded anything from her. He never pushed. Never made her promise him things she couldn't give. 

He also left her. That alone made her wonder if theirs was the better relationship. Ellie closed her eyes, chewing on her bottom lip.

"A break. That’s all it is. When you're ready. When ya have healed. We will go back on the hunt," Reese repeated, turning toward her.

Ellie licked her lips and shrugged. "You win."

"It ain’t about winning, Angel," he said, closing the distance between them. Reese touched his bent finger to her chin and drew her eyes up to meet his. 

"Ya ain’t always got to be the hero. Every situation ain’t got to be life or death. Ya have lived nothing but that for years and it has eaten ya down to your very core."

She blinked enormous eyes, through a fringe of drying hair. Reese pressed his lips against hers. 

"Ya were my salvation, now let me be yours," Reese whispered.
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They stopped for breakfast at a little restaurant that served beignets. Reese decided he rather liked them. 

Ellie had pancakes with enough syrup to drown a horse.

Reese asked an old woman if she would be kind enough to take their picture. He told her they were on their honeymoon. 

Reese wrapped his arms around Ellie, dipping her low. He bent over Ellie pressing a kiss on the side of her face. 

The photo made Ellie smile. 

Though, Reese spent the next twenty minutes coming up with lie, after lie, to satisfy the old woman's curiosity about their wedding. 

Ellie made herself busy chewing while Reese regaled the woman about their lovely nuptials. She made sure to hide her hand under the table. 

Reese noticed it and steered any questions about the ring wide. It got him thinking though.

It was a small service, only family and their closest friends in attendance. Ellie's sister was her bridesmaid of course. Yes, Ellie looked wonderful in her gown. The prettiest he’d ever seen her, roses and peonies in her bouquet. 

Finally satisfied, the old woman trundled off.

Ellie raised an eyebrow, smirking. "You know you're going to go to hell for lying to an old lady like that,” she said around a bite of pancakes.

"Oh I'm going to hell, but it won't be for lying to an old woman," Reese said, sipping at his sweet tea.

"You're lucky she didn't ask to see the ring," Ellie said. She took another bite of pancake drenched in thick amber-colored syrup.

Reese blinked. "Would ya even wear a ring?" 

She shrugged not really knowing how to answer that question. "Our wedding was beautiful, though." Ellie laughed. 

"It was, wasn't it?" Reese laughed along with her. 

Ellie pushed back from the table, heaving a heavy sigh. "If I eat another bite I'm going to puke."

"Then don't eat no more," Reese said, biting into his beignet. He chewed thoughtfully. His eyes flicked from her, out the large picture window, and back again.

Ellie watched out the window at a woman standing on a ladder watering a hanging pot of flowers. Bright-colored petals spilled over the side. Long tendrils of leaves fluttered in the breeze that cut across the street. 

It was pretty here. All of the shops were in buildings made of old stone, with latticed picture windows. Lovely, well-tended gardens outside them, wrought iron was sort of a theme. 

Ellie was thankful for the air conditioning. She probably couldn't have brought herself to eat without it. 

Reese stared out into the street, but he wasn't seeing anything. Lost in his swirling thoughts, he sighed every now and again. 

Reese was quiet. He hadn't said more than a handful of words to her all morning. Not at all like him. Reese always had a smart-ass comment or a lame joke to lend to any situation. 

Ellie watched the thoughts slither through those pretty blue eyes.

"What is wrong?" Ellie asked.

Reese swallowed. "I had a dream about Vince last night."

Ellie smiled, shaking her head. "So did I," she admitted. "It wasn't a nightmare. I just kept dreaming about him." 

Reese forced the edge of a smile. "The last time I dreamt about Vince, the two of you found me a couple of days later," he mused.

Ellie narrowed her eyes. She swallowed hard. Just the night before, he told her that Vincent was dead. A jolt of exhilaration shot through her. She tried hard to bury it. 

"What are you saying?" she asked. Her stomach flip-flopped.

Reese looked at her. "Nothing. I ain’t saying nothing," he said. 

"It's just weird I guess. I ain't thought about him a lot since I told ya my big secret." Reese made a face.

Reaching across the table, he took her hand in his. A few beats of silence splashed over them. He was shielding hard... but he could see it in her face, in her eyes. Hope exploded inside her like a supernova. The look on his face made it just a little easier to swallow down.

"Not regretting our grand and lovely wedding are you now?" 

Ellie forced a laugh and looked over her shoulder at the old woman sitting with her daughter and granddaughter across the dining room.

"Never!" he said with a shake of his head. Reese squeezed her hand, pulling her in for a kiss. His other hand slid over the side of her face. 

"I regret nothing with ya."

"I don't know pink peonies, really?" she asked. 

Her joke cut through the tense subject. Ellie fought hard not to think about Vincent, or what the implications of Reese dreaming about him meant. 

"Red, maybe, but never pink." 

Reese laughed. 

"How do you even know what a peony is anyway? I don't even know what a peony is," Ellie admitted.

"My mother, Nora, had a beautiful garden. They were her favorite." 

That small insight into his choices made her smile. "I guess we can have peonies then."

Reese dug into his pocket. He placed the bills complete with tip on the center of the table and climbed to his feet. He came up behind Ellie, wrapping his arms around her, and resting his chin on the top of her head. 

They smiled and waved to the old woman as they headed out the front door.

Outside the heat pressed in on them. Reese walked with her all the way around to the passenger side. Her body pressed against his. Ellie pulled the dog tags up and out of her shirt, wrapping her fist around them for just a moment. 

He brushed the side of his bristly face against hers. Reese reached out with one hand to open her door. They were smarter this time and left the windows partway down.

It was still hot inside, but it wasn't an oven like before. A full ten seconds went by with them standing there. Reese refused to drop his arms. 

"You have to let me go," Ellie told him. "Because if you don't I am going to die."

The look on his face told her his thoughts were somewhere far away. Reese chewed on his lip. 

Hmm, the sound vibrated in his chest. 

Ellie smirked, shaking her head. "Where are you?" she asked, resting her head against his chest. 

Reese let his arms drop, and she turned to face him.

"You're starting to worry me."

"Just scatterbrained," he said. 

Ellie plastered her lips together and nodded like she didn't believe him. 

"I can't feel him. If Vince came back, I would be able to... I think," Reese mumbled. 

Ellie thought that sounded suspiciously more like a question than a statement. She tilted her head to one side.

"You said he was Dead. Gone!" Ellie cried.

Death didn’t have the same rules for her monsters as it did for the rest of the world. Just that thought alone had Ellie spinning.

Vincent died. A lot. 

But he always came back. 

Reese came back. 

Hell, even Edward came back. Ellie saw that with her own eyes. She began to shake. 

Reese gaped. He saw it! 

Vince always said Ellie shined like she’d swallowed a star. Reese had seen it once before. 

A corona of white light wound around her head like a halo. More of that heavenly brightness shimmered around her shoulders. It’s why he called her Angel. 

Ellie took in a breath that filled her up full. It pushed at her bones. The spiky gold ring around her iris danced and licked like the rays of the sun.

"He is," Reese said.

"Then why are you trying to feel for him?" Ellie asked, pushing her hair back behind her ears.

"I just thought... it was too much of a coincidence," Reese admitted with a shrug.

"You're kidding me? Vincent could be alive!" Ellie could barely swallow past her dry mouth. “He could come back?” Reese could taste the hope in her voice.

"No!" Reese exclaimed, shaking his head. "If Vince was alive I'd have felt him," he told her with conviction. 

At least, Reese was pretty sure that he could feel him even through the shields he kept in place almost all the time around her.

"Reese, this is crazy." 

Just the tiny belief that she could see Vincent's face one more time had her mind reeling. Vincent told her he was still there! Excitement fizzed in her blood. 

Ellie instantly felt a pang of guilt for Reese. She was supposed to be his, and only his. She loved him so much... but she loved Vincent too.

Reese kissed her, just a bare brush of lips. It was her hand that slid into his short, spiky hair and turned it into something lingering. 

Ellie darted her tongue out and he opened to her eagerly. Hands spilling over her hips, Reese lifted her easily without breaking the kiss. 

She put every ounce of passion and the love she felt for him into that press. Ellie refused to let even a hint of thought for Vincent enter her mind while Reese held her to him.

Reese drew back and smiled into her face. "Ya can be awful sweet when ya try."

"I wasn't trying to be sweet. I was trying to show you just how much I love you," Ellie told him in all honesty.

He smiled happily. "Come on, Mrs. Hale," Reese said, running his hand through her silken hair. "Let's get out of here."

She climbed into the passenger side. He shut her door. Ellie took in a breath and slowly blew out all of the air in her lungs. She closed her eyes. 

An image of Vincent's smiling face flashed in her mind. Ellie swallowed past it. The driver’s side door opened. The truck swayed back and forth as Reese climbed inside the cab. 

She hoped to hell he was shielding. Ellie did not want him to feel the hurricane of emotions that battered her right now. Reese pulled her gun free of the back of his pants and handed it to her holster and all. 

Ellie checked the safety and shoved it home. 
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Ellie was lost, drowning in her thoughts. Vincent was like the third person in the cab. He sat between them. Silent and yet it felt as though his memory was screaming.

Ellie ran her fingertips over the pressed letters of Reese's dog tags. H A L E.  R E E S E. A.  She looked up when the truck slowed and Reese took a left.

"What are you doing?"

"Checking something out," Reese answered.

To their right was low stagnant water, thick green algae growing on its surface. She spotted fences with cattle milling about in the fields. The smell of methane tickled her nose. 

A farmhouse loomed in the distance. The chipped paint flaked from the clapboard siding. The wood beneath was weathered gunmetal gray. 

Reese slowed the truck to a stop, pushing the gears into park. 

Ellie frowned. Her curiosity threatened to devour her. 

An old man, she put his age from the wrinkles and leathery skin around his eyes at mid to late sixties, sat in a rocking chair on the porch. He dressed in a pair of overalls with a faded blue wife beater beneath them.

Reese grabbed the paper, opening his door. He glanced at her. "No gun," he said, before hopping out. 

Ellie’s frown deepened. Yet another reason to hate the shirts he picked out for her. This one in particular was so tailored that it didn't cover her gun in the center of her lower back. 

Ellie reached behind her and pulled it loose for the second time today. The suspicious part of her brain told her that Reese chose shirts like that on purpose.

The restaurant was one thing. Out here she had no idea where a threat could come from. Ellie ground her teeth together, screaming a litany of curses at Reese in her mind. 

She put the gun, holster, and all into the glove compartment and shut the door on it a little harder than she meant to. By the time she got out of the truck and wandered over to them, Reese and the old man were chatting happily. 

Ellie looked longingly down the road, then suspiciously around to be sure no one was coming up on them. Her hands balled into fists at her side. How she yearned for her Heckler.

Reese reached out to her with an easy grin on his handsome face. "There's my lovely wife," he said. 

Ellie crossed the distance between them and let him wrap his arm around her waist. Ellie gave the old man a critical eye. He looked harmless enough. He had maybe a handful of teeth left, and long white hair that reminded her of the fluff they stuff inside pillows.

He flashed her a disarming smile. "I was just telling your new husband, the place isn't exactly fit for ladyfolk," he said.

"I'm afraid it's been a while since a lady has even looked in its general direction, let alone touched it. If you know what I mean," he said. "I'm Remy, by the way."

Ellie chuckled despite her discomfort. The old man was comforting and charming. She took his hand. "Ellie. It's good to meet you."

The old man took off. They followed. 

Ellie gave Reese several looks begging for information, all of which he ignored. 

The old man teetered from one leg to the other as he hobbled across the dry and dusty front lawn.

"I only use the barn to the west of the property nowadays you see. When we stopped tending to horses my son helped me make this one into sort of an apartment for him. When he met his young wife, he left it as it is," Remy explained. 

Remy led them down along the fences of grazing pastures. An enormous red barn, complete with copula and weather vane came into view, beyond. 

The low stagnant water followed down a hill and rushed into a wide pond. Lilly pads and long, tall pussy willows grew close to the edges. Frogs called out to one another.

Reese helped the old man open the wide doors. The floor was a cement pad, swept clean. From the tools and pieces of trailers and tractors pushed up against one wall, Ellie figured they used this place as some kind of shop. 

Though, a discerning eye could see the small clues that this place had once been stables. Two wide sets of wooden steps began halfway in. They rose, coming together in the center.

Remy urged them to follow him up. A sliding barn door on tracks, when pushed to the side, revealed a square arch. The floors up here were pine planks. They had a coat or two of polyurethane. 

It was a simple loft. Along the far back wall sat a low queen-sized bed. One end had a table with a lamp. The other side had a wooden trunk that Ellie swore was as long as she was tall.

The couch had just the beginnings of a sag at the center. A stuffed chair turned at an angle toward it. It was upholstered in a floral pattern. Another rocking chair that looked fairly similar to the one on Remy's front porch stood directly opposite it. 

A dusty area rug beneath it all denoted this as a sitting area. There was a kitchen to the right complete with a dining table.

The stove and refrigerator looked as though they belonged in nineteen-fifty, the refrigerator especially. It had a rounded front. That part of the loft had a bank of lower cabinets, but only plain wooden shelves for uppers. 

There was plenty of natural light. A set of windows ran at waist height all the way across the far wall.

"The cows won't come anywhere near you. That field there," Remy said, pointing out the back windows to a wide field that rolled out for several acres toward the tree line. The grass was tall.

It danced, swaying back and forth under the late afternoon sunlight. "That is where we let the horses roam. We don't do much with it now that they are gone."

"We?" Ellie asked, more for curiosities sake than security.

"Oh, sorry. By we I mean- meant," he corrected. "My wife," Remy said. "We lost her to cancer just a year or so back you see," he said sadly.

"I'm so sorry," Ellie said, her look full of compassion and understanding.

"We all fall down eventually, young miss. But I won’t lie to you. I miss her something fierce some nights."

Ellie’s gentle smile radiated the knowledge that she knew exactly what he meant. The old man took a moment to get his emotions back under control.

"It's hard." 

Remy sucked in a deep breath, and nodded, swallowing past the lump in his throat. "You can park down in the barn beneath you. Now, it was my daughter in law what put the ad in the paper. Are you sure you can afford that amount?" he asked Reese. 

Ellie rolled her eyes at that sexist little dig. 

"I know how hard it can be for two young people, such as you, starting out nowadays."

"Yes, sir," Reese told him with a nod and a smile.

"All of the furniture you can do with as you please. I suppose that is the whole tour," Remy said.

Ellie wandered over to the bank of windows at the back wall. 

"What do ya think?" Reese asked her.

She turned, giving the place a once-over. Ellie shrugged and nodded at the same time. 

"We'll take it," Reese told the old man.

Reese followed Remy downstairs to pay for the rent, leaving Ellie alone in the cavernous space. The ceiling was high and pitched. Dark rafters soared above her. 

She walked around, opening doors. There were two closets and a bathroom. Poor Reese would have to do with just a shower.

No TV. That didn't bother her. Ellie only flipped through the channels when she was too bored to do anything else. 

The dining table was pushed up against the wall just beyond the kitchen. That bothered her. It was a round table. Ellie pulled it away from the wall and scooted the two chairs out placing them on either side of it.

She was walking past the couch running her fingertips over the back edge when Reese pushed the door aside and wandered back in. He flashed her a smile. 

"He's a neat old guy."

Ellie smirked stifling a chuckle. "Neat. Huh?"

"Are ya making fun of the way I talk again?" he asked, walking over to her. 

Reese danced from foot to foot. His entire body moved with a grace she found beautiful. It used to bother her. She was finally getting over her own clumsiness.

Ellie plastered her lips together and nodded her head. "So this is your idea of settling down? Huh?" 

"We got over an acre to ourselves. Then there are the trees." He took her in his arms. "We have certainly stayed in worse places," Reese reminded her.

"That's for damn sure."

"If he asks about it, remember I was in the Afghanistan war," Reese told her.

"You and your lying to old people. What is our story then?" Ellie asked with high eyebrows. "Making me lie to old people now," she grumbled playfully.

"We were sweethearts in high school. I went off to fight. When I came back your parents didn't approve, so we ran off together," Reese said.

That somehow seemed more like something that could actually happen. Ellie decided she liked that lie better than the one he told the woman at the restaurant in Alexandria. "Well karma strikes, there's only a shower."

He shrugged elegantly. "Oh well," Reese said with a smile. He was happy. Reese looked around the loft, then back at her. "Are ya sure you like it?" 

Ellie flashed him a smile and nodded. "It's perfect." 

"With the stuff downstairs I might even be able to fix the Dodge," Reese mentioned gleefully. 

She went to pull away from him. 

"Where are ya going?"

"To get my gun," Ellie said simply.

A sexy grin spread across Reese’s mouth. He took his right hand from her hip, reaching behind him. He lifted his shirt, pulling her inner-pants holster free. Reese handed it to her, and she kissed his cheek. 

"Thank you."

"Do I know my wife?" Reese asked running his palm over the back of her head. "What do ya say we get settled, and then go see Bourbon Street?" 

Ellie slipped the inner-pants holster into her waistband. "We're actually in New Orleans?"

"On the outskirts, but yeah, we're in New Orleans.”
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Ellie spent her fair share of time squatting in places that didn’t belong to her. They were paying rent, but this place didn’t feel any different. Then again, the only place Ellie considered home was in a car doing eighty down the highway. 

This meant a lot to Reese. Ellie told him she would try. Admittedly, she didn’t think it would be this hard.

A whole week had gone by. To her, it was more like twenty years. Ellie was this close to ripping her hair out. The doldrums of boredom were nothing compared to her mounting anxiety.

The twisting of her gut was just a little too familiar. Memories of the safe house in Canada haunted her like ghosts. She’d even started taking walks to relieve the stress.

Reese made friends with the old guy who owned the farm. One of the steers got loose on their second day here. Reese helped the farm hands rein it in. He’d been out helping Remy every day since then. 

Reese liked it here. Said it reminded him of the horse farm of his youth. It made Reese giddy to mend fences and herd cows. So Ellie encouraged it. She just couldn’t bring herself to engage.

While in Canada, Ellie stumbled upon the beaten and broken corpse of one of her brother’s victims. Ellie knew who killed the woman the instant she saw her. Still, Ellie couldn’t let herself admit it and because of that a lot of people died. 

That was the moment Ellie realized how dangerous she was.

The men she loved. Yes, men. It didn’t matter that Vincent was gone. It didn’t matter how much he’d shattered her. Ellie would never stop loving him. 

She had just a little remorse for what that meant for Reese. It didn’t make it any less true. 

Hell, it didn’t matter what atrocities her brother committed either. Ellie would always love him too. Ellie loved monsters.

They had razored claws and jagged teeth. They had a hunger that could swallow worlds. They wrestled with the desire to kill every day. 

And Ellie was the scariest one of them all.

Ellie carried death with her wherever she went. Like lightning, it struck her and traveled through destroying the people she cared about or anyone foolish enough to be standing too close. 

Ellie made a mistake when it came to Daniel. His death only drove that point deeper. Still. The truth was Ellie wouldn’t have it any other way.

She suffered no delusions. Ellie was a murderer. Sometimes it wouldn’t put a wrinkle across her brow to put two bullets in the back of a stranger’s head if they were in her way. 

She was just as much a monster as her boys. 

More. 

Vincent had a temper that was just a little more than elemental. Something he fought long and hard to control. Reese was better at it... but his beast dripped honeyed poison into his ear, begging him to commit horrors. Sometimes he listened.

Reese fought just as hard as Vincent did against it. Ellie chose to pull the trigger. 

She thought about it. Knowing the consequences, knowing it wasn’t just the victim whose life she destroyed. Ellie chose. So she stayed away. She distanced herself from the denizens of the big old blue for their safety.

Ellie stood at the window looking down on the field. Reese and Remy were laughing about something. Digging holes to put in a new fence, Reese wiped the sweat from his forehead. Catching sight of her he waved. 

Ellie gave him dancing fingers in return. She couldn’t help the small smile that pulled at her lips. Reese fit in here. Ellie was pretty sure she never would. 

It wasn’t just here, either. Ellie floated above everything. She was at home in the shadows. This wasn’t going to work. Ellie kept her frustrations to herself though. She didn’t want to hurt Reese.

Ellie turned away from the window. Her gaze roamed the loft. She liked that there were no walls. The place smelled like old hay. It didn’t matter that it hadn’t seen horses for a few years. As she breathed it in a memory hit her with the force of a speeding truck.

Vincent took her hand. His feverish heat ate its way up her arm. They had been lovers for maybe a month and still, it was strange for him to touch her.

The barn loomed in the distance. Gigantic red walls set against a churning grey sky. Snow drifted lazily around them. A fine tremble ran through Vincent. 

His eyes were big, showing far too much white. 

Ellie didn’t understand his fear then. It wasn’t until Reese let it slip that Vincent’s father used to take him to the barn to beat him that Ellie grasped what the expression on Vincent’s face meant that day. 

Vincent led her through the enormous doors. The stalls were still there. Tooled signs that his father carved hung above each one. The barn had been empty for decades and still, it smelled of hay.

Ellie dug into her back pocket for her phone. She swiped her finger across the screen calling up the photographs. She flipped past the few she and Reese had taken until she landed on one of Vincent. 

His tattered jeans hung from his narrow hips. His chest was bare, his wild black hair sticking up. He had a sketchpad on his lap. She could just make out a few graceful lines. 

Ellie loved the look on his face. Few things brought Vincent peace. A pencil or a brush in his hand generally did the trick.

Ellie hadn’t been able to get Vincent off her mind since Reese admitted he was feeling for him. Death is supposed to be the be-all and end-all. The word immortal changed that. 

What if he could come back? She kept telling herself it was wishful thinking. With a frown, Ellie swiped the photo away and dropped her phone onto the end table.

Ellie grabbed her laptop and after a moment of thought dug into the trunk for the external hard drive Bennet gave her. She booted up the computer. 

Flopping onto the couch, Ellie jacked the hard drive into a USB port and called up the files. This thing had all of Susan Bennet’s research on it, from the science of the serum to the psychological profiles of her patients. 

Ellie scrolled down the list of numbers. Each crazy was represented by a numbered code. Ellie spent the last two years trying to match them up to the ones she’d found and killed. The only two numbers Ellie knew were Edward’s and Vincent’s.

She stopped. Her cursor rolled back and forth over the number 13-07864008. Ellie had never opened this particular file.

It was the one thing Vincent asked of her. 

He didn’t want her to know what awful things he’d endured at the tender mercy of Dr. Susan Bennet. He didn’t want her to pity him. 

Ellie scowled. Her curiosity screamed.

She scrolled past the number picking another at random. Double-clicking, a number of files popped up. Again, Ellie chose at random. She read about half a page worth of notes without any of it sticking. 

Ellie tried again. Two whole paragraphs, and she had to keep re-reading sentences. 

Vincent’s number practically begged her to open it. Ellie shut down the window with the notes. She scrolled back up to number 13-078640008. 

Ellie hesitated. 

It was the only thing he’d ever asked of her. 

Ellie let the thought that Vincent had broken every promise he ever made her swirl through her head. The anger that came with it was enough to allow her to double-click the number. 

She’d never seen so many files pop up for any of the other crazies. Not even Edward. 

Ellie scrolled through them. The first one was dated November, third, nineteen seventy-nine. Her cursor hovered over that one. 

Video files caught her eye. There were about twenty of them. Each one labeled with dates. Ellie shrugged and chose one at random. February, twelfth, nineteen eighty-one.

The quality was a little fuzzy, like watching an old VCR tape. Vincent wore only a pair of green hospital scrubs. His chest was bare, black hair was long and thick. It nearly reached the center of his back, slithering over his broad shoulders. He had a brush in his hand and a smile on his face. 

“The trick is to paint what you see,” Vincent said.

Ellie jumped to hear his voice. Tears stung her eyes. Her hand flew up to her mouth. 

Guiltily she looked over her shoulder, then at the door to be sure Reese wasn’t there. 

It was stupid. Reese told her he was okay with her still loving Vincent, and yet, she felt awful for it.

Swallowing the lump in her throat, Ellie rewound the last few seconds of the video, just to play it again.

She maximized the window to fit her whole screen. Someone else said something but it was too low for her to make out. 

Vincent answered, “Beautiful things are everywhere, you just have to open your eyes and see them.”

Ellie watched rapt as color and lines bloomed into a rose. To her, that was magic. Vincent’s voice told her about mixing colors. Ellie hung on every word. 

She touched her fingertips to the screen. Wishful thinking or not, Ellie would give anything to be able to touch him again, to feel his breath on her skin. Vincent turned toward the camera and smiled.

“Vincent,” Ellie whispered.
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Vincent blinked. 

He swore he heard Ellie’s voice. Vincent pushed to his feet. He took a couple steps through his dark world. 

The boom of the Dragon’s wings deafened him. The force of it taking to flight nearly knocked him to the ground. The beast circled.

“Call her,” It bellowed.

Vincent didn’t argue this time. 

“Ellie! Ellie, please hear me,” Vincent screamed. 

Light flared. So bright it blinded him. Soft and far away, Vincent took off running toward it. 

“Ellie. Ellie, I’m here!”

“Why did you leave me, Vincent?” Ellie asked, her fingertips caressing the image of him. 

He heard her. 

Vincent was sure of it. 

He doubled his speed racing toward the sound. Finally, he saw her. Shining like a damned star, she sat on a beat-up couch. Her long hair draped over her shoulders. A t-shirt with butterflies printed across her chest and back and a pair of ripped-up jeans. 

Sunlight after a thousand years of darkness couldn’t have been more beautiful.

Vincent reached out to her. Again, that invisible wall stopped him short. 

He cried out in frustration, hurling a punch at its surface. Vincent paced back and forth like a caged animal... but never once did he tear his eyes away from her. Her light was so lovely. 

“I miss you, Vincent,” Ellie sobbed. “I couldn’t tell you how much.”

The dragon landed behind him. Its luminescent eyes narrowed. That was it. The piece it had missed. A wicked smile curled over sharp teeth.

“She calls you,” the beast said. 

Vincent wasn’t sure whether it was talking to him or itself.
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Ellie had the map laid out on the table. Red circles noted where the bodies of victims she was sure her crazies killed had been found. 

A coffee cup full of ice water held down the top right corner. Her laptop weighed the left. She had a dozen windows open. Several psychological profiles of the crazies Bennet infected. 

A few photographs laid over the ones Ellie thought they matched. Newspaper clipping set out in rows. 

She sat at the table scribbling questions and the answers she’d found in her beat-up notebook. The whistle of a songbird trilled just loud enough for her to hear. 

It brought a small smile to Ellie’s face. She turned in her chair to see the barn door slide to the side and Reese came in lugging several brown paper bags. A few plastic ones hung from his wrist.

“I thought you were just going to get tuna?” Ellie asked. 

She padded barefoot across the floor. Ellie took two of the bags Reese juggled. They were heavy. 

Reese caught sight of the table and his easy grin melted into a frown. Anger flared up in an instant. He opened his mouth to say something and realized it would come out as a yell. Reese bit his tongue. Working to quench his frustration, Reese set the groceries on the kitchen counter.

“I’m sick of tuna. I swear, Angel, you’re trying to starve me. You keep putting pickles in it. I hate pickles,” he grumbled. Reese slammed a can of pears down on the counter a little harder than he’d meant to.

Ellie licked her lips. His tone bristled and Ellie knew why. She glanced at the table. 

The whole point of this honeymoon was to take a break from the awfulness they’d been chasing for the past couple of years. Ellie just couldn’t put down her mission that easily. 

She sighed, crossing back to the table. She stacked the newspaper clippings and tossed the pen inside her notebook. Ellie closed it.

Reese made himself busy putting the groceries away. 

Ellie narrowed her eyes. He’d bought chicken, hamburger, and real food. Ellie cocked a brow. They’d lived off Poptarts and drive-throughs with the occasional beef jerky from convenience stores on the road. 

Ellie had no idea how to cook. 

Reese had an idea in his head about how this was supposed to go. It involved Ellie settling down. He expected her to be a good wife from the nineteen forties who cooked and cleaned and did what her husband told her to. 

Ellie was trying hard not to burst his bubble. She didn’t want to hurt him... but that was just soooo not her style.

She closed the laptop. 

Her annoyance rolled over Reese like a cold wave. It nipped at him since their second night here. Today he couldn’t ignore it. He sure as hell couldn’t handle it. Her aggravation only fed his own. 

Silently the two of them went about their tasks. Neither of them wanted the fight that thundered on the horizon.

Reese reached for boxes of macaroni and cheese and brushed a crinkling plastic bag. 

The gift he’d bought her. 

The fantasy of the smile it would bring to her face smothered his anger a touch. Reese grabbed the bag and closed the ocean between them. He flashed her a small grin. “I got ya somethin’”

Ellie folded the map. “Yeah?” 

Reese pulled white fabric out of the bag like a magician pulling a rabbit out of a hat. 

Ellie couldn’t help but chuckle at him. Reese triumphantly held out a dress. White linen covered in eyelets. It was pretty she supposed. The thing certainly had a country vibe, more than a little flowery for her tastes. 

Ellie forced a smile. 

When was Reese going to learn she didn’t do dresses?

“Ya don’t like it.” It wasn’t a question.

Ellie opened her mouth to argue. She really hated that he could feel her emotions. Reese was one step away from reading her damned mind. Worse, Ellie couldn’t help feeling like he was taking something from her when he did it. It was such an invasion. 

It wasn’t his fault... but it bothered the hell out of her none the less.

“It’s pretty. Thank you.”

It was Reese’s turn to sigh. Not able to look at her his gaze fell on the table. He shook his head. Seeing the photographs and news clippings just pissed him off. 

Hurt and angry were a bad combination when it came to Reese. 

“I thought ya wasn’t going to look for the crazies while we was here!”

And with that, the fight they’d been trying to avoid began. Ellie’s tongue touched her top lip. She hung her shaking head. 

“I was bored. I’m going insane hold up here in your high tower in the country. I miss the road. I miss the trees flying by. I’ve got nothing to do here.” Ellie worked to keep the resentful tone from her voice. 

By the look on his face, she hadn’t done a good enough job.

“There’s a hundred things to do here. If you’d leave the damned house maybe you’d find somethin’!” 

Reese’s burning acrimony slithered through every word. He didn’t want it to. Sometimes she frustrated him so damned much.

“I’m a wanted criminal, Reese. Five counts of capital murder, and those are just the ones they can prove. If I go out someone will recognize me eventually and this little fantasy of yours will crumble.” 

Annoyed as Ellie was she regretted the last thing she said. She rolled her eyes up to the ceiling and puffed out a breath a dozen apologies balanced on her tongue.

“Fantasy.” The word vibrated. “That’s what ya think this is? Ya asked me to save ya. This is the only damned way I know how Angel!”

“Reese-” Ellie began, but he cut her off.

“Ya want to talk insanity? Ya keep chasing these damned freaks the guilt is going to rip ya apart! People die, Ellie. Every day. Some of em’ go in their sleep and a hell of a lot more of them die in gruesome ways. That’s how the world works. You keep trying to carry them on your shoulders and you’re going to break just like Vince did. You already put your gun in your mouth once. How long is it before ya jump into those flames? Huh?”

Using her weakness against her crossed the line and Ellie wasn’t sorry anymore. 

“I can’t just stop, Reese!”

Ellie thrust out a newspaper clipping of a boy. He couldn’t have been more than twelve. Short hair and a sweet smile, he was the epitome of innocence. 

“Look at him. This kid will never grow up because of me!”

“That ain’t your damned fault, Ellie. How many times do I gotta tell ya? Ya didn’t pull the trigger and end his life. That’s on the freak that killed him.”

“Not just killed, Reese. Tortured. For days! If I don’t stop them who the fuck will?”

Nothing he said got through to her. Ellie was so damned stubborn. Reese had no idea how Vince put up with this day in and day out. 

The more he thought about it, though, it hit him. Vince never told her no. Whatever she wanted Vince fell to his knees and ripped his damned heart out to give her. 

Reese had never loved anyone more than her. But a relationship takes more than love to keep it working.

The first crack in the delusion that was their love affair thundered in Reese’s ears. It pushed them just a little further apart. Everything he’d tried to swallow down or ignore since the night he’d told Ellie he loved her came careening down on his shoulders. 

Reese wasn’t Vince. He couldn’t be. He needed more out of this. He needed more than to be her slave.

Vincent was cursed with Jasper Hale’s anger. Reese inherited his pride. It had been known to make Reese do stupid things before. 

A growl rumbled in his chest. He lashed out knocking everything left on the table to the floor with a crash.

Reese knew better than to argue with her. But he was still too angry to talk it out. Reese stomped out slamming the door aside. 

Ellie lifted her laptop off the floor. The engine of the Dodge rumbled to life and took off. Her head fell back against her shoulders. 

Even through her aggravation, Ellie knew he was right. This meant a lot to Reese and she hadn’t even tried. 

Compromise. 

It doesn’t seem that big of a word. Not until you learn every single relationship from puppy love to the greatest love stories of all time are based on it. 

Ellie was used to getting her way. If someone refused to give her something, she went out and got it herself. Ellie was a queen... and over the years, she had come to accept nothing but total loyalty. Compromise did not come naturally to Ellie. Still, she loved Reese enough to try.

Ellie set the laptop back on the table with a sigh. Her eyes fell on the dress he’d gotten for her. Ellie lifted it off the floor. 

It was kind of pretty.
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The sun sank below the horizon. Pinks, orange, and lavender fought the incoming storm clouds. Reese caught site of Ellie sitting on the barn roof as he drove in. 

The wind that heralded the coming rain played with her long hair. She had her knees drawn up, arms holding them together. He’d been gone for hours. The buzz he’d spent most of the day nursing was fading fast.

Why couldn’t he just walk away? 

He’d thought about it. Fantasized about it. Ellie was his weakness. His addiction. He was just a little worried that he was losing himself in Ellie. 

He watched Vince be swallowed up by her light. It was beautiful no doubt... but so is the sun. The sun will blind you if you stare too long. It will burn you if you let it. Her heat ripped his skin away and Reese couldn’t get enough. 

He begged her every day to cauterize the wounds she’d marked him with the night before. He just couldn’t break away.

Reese pulled the Dodge into the barn and shut the heavy doors behind him. Music drifted from the small radio they’d found at a flea market. 

The song wasn’t one he recognized. It had a softer melody with just a hint of a doo-wop vibe. 

He made his way up the stairs slowly. Halfway up, Reese realized he was afraid of what they might say to one another. She was all he had left. 

Ellie climbed through the window. The white linen dress he’d bought looked lovely on her. Short sleeves made of chunky lace. It buttoned all the way down the front. 

Ellie left the first four open. You could just see the line of her small breasts. The dress cinched tight around her narrow waist and fell to just below her knees. She looked just as beautiful as he thought she would.

Sweat glistened on her forehead. The temperature hovered somewhere near ninety-four degrees outside. That meant it was more like a hundred in here. The one fan Reese brought home worked hard, but the air was stifling. 

Ellie swallowed hard. “You are everything I want. You held my hand. You keep my crumbling shards from falling to the floor. I love you.”

She did. Still, her longing thoughts drifted back to Vincent every time. Ellie didn’t know why. She numbered every awful thing that happened between them and it would never be enough to tarnish his memory. 

Her eyes danced over Reese’s uncertain expression and didn’t know why. Why wasn’t Reese enough? Silence rang like bells. 

Ellie blew out a breath and walked into the bathroom. She touched her spread hands to the porcelain of the pedestal sink and glared at her reflection in the mirror. 

Vincent lied to her. He kept secrets. He left her. 

Reese deserved better. Ellie twisted her long hair into a bun. She stabbed a few bobby pins in to secure it. It didn’t take long for wisps to slither down the back of her neck. 

She took her time to push Vincent’s memory down into that special place inside her where she kept him. Only when she was sure the only thing swimming in her head was Reese did Ellie come back out.

The pine floor creaked beneath her bare feet. Ellie stopped at the edge of the couch, her mouth falling open. Her toes did a little dance as she worked out just what she wanted to say. 

Even with the contrite expression Ellie wore, Reese was still afraid of the words she might say. He stepped forward fast, his arm snaking around her waist. Reese dragged her into a frantic kiss that tasted like whiskey.

Eventually, she had to come up for air. Reese licked his lips. He brushed her long bangs away from her forehead. His eyes poured over her face. 

Ellie opened her mouth to say something. Reese took in a sharp breath and leaned in to quiet her once more. He stopped himself this time.

It wasn’t fair. And it sure as hell wasn’t right. Still, he couldn’t be without her. He was her slave. Reese could finally admit that. 

He licked his lips. His hands touched her cheeks. His mouth opened to say something. He had to try twice to find his voice.

“Just- just tell me ya love me,” he begged. That’s what he needed to hear. 

Ellie batted green eyes. “I love you, Reese,” Ellie whispered it. “I’ve always loved you.” She wrapped her fingers around the back of his neck. “I want this. I want you.”

Reese pressed his forehead against hers. His heavy hands traced over her back to rest on her hips. He swayed them back and forth to the beat of the song playing in the background. 

In that moment, Reese was sure Ellie was his. More than that, it was the first time he felt that way. The look in her eyes, the way she held on so tight. That knowledge washed away every ounce of hurt.

Ellie touched her hands to his chest and stood on tip-toe. She pressed a kiss on his mouth that was soft and sweet. “I need you, Reese.”

He kissed her mouth, her cheek. His breath caressed the side of her neck. With clawed fingers, Reese dragged her skirt up past her knee, over her thighs slowly. 

Ellie kissed him again, her tongue exploring his lips, his teeth. Her panties slid to the floor. His hand splayed across the small of her back. Reese cupped her ass and lifted her off the floor. 

Ellie wrapped her legs around his waist. Two strides was all it took to reach the wall at her back. Her hands worked at the buttons of his shirt. Ellie peeled it from his muscular shoulders.

Reese’s kisses spilled over her chin, and her throat. Ellie’s mouth fell open with a delicious moan. Her hands trailed over the curve of his shoulders, into his short hair.

His hips pinned her to the wall. Ellie let his heavy touch wash everything else away. His fingerprints occupied her thoughts. The brush of his feverish skin stole the breath away from her. 

He peppered her clavicle with wet kisses. His tongue rolled across the slamming pulse. Reese’s hand closed over her breast.

She rested her head against the wall luxuriating in the tender press. Her hands dragged through his short hair, over the back of his neck. 

He lifted her inches more. The buttons of her dress loosened. He kissed the swell of her upper chest. His mouth closed over her nipple and she cried out. 

His shirt fluttered to the floor. Sweat beaded up and rolled down his back.

Raindrops tapped on the widow, the sill. Its liquid rhythm rushed through the loft. So loud it nearly drowned out the radio. It played a wondrous backbeat to her cries for more. 

Reese tightened his hold around her waist and pressed his open palm against the wall behind them.

Ellie rolled her hips at a sweet tempo. She clung to him, her fingernails biting into his skin. This dance was slow and sensual. They moved together, flowing into one another. 

Reese was afraid to let go. 

No thought of anyone but the two of them. No mission. No past. No future. Just this moment in time crystallized. He lost himself in it. 

Every brush. Every sensation. He built this memory with careful attention to detail. This was all Reese wanted. All he needed. 

She was his. She loved him. 

He believed.
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Days passed with all the momentum of glaciers. They’d made up and still that fight hung over them like roiling storm clouds. Reese moved about the loft making himself busy. 

Ellie could barely breathe for the heat. The air in front of her shimmered with it. She longed for the biting wind of December. 

Isn’t that always the way, though. Drowning in the sweltering heat of summer she longed for the frigid cold of winter. 

Still, Ellie hated to admit standing in the knee-deep snow. The cold night ripped the breath from her, her first thoughts would be for the choking velvet of the summer. 

Ellie looked across the couch at Reese. She loved him. His warmth and ease gave her the strength to keep fighting. And yet, when Reese held her hand when he kissed her knuckles and smiled at her, all she could think of was Vincent. 

Ellie was never satisfied.

Reese just wasn’t enough. Ellie clamped down on that thought. She prayed Reese had his shields high. She turned her wide eyes away from his face and stared out the window. 

Her second and third thoughts begged the universe to give Vincent back to her. Chocking back on a sob, Ellie stopped fighting him. 

If his ghost was all that was left she would chase it into eternity. In her dreams, Vincent begged her to believe he was there. 

Why? Why couldn’t she let him rest? Ellie sniffed. 

The answer was so simple. Vincent gave himself to her. He told her a million times that he would always be hers. She couldn’t let go. Ellie wouldn’t let go. Vincent was hers. And she still needed him. 

“Ya all right, Angel?” Reese asked.

Ellie sniffed, hurriedly wiping at her stinging tears. “Yeah,” she murmured. 

She turned to look at him. Her eyes dragged over his spiky hair, his stubbly cheek. Ellie drank in the boyish grin he flashed her. 

Reese held her together with gentle hands. He worked hard to keep her shattered pieces from falling. His arms felt like home. 

Ellie hated herself. Reese gave her everything she could want. 

He just wasn’t Vincent.

“Remy asked me to help herd the steers today. Ya all right with that?” Reese asked pulling on a blue t-shirt.

Ellie sniffed. “Go. Be manly.” Her fingertips drummed on the hard plastic shell of her laptop.

Reese stopped at the door. “Ya sure?” 

He wanted to comfort her. Reese felt like a coward. Her need for Vince was just too much to ignore today. Jealousy rode him. He simply had no clue what to do about it. 

How the hell do you fight a ghost?

“I’ll be fine,” Ellie assured him. 

She pulled the laptop toward her impatiently. The need to see Vincent’s face swallowed her whole. It took every ounce of her self-control to wait for Reese to head down the stairs. 

Reese screamed the words she chose me inside his head about a dozen times. 

He thought her gazing at Vince’s old sketchbooks was hard. The video she found was worse. 

Reese pretended he didn’t know about it. He didn’t want to fight... but today he couldn’t handle it. Reese jogged out to the field on the other side of the property.

Ellie booted up the computer the moment she heard the barn doors close. She double-clicked the file and maximized the window. 

Vincent’s smile melted her every complaint. Ellie touched the screen trying to recall just what his hair felt like beneath her fingertips. Ellie took in a breath that filled her up. It pushed at her bones. 

With the shimmer of a held breath, Ellie whispered, “Come back to me Vincent. You promised.” 

A soft knock sounded at the door. 

Ellie quickly shut her laptop, her heart racing. Caught nearly red-handed, Ellie wrapped her hand around the grip of the gun at the small of her back. She padded barefoot toward the door. 

Reese wouldn’t have knocked. So who was at her door? Ellie inched closer. 

“Who is it?” Ellie called. 

The door exploded open. It rushed down its railing coming off the track.

Ellie had just enough time to pull the Heckler free and flip the safety. 

He barreled into the room so fast she’d barely been able to track it. Compared to her, this man was a giant. 

Hell, compared to Reese, this man was a giant. Built like a creature from a fairy tale, he towered above her, biceps the size of Ellie's head. 

She knew what he was immediately. The blistering heat coming off him was unmistakable. 

Blood dripped down the side of his face, staining his cheek, his neck. His graying-dishwater hair was short and slicked back. His face was smooth, his features terrifying. 

The brute’s massive hand palmed the back of her head. He laid the other over her mouth. 

Ellie hadn't exactly planned on screaming. His hand would do nothing to mute the sound of her gun.

Ellie pressed the Heckler against his chest. Her finger pulled back on the trigger. 

"I'm not going to hurt you!" he hissed.

She stared into his steely blue eyes. Ellie didn't see anger in his gaze. She didn't see hunger or even malice. She hesitated.

The brute dropped his hands from her, holding them up in front of him. 

"Please, don't scream." His voice was a little beyond raspy. Deep. It vibrated from his chest.

Ellie swallowed, taking a faltering step back. Not that it would help her either way if he chose to attack. Sometimes the body does things in fear that don't really make much sense.

Ellie changed to a two-handed grip, opening her hips to take up a shooter’s stance. She planted her feet and squared her shoulders. 

"This is me not screaming," Ellie said with wide eyes. 

Her heartbeat was surprisingly calm. She rolled her tongue over her lips wetting them.

He exhaled a shuddering breath and stepped over to the door. The giant closed it overly careful. 

Ellie glared at him. He almost reminded her of Vincent.

The monster was overly still. His movement was measured, hesitant. He turned around slowly. He wore black clothing. A short-sleeved, button-down, linen shirt tucked into a pair of black chinos. A white rectangle showed through the collar at the front of his throat. 

Ellie frowned. "The blood on your face doesn't match your outfit."

Avery swiped at it self-consciously, staring down at his stained fingertips in revulsion. His gaze fell back on her. He swallowed. The Crazy had to fight hard to look away from the blood. 

Ellie found that battle was a little familiar too.

His jaw was square, with a wide nose and thin lips. Well-defined cheekbones and a heavy brow added to his intimidation. He might have been ruggedly handsome in his youth, but age left him with tight skin and grizzled features. 

Ellie put him at the far side of his fifties. Truth be told that didn’t matter much. Her monsters didn’t age after they were infected.

They glared at one another in charged silence. Ellie’s hand trembled ever so slightly. The gun was heavy.

"I saw you save that woman," he said.

Ellie blinked. The woods? 

He’d followed her from Texas? She narrowed her eyes and tightened her grip on the Heckler shifting her shoulders just a touch. 

The giant looked around spotting the chair. He pointed at it. 

"Do you mind, child?"

"Go ahead," Ellie muttered. "Have a seat, then explain to me what you were doing in the woods that night," she demanded. 

The Crazy folded himself into the chair. He lay his hands on the rests in plain view. 

"I was looking for him," Avery told her simply. 

He worked hard to look non-threatening. He wasn't doing a very good job. If this man were human, Ellie would have considered him a threat. Knowing what he was definitely made him one.

"Him? You mean the freak that raped and ate those women?" Ellie asked. 

Her left arm ached. The last three fingers tingled, going numb. Her right burned with the work of holding the gun.

He nodded his massive head. "I promise, I will not hurt you. You can lower the gun."

A fine tremor slithered through her shoulder. She couldn't keep it pointed forever. 

Where the hell was Reese? 

Ellie dropped the Heckler to her side. She didn’t put it away though. Just having it in her hands helped to control the crashing of her heartbeat. 

"Your friend, he is different from us." 

This guy even worked to control his breathing. If Ellie didn't know what she was looking for, she never even would have noticed it. 

He was afraid of himself. 

She waggled the Heckler. 

Ellie spent the last five years walking with monsters. She knew exactly what they were capable of. Ellie hated how afraid she was. 

By us, she figured he meant the others like him. Because blood ran through their veins that was about the only thing she had in common with this man. 

"You were one of Bennet's guinea pigs?" she asked. Her head tilted forward and to the side. 

His expression told her that she struck a chord. 

"Yeah, Reese is different." Ellie caught herself looking toward the windows.

"What do you know about Doctor Bennet?" he asked, his eyes just a touch wide. Avery’s curiosity got the better of him.

Ellie plastered her lips together in a tight thin line. Talk about a long story. 

“She infected my brother with her serum. Just like she did you," Ellie summed up. 

“I remember you,” Avery said.

Ellie cocked a brow in question. 

“A young girl, blood soaking into her jean jacket. A guard. He threw you against the wall. Kneed you in the stomach and still you fought,” the Crazy said.

Flashes of memories from the night they rescued Edward.

One of the guards caught her reloading her guns. He knocked her around. He was going to shoot her. His gun pointed at her head there was nothing Ellie could do. 

One of the inmates, a grizzly bear of a man rushed him. His screams rang in Ellie’s ears. The inmate bit him. She barely saw his face. She’d shoved the clip home and took two shots to cover her retreat. 

Ellie went back over the memories with a fine-toothed comb looking for details. Dirty blond hair. Massive shoulders. A breath fell out of her.

“You,” Ellie whispered. “You saved me.”

“God works in mysterious ways. He put you in my path that night for a reason.” 

A smile bloomed on Avery’s mouth. It didn’t do much to ease Ellie’s anxiety. 

“It seems he has a plan for us.”

“And that would be?” Ellie’s grip tightened on the Heckler.

“You and your friend stopped Kenneth. You saved that woman.”

"That’s right,” Ellie nodded slowly. “Every one of you I've come across, I made sure died bloody and painful, and then I lit them on fire. So tell me, why shouldn't I be doing the same thing with you?"

His face shattered. Tears sparkled in his eyes. "I never said you shouldn't." His voice hitched. 

The look of self-loathing he wore was one she had seen so many times on Vincent's beautiful face. 

Fear burned his gaze. Not of her, of himself. What was he capable of? His powerful hands could wreak such damage... and no one knew that better than him. 

Pity churned Ellie’s gut. She huffed out a breath.

"What's your name?" Ellie asked, her voice gentle. 

She took a step forward, sitting down on the couch, pulling her leg up underneath her.

"Father Avery Cooper."

"You really are a priest?" Ellie asked, pushing a swath of her hair back behind her ear.

"Yes," Avery said. "It's a calling. Even after I ran from the hospital it was where I could be home."

Ellie narrowed her eyes. Suddenly it hit her. "The elk," she said. "That was you."

Avery dropped his eyes. "The hunger gets to be too much sometimes," he said, stealing a glance at her.

"Yeah," Ellie agreed. 

That was the problem. 

Bennet spent so much time trying to figure out if she could create these monsters. Not once did she imagine the consequences. Not for the people she infected or their victims.

Not that Ellie wasn’t just as culpable. She saved her brother. That she would never apologize for. Not even after everything that happened. After everything she lost. 

Still, she set them free. For that Ellie would make amends. She would hunt every last one of them to the ends of the earth if need be. This began with fire. It would end that way. 

Ellie licked her lips. 

"You still haven’t told me what God has planned for us?" 

"Not even a man of the cloth knows for sure," Avery admitted. "You saved that woman. That told me you were a pure soul, that I could trust you."

She laughed. It sounded sad.

"I am far from pure, Father," Ellie said with a sigh. "I am drowning in the blood I’ve spilled." 

She shook her head. “I am every bit a monster as you.”

He flinched as though she’d struck him. 

Ellie tightened her jaw. Apologies sprang to her lips. She swallowed them down, screaming, He isn’t Vincent in her head.

Avery recovered quickly. 

"What put you on this path? How did someone like you, full of such heavenly light, fall from grace?"

Ellie sucked in a hitching breath. “I chose it.”

He blinked. “Why?”

Avery found this fierce young woman fascinating. Her truth was unflinching. We all have our burdens. Most consider themselves victims of the whim of fate, himself included. 

“I made the best choices I could. Still, I came up wanting. I carried my cross. We are much alike in that aspect... but you carry yours with grace,” Avery said.

Ellie licked her shimmering lips. "Because this is where I belong,” she said simply.

“You choose to be a monster. Why do you hunt us then?” Avery asked.

“I'm the one who set you free. That woman in the forest, that's my fault. You... are my fault," Ellie whispered. 

“Every broken, bloody body, every innocent victim that died in agony is on my shoulders.” 

"You seek absolution. But unless you raised the hand yourself, then it isn't you’re sin,” Avery preached.

“This has nothing to do with penance. I accept the blame of what I’ve done. I will make it right. Because there is no one else to do it.” Ellie sighed. She looked at him. 

"It is my sin. If it weren't for me, you would all be safely locked away behind vault doors, even you. I'm sure you're trying to make it better, trying to keep from killing people. But it's not something you can stop. It's what you are." 

His eyes went soft. 

"I'm not saying that makes you a bad person. God knows you could be the sweetest saint to ever walk the earth." Ellie sighed. "But no matter how hard you try the Beast will take control. It will shred people. It will hunger for blood, for flesh. That is not something you can change."

"I can see the pain in your eyes, child. Yet, you walk with one that is worse than us. Is that the brother you spoke of?" Avery asked.

"No," Ellie whispered, shaking her head. "I murdered Edward. I emptied my clip into his head and then I set him on fire. Because he had to be stopped," she admitted, lips trembling.
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Reese huffed out a breath rolling his shoulders. It felt good to be on a farm again. Honest work. The smell of hay, and sweat rolling down your back. 

Memories of his youth, of his mother, occupied his thoughts. He missed the old house. This place gave him just enough of that feeling to make him miss home something awful. Reese was perfectly willing to play pretend... but his Angel was restless. 

She wanted to get back to the road. To the blood and the violence, Reese just wasn’t ready.

It caused more than its fair share of fights between them. Some were silent, others not so much. Reese hated to admit, he wasn’t quite sure what to do about that. He shut the doors behind him and stepped onto the first tread. 

Voices. 

Reese climbed the stairs in the space of a heartbeat simply appearing in the threshold. A low trickling growl escaped his lips. His body coiled, ready to spring. 

Ellie gasped, pointing her gun. 

Avery's head snapped toward the door. 

“Damn it, Reese. I hate it when you do that!” Ellie growled through clenched teeth.

Avery got halfway up out of his chair but stopped. He clenched nervously. His eyes all for Reese, Avery sat back down slowly.

“Who’s your friend, Angel?”

A smirk pulled at Avery’s lips. “I see it.” 

He turned his head toward Ellie with an appraising glance. “You are a warrior. Righteous. You do what must be done.”

Ellie frowned. She dropped the gun, rolling her eyes. 

“Reese, this is Avery. Father Avery, this is Reese.” 

"He followed me home from the woods. I guess Vetler was right, I am flypaper for Monsters," she growled.

Reese’s fingers danced at his side. This man tasted wrong. Metallic, he burned on the back of Reese’s tongue. 

There wasn’t a malicious thought in this guy’s head, and still, the word he brought to Reese’s mind was dangerous. A hint of fear shot through him. 

This thing found Ellie, not the other way around. 

Reese forced his face neutral. This thing had Ellie’s scent. This crazy could track her across the world. He could find her anywhere. 

He was by far the calmest of all the crazies they’d run up against. Reese could see it floating around in the back of his eyes, though. Reese knew a killer when he saw one. 

Vince had that same look at the end. Self-loathing and violence warred in this man’s gaze.

“What are ya doing here?” Reese asked. He took a careful step closing the distance between him and Ellie.

“God has a plan for your... Angel, and I.” The smile that bloomed upon his lips when he said the word Angel worried Reese.

“It’s getting worse. The need for violence. The hunger. It’s just a matter of time. I've seen it happen with the others-"

"Wait," Ellie interrupted him. She stopped mid-pace. "What others?" Ellie asked.

"Amy Siefers, and Kenneth. They were both part of the project. We ran together that night. We kept in touch. Amy was the first to break. The serum had already caused such damage in us. But, she slowly got worse. She was the gentlest person I knew. When Kenneth contacted me, he told me that she was killing. She lost control. It was her idea to feed from animals in the first place," Avery explained.

"And Kenneth?" Ellie asked. Her anger was pushed aside. Her curiosity rushed forward.

The priest swallowed hard. He looked at Reese. His Adam's apple bobbed up and down. "You met him in the forest."

Reese's eyes opened just a touch wider. He positioned himself directly between Father Avery and Ellie. 

She stared at the priest. Her chest heaved. Ellie bit down on her bottom lip. The indignation in her rose again. 

"You knew?" she spat, her face falling back into an angry scowl. "You knew what he was doing?" Ellie cried.

"Kenneth came to me. He begged my forgiveness, begged forgiveness from God," Avery said. 

"He told me that the darkness in him was growing, the power. He was losing control just like Amy had," he looked into Ellie's eyes. 

"The sickness is getting worse. We are getting stronger, but so too is the urge for violence. I went there to speak to him... to-to stop him. But I couldn’t- I couldn’t bring myself to...”

“What is it ya want?” Reese was beginning to lose patience.

“You stopped Kenneth. You did what I couldn’t bear to.” Father Avery hung his head.

Ellie knew all about not wanting to pull the trigger on someone you love. 

How many bodies dropped? How many women died bloody and painful because she couldn’t bear to admit Edward was going off the rails? Ellie bit the corner of her bottom lip. Her breath hitched.

“Amy is lost to the Devil. He has his claws sunk deep into her soul and will not let go.”

Avery reached into his pocket slowly and pulled a newspaper clipping free. He held it out. 

Reese stepped forward with a grimace and took it. He glanced down at the headline.

It read: Twenty-three dead in diner. 

Reese handed the paper to Ellie hesitantly. She scanned the text. Seven women, eleven men, and five children were slaughtered. Ripped to pieces, bones broken, fleshed gnawed upon. 

Ellie couldn’t breathe. What had she done?

“She is a lost soul. But I,” Avery cleared his throat to cover the crack in his voice. “I can find her.”

Reese fell into the engulfing ocean of Ellie’s guilt. It dragged him down into the abyss. He sank like he had pockets full of stones. Cold and crushing, it stole the breath from him.

Reese scrambled to slam those shields into place before he drowned completely. He couldn’t deny her this. He was sure if he did, Reese would lose her.

“Ya ain’t ready Angel,” he said shaking his head.

“Twenty-three people, Reese. Children!”

Reese turned to her, the hulking crazy forgotten for the moment. Her glassy eyes about broke his heart. Reese stepped into her. He touched her face. His hand slid between the smooth skin of her cheek and her silken hair. 

He wasn’t ready to walk away from this yet. His eyebrows rose, and his mouth dropped open.

“All right, we’ll hunt this bitch down. Tear her limb from limb. But I want your word, when it’s done, we’re done. We come back here, and we make this place a home. Please, Angel. Don’t take this from me.”

A breath exploded from Ellie’s chest. She nodded, tears spilling over. Vincent never asked her for anything. Reese was different. She didn’t want to hurt him. But she couldn’t ignore this. 

All she could do was make him the promise that she would give him the home, the marriage that Reese needed. No matter what it took from her.

Her lips turned up in the ghost of her ballsy grin. “I promise.”
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It was strange having three people in the cab of the truck again.

It reminded Ellie of how much she missed it. Ellie spent the last five hours thinking about Vincent. Remembering the smiles he used to flash her sitting in the passenger side. His head resting on the palm of his hand. The wind tearing at his wild hair. 

He occupied her every thought. She missed the jarring rhythm of his heartbeat. Two thumps, just to skip one, that music comforted her.

This was never part of the deal. 

Ellie was ride or die. She figured she would spend the rest of her days between the brothers Hale doing ninety down the highway. 

Instead, she walked this world a ghost bereft of the love Vincent gave her. 

Reese tried. Warm as his smile, loving as his hands, it just wasn’t the same. Not that she didn’t love him. Reese was everything she wanted. His sunshine kept her sane. 

He simply pulled her too close to normal. He had ideas about the way their love should work. Expectations Ellie just could not live up to. 

With the sun dying at her back, and the wind whipping her hair back and forth Ellie had an epiphany. Without them, both of them, Ellie would never be whole. 

She did her best to let people go. 

Death has nothing to do with a victim. Pain, be it a moment or a century, that is the end we all have to look forward to. 

Since she was a child, Ellie believed that if you called ghosts to you, they came. Beating your fist against a gravestone and crying to the stars above did not let souls rest. 

One lifetime is all you get. When it’s over, the living were supposed to move on.

Then Vincent crashed into her like a meteor falling from outer space. He changed everything. He spun her idea of life. He disproved all her theories about death. 

Trying not to think about him proved a herculean task she simply could not conquer. She called out to him and he answered her. 

Now he haunted her and she just couldn’t get enough. What if he did come back?

Reese offered her immortality. She’d turned him down out of fear of what she would become. 

Memories of Vincent’s smile plaguing her she began to reconsider. Would she be willing to take on the burden of immortality if it meant she could see him again?

“Your brow is burdened,” Avery mentioned.

Ellie shrugged. “Heavy thoughts,” she answered.

Reese took her hand. A smile flickered across Ellie’s face. It looked sad to Reese. 

His shields were high today. Reese was more than just a little afraid of Ellie’s caustic thoughts... and that was just her guilt for what this particular crazy had done with the freedom Ellie gave her. 

Reese couldn’t get over how much the priest made him think of Vince. 

Little things, that stillness, for one. The barely controlled hunger Reese knew well. You starve yourself and everything looks like a meal. 

Vince starved for decades. His hunger was almost as hard to control as his rage... and boy was Vince a victim of both.

The priest whispered to himself. Ellie thought they were prayers. 

Reese could hear him arguing with someone. 

Again, something Vince did. He had whole conversations with the beast lurking inside him. 

Reese’s monster whispered honeyed thoughts into his ear. Not once did Reese even consider talking back. 

What’s more, Reese caught Vince whispering to voices no one else could see when he was just a kid. Before all this darkness and death fell upon them. 

This priest banished all his firmly held delusions that his little brother wasn’t just as insane.

If all Reese could think of with the priest sitting next to them was Vince, he knew Ellie’s thoughts were a shipwreck of loss and heartbreak. 

Did it make him weak that he couldn’t swim that ocean with her? 

Reese pulled down on the shifter and pressed his foot down on the gas. The quicker they took care of this crazy the sooner he could get back to the loft.

The question rattling around inside his head was what did they do with the priest when all was said and done. 

Reese could think of a dozen good reasons to rip his heart out. Tops on that list was the guy had Ellie’s scent. The idea that this brute could find his Angel worried him.

This Preist might have grand ideas of never hurting nobody. Reese wasn’t fooled.

Everybody fell off the wagon at least once. 

The beast was just too damned strong to ignore forever. Reese was a firm believer in giving in to temptation. When that ache is small, you can think. When you deny it and it gets so big that you can’t breathe, you do stupid things. Bloody things. 

This priest spent years denying his darkest desires. Eventually, he’d be on his knees. He’d lose the fight. And someone would die painfully.

Reese glanced down at Ellie. Her eyes were drawing closed. Half-moons of golden lashes brushed her cheeks longer and longer. 

They had hours more of driving before they got to Texas. Sleep was good. She needed to be at her best. 

The last freak fought hard. He was sure this one would too. Reese draped his arm over her shoulders and pulled her just a little closer to him.

Streetlights painted her skin in rainbow colors. Ellie cuddled in against him, drawing a smile across his lips. 

Moments like these gave Reese the time to shore up the cracks in the perfection of their relationship. He kissed the side of her head and shifted his weight. 

Reese got comfortable for the long drive ahead.
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Cypress trees towered into the night sky. Ellie had come to like them. Thick roots tangled the spongy ground. Trunks rose from the still water. Fog hung low over its surface. Shadows reached for her. 

The darkness teemed. The chittering sounds they made put Ellie at ease. She wasn’t sure why. There was something familiar about it. 

She wandered toward the shore. Her reflection was strange in the glossy surface. It reminded her of one of Vincent’s paintings. Her skin glowed faintly like she’d swallowed a star.

A boom loud as rumbling thunder tore the breath from her. Something dark streaked across the sky on great wings. She blinked. It couldn’t be! 

Ellie swore it was a dragon, immense and powerful, all glittering black scales and liquid grace. That told her without a doubt, this had to be a dream.

She crouched down, resting on the balls of her feet. Ellie dipped her fingers into the warm water. Her reflection danced and swayed with the ripples. 

The glimmer of her reflection came away on Ellie’s skin. It started in her fingertips and ate its way up her arm like a cold fire. Ellie took in a sharp breath that filled her up full. 

It pushed at her bones. It occupied her surprised thoughts. That soft glow went supernova. Ellie shined like a beacon in the darkness. Her light turned night into brightest day. Colors. Red and blue, gold and green exploded inside of her. Ellie stared wide-eyed at her outspread arms.

“My north star.”
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Vincent wasn’t sure how he’d gotten here. Wherever here was? 

He’d heard her whisper his name, so Vincent chased the echo. And then her radiance banished his darkness. 

His Ellie stood there just out of reach. Kaleidoscope colors scintillating inside her, she was never more beautiful. 

The tree bark felt real beneath his fingertips. But then again Vincent’s dreams always did. Was she really there? Or was this another fantasy? Another wish weaving itself together just to burst and leave him alone in the dark once more, void of her touch. 

Ellie turned toward the sound of his voice. 

Vincent walked toward her, his scarred hand sliding over the trunk of a cypress tree. She swallowed down the need to run into his arms. 

Her gaze poured over the ruin of his body. Melted skin drew pink and white lines down his shoulder. The bones of his forearm and his hand were blackened. A dark glimmer amongst the glistening meat of his arm. 

Ribbons of disfigurement nicked his chin and danced down his throat spilling over his chest and down his stomach, over his hip. His thigh.

“Jesus, Vincent, what did I do to you?” Ellie cried, her voice a cracking whisper. She pressed her palms over her mouth, blinking at her tears.

A look of confusion rolled over his face. “You?” he asked. Vincent gaped at her. Caution and disbelief dragged at his expression.

“I’m sorry. Vincent, I’m so sorry.” Ellie sniffed and looked up at the sky. She shook her head. “I never meant to hurt you.”

Vincent crossed the grassy distance between them on bare feet, one of them skeletal. He touched her cheek with that otherworldly gentleness that she missed so damned much. Just a tiny bit of hesitation slowed him. 

Ellie took in a sharp breath to feel his heat flow into her. It had been so long. With his other hand, Vincent slipped a swath of her blond hair behind her ear. 

Ellie thought she would never feel that sensation again. 

Her skin was soft just like Vincent remembered it. Her eyes were green that ring of gold licking like the rays of the sun. Vincent had an urge so strong to taste the tears she cried for him. Her lips were full. 

“You called to me. I came running. I’ll always come for you, El.”

If this was just another hope given shape, Vincent didn’t care. He’d wanted to touch her for so long. Taste her. He needed her in his arms. He hungered for her. 

Vincent leaned in and pressed a kiss upon her brow. Cherries and cinnamon filled him up. Her mouth was just as sweet as he remembered. 

Vincent didn’t know how, but she was here. Beneath his fingertips, she was with him. Whatever magic or miracle this was, he was beyond grateful. He stared into her face memorizing every line. Every sensation.

“Vincent look at what I did to you,” Ellie sobbed. 

Her hand traced down his chest. The mottled twists and angry lines burned beneath her fingertips. 

“I want to let you go. I swear I do. I’m trying. I want to let you rest. I want you to find peace. But, damn it, Vincent, I need you,” she whispered. 

“I can’t live without you. Come back to me. Please. Come back to me.”

“Look at me, El,” Vincent said, touching her chin. “I’m yours. I was born a part of you. I’ll always belong to you.”

She sniffed. “But you- you left me, Vincent. You’re gone.”

“No! El, I’m here. I’m right here! I heard your voice. Your call. I’m here with you. You have to believe me, El. Believe!”

Ellie touched his hair. Her spread fingertips drew down his face. 

Vincent couldn’t put into words how much he’d missed that. He leaned in touching his lips to hers. It started out gentle, but the distance of space and time spurred his needful kiss, turning it into something passionate and eager. 

His hands traced over her back. The naked bones of his fingertips were a rush of hardness over her spine. He pulled her into his arms, lifting her off the ground. 

Ellie closed her legs around his waist, melting completely into his embrace.

“Stay with me, Vincent,” Ellie begged between kisses.

“I swear to you, El. I will never leave you again. I’ll never-”

Ellie interrupted him with her mouth on his. Her shimmering hands trailed over his chest, over his back. The brush of the scars Ellie gave him burned into her mind’s eye.

Vincent licked her cheek drinking in the saltiness of the tears she shed for him. The taste sent a thrill down his spine. Vincent refused to shut his eyes against her blinding light. 

He drank her in. The line of her throat. The curve of her breasts. She was so beautiful. That shine held him spellbound. 

“I miss you so much.” Ellie pulled back. “If I could be with you just one more time.”

“I’m here, El. I swear it. I’m here!” He touched her cheek. “I promise you, El.”

The dragon circled above them. 

Her light, her pull dragged at him. That tiny girl bound him. She shackled him to the earth and still, he couldn’t get enough of her. He coveted her. His most precious jewel. 

He had to get back to her. 

Trapped a world away, neither of them could be without her. The Beast did not understand her magic. Buried deep inside her was just a tiny bit of his darkness. That he understood. That he could use.

Her face shattered. Ellie wanted to believe him. Hell, she would spend the rest of eternity in this shadowy place with him if it weren’t for Reese. 

Ellie refused to let the reality that Vincent was gone ruin this for her. She kissed him again. She let the warmth of him, the taste of him drown out her desolate thoughts. His burning touch was enough to pull her into this dream.

Her kisses drifted desirous and wet over his cheek, his jaw. Her tongue rolled over the wicked scars turning that agony into sweet satisfaction for Vincent. 

Her hands traced the line of his chest. Over his hip, she played with the dark hair that trailed from his belly button. Ellie touched him and wrapped her hand around that silken hardness.

Vincent cried out. His eyes fluttered. He wanted to feel her skin. Vincent grabbed hold of her shirt, shredding it easily. He wrenched the scraps of fabric out from between the two of them and sighed as her bare breasts pressed against him.

Vincent pushed her away from him long enough to lay her against the mossy grass. He grabbed the buttons of her Levis and yanked. The fabric tore. Vincent slid them down over her hips tossing them over his shoulder. 

His gaze roved over her naked body. The backs of his curled fingertips brushed down her sternum, over her belly, down her thigh. 

He kissed her knee. His tongue danced a wet line over the inside of her thigh. Vincent crouched over her, just as gracefully as she remembered. Supple as smoke, Vincent moved beautifully. 

It brought a smile to her face to see. Ellie reached up with both hands playing in the silk of her hair. It spread out in a corona around her head. 

Vincent took her in. The beauty of her bones and all of her flesh, that celestial light scorched him and he savored every bit of it.

Vincent kissed her stomach, drawing a shaky breath from her. His fingertip traced the circle of her belly button. Then he did the same thing with the tip of his tongue. 

His fingertips dragged over her skin in human claws. His wet kisses spilled down her stomach, her groin. His tongue rolled over her and Ellie cried out. His warm caress danced over her most delicate skin. She shuddered. 

Ellie brought her hips up to meet him begging for more. Her hand touched his head. She balled her fist in his hair. Her screams were sweet music to him. Pleasant pressure built up within her until Ellie was sure she would burst with it. 

A brush was all it took to send her tumbling over that edge into bliss. 

“Vincent! Oh, Vincent!” she screamed.

Hearing it brought a prideful smirk to his lips. It always did.

Ellie sat up. She pulled him into another of those needful kisses. Breathless, she looked into his face, into those cloudy eyes.

“Make love to me,” she demanded. 

Vincent’s smirk pulled into that devilish grin Ellie loved.

Vincent rolled onto his back next to her and Ellie climbed over him. His hands trailed down her back, and he grabbed her hips. His scorched bones were such a contrast to the smooth velvet of his fingers. 

Staring into her face, Vincent slid inside of her by inches. Slowly, so slowly. Ellie threw her head back with the indulgence. Her hands drifted through his black hair. His every thrust brought with it a momentum that Ellie begged for. 

Her long hair was a whisper of silk. Ellie’s fingers gripped the back of his neck. Her nails biting into his ruined flesh sent a hint of pain through him.

Vincent kissed her throat. His teeth grazed her tender flesh. Even here, Vincent expected the hunger to surge. He expected to hear the beast begging for her blood... but he was silent. 

Far too lost in the pleasure of Ellie’s body wrapped so tightly around Vincent. The beast found itself craving this new sensation. He lurked in the shadows, waiting for his moment.

Ellie leaned back. Vincent sat up, his mouth brushed her throat. With Vincent’s arms supporting her, she felt as though she were flying. 

It hit her then. Ellie never knew whether she was falling or flying with Vincent... but he never let her hit the ground. Even now, the ghost of him rushed to soothe her wounds. 

He laid open-mouthed kisses against her breastbone. The press of it banished her thoughts. All Ellie could think about was Vincent’s touch.

The Dragon sprang. Materializing out of the shadows it dove into Vincent. 

He didn’t have time to fight. Didn’t have time to argue and debate. Vincent would do anything to deny him this tiny pleasure. But the boy needed it. 

Vincent’s body went rigid. Every muscle locking, he threw his head back with a howl. 

Ellie didn’t know if it was agony or pleasure. His arms closed around her almost painfully, his fingertips biting in. The bones of his left hand scratched across her hip. 

He opened his eyes. Darkness swallowed his sclera whole gold flecks shimmered there. The look on his face was feral. Wild. His body shook. His fingers spasmed against her. 

She wasn’t staring at Vincent. His beast glared at her. 

Ellie huffed out a shaky breath. Every ounce of fear and worry melted away. She touched his face lovingly.

“Mine,” it bellowed.

Ellie couldn’t help thinking it sounded like a question. 

She smirked. Ellie opened her mouth to say something and he surged forward. Razored teeth shredded her throat. He missed the jugular by millimeters. 

Her blood sprayed across his face like a rush of macabre stars. It rained onto his chest. Ellie bucked and pulled away for just a few seconds before she realized she wasn’t afraid. 

The beast had to fight with everything it had against a screeching Vincent. Precisely why the beast pressed his surprise.

Her blood scalded his throat. Sweet and rich as toasted milk, he luxuriated in its taste. 

The Dragon wrapped both hands around that swirling darkness at the pit of her. The beast called it to him. 

Vincent grasped the chains and wrapped them around his beast’s throat. Vincent wrestled him back. 

The beast went willingly, diving back into the darkness where it dwelled. Its task accomplished. 
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Vincent blinked his eyes. The darkness swirled pulling back.

“Ellie!” He screamed her name. His voice vibrated with fear. “I’m sorry. I don’t know wha-”

Ellie took in a shuddering breath. She touched her fingertips to his bloody lips. “It’s okay, Vincent.” 

She liked it better when they asked. When she was prepared for the pain of it, Ellie would gladly share her blood with them. She’d offered it to Vincent for years. 

Her times with Reese melted the underlying fear. She trusted Vincent. She trusted his monster implicitly. She knew without a doubt that neither of them would ever hurt her.

“I’m okay,’ she whispered.

Ellie touched his face. Her fingertips brushed his twisted skin. They left a trail of light in their wake. 

Her heavenly glow seeped into his flesh. Warm and bright her light spilled into him washing the ruin away. The scars melted beneath her touch. 

Ellie blinked. Ellie touched her fingertip to the skin just beneath his eye. The scars recoiled from her touch, drawing back leaving smooth skin in their path. 

His eyes. Vincent’s eyes shimmered green instead of the silver storm clouds she was used to. It spiked out around his pupil in licking flames that ate away at the swirling grey.

“Vincent?” Ellie whispered, absolutely amazed. 

Her light smoothed away the blisters and scars from his face. His shoulder. Luminescence dripped down his arm spreading pink skin over the bones of his hand. 

Ellie smiled.

Vincent didn’t know what to do. She was all right. Her blood splattered his leg. Part of him wished and prayed this was a dream. He hadn’t really hurt her. It had to be. Or she wouldn’t be smiling like that.

“El... I,” he stammered.

Ellie leaned into him with a fierce kiss, silencing him. Vincent’s lips were still against hers for a moment. Her hands slid up cupping his cheeks between them. 

“Don’t leave me, Vincent,” Ellie whispered between kisses. She couldn’t bear to look at him as she said it.

Ellie begged him to believe. 

“I love you. Nothing will change that. No dark thought, no evil deed could stain the way I see you.”

He couldn’t before. And it cost him everything. Trust. 

Vincent swore he would give anything to hold her in his arms again. Trust was where he started. 

Vincent kissed her back. It was overly gentle. His hands hovered over her shoulders for a moment. Vincent closed them into tight fists. He shut his eyes and took in a steadying breath. He touched her. 

Waiting to hear her shriek in pain, Vincent held his breath.

Ellie melted into him, her hands sliding into his hair. She rolled her hips. Her blood oozed over his fingertips. Ellie broke the kiss in need of breath. 

She moaned. Her neck arched, head falling backward.

Vincent licked his lips. He closed his right hand over her hip. His thrust gained momentum with the pleasant sounds she made. 

Decision made Vincent closed his mouth over her breast. He licked the saccharin-sweet blood from her skin. 

Its taste chased his worry away. He lapped at it with broad strokes, swallowing it down hard. Even with its sublime flavor, Vincent refused to go near the wound. 

His arms closed around her waist. He drew her close. Her mouth dropped open. She screamed his name. How Vincent loved the sound of it falling from her lips. 

Her whispering cry made his every muscle tighten. Vincent threw his head back with a sigh as he spilled over. 

Ellie closed her eyes. Afraid this would end. She balled the softness of his hair into her fist. 

Reese could make her body shudder with such passion. 

When Vincent held her she was whole. 

She sniffed. Ellie brushed the back of her hand over his smooth cheek. She had to tell him. Her mouth pressed together, the sob fought its way across her face... but she held the line at her lips.

Vincent stared at her for a moment. He didn’t know what to say. There was no apology big enough. He gathered her in his arms. Vincent pressed his head against her breasts. 

“Ellie, I was so stupid. Please! Please, forgive me.”

Ellie sniffed. That was just it. She always did. 

Ellie forgave him, over and over again. Didn’t matter the slight. Her love for Vincent won out every time. It would never change. 

He left her. He broke every promise he ever made. Vincent shattered her... and she forgave him.

In that moment Ellie let go of just a little of the guilt she had for falling into Reese’s arms. Reese picked her up. He put her back together. Reese held her together with loving hands. 

And still, she needed Vincent. The truth was she didn’t deserve either of them. 

Ellie ran her fingers through Vincent’s feathery hair. She refused to think about it while she was here. Instead, she committed these sensations to memory, knowing she would need them.

“I have to let you go eventually,” she whispered.

“No, Ellie, please. I swear to you. I’m here. I don’t know how, or why, but I’m here. You got to believe me, El.” 

He looked at her with pleading eyes. “I will come back to you!”

“Vincent, you deserve peace. I can’t keep doing this to you.”

“Yes, you can. I will come back to you, Ellie, I promise.”

Ellie refused to shed more tears. She held him just a little tighter, a little closer. She breathed him in. She savored the taste of his mouth, of his skin. Ellie luxuriated in his touch. In the sound of his voice. 

“I need you, Vincent.”

“You have me, El. Just call me. Call me and I’ll come running to you.”
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Over the years, Ellie had become accustomed to the liquid grace of the Hale brothers. Avery proved a reminder that Bennet, despite her best efforts, simply could not replicate the monster that danced in Vincent’s blood. 

Ellie cataloged little differences over the past year hunting the crazies down. But it took a ten-hour car ride for her to finally admit the creatures Bennet made just weren’t the same. 

They were changing, getting stronger. But it was more than that. Bennet’s creations were shadows of the monsters Ellie knew and loved. Twisted copies, botched attempts at tracing magnificent and horrible lines, Bennet only achieved caricatures. 

The realization turned Ellie’s gut. Through everything that happened with Edward, every broken body that dropped, she was sure eventually he would get it under his thumb. 

She made excuses for Edward. Ellie gave him leeway to wrestle the beast into submission. Up until the last moment when she popped the flare, she hoped and prayed he would find the strength to stop. 

The beast is cunning. 

Vincent and Reese both lost bloody battles of will to the monster. They did horrible things. Still, both of them fought with all they had, and eventually, the last shred of humanity they held onto with slipping fingers won out. 

Looking at Father Avery Cooper, Ellie questioned whether Edward ever even had a chance.

Like love, there are many kinds of fear. Ellie was on intimate terms with most of them lately. The worst she could conjure was inevitability. 

Ellie truly believed if you can fight something it can be beaten. The battle may cost you more than you can bear to lose. But in the end, you can still win. 

The word inevitable changed that. No matter how hard you fight, how deep you dive, and how much you are willing to sacrifice when it is inevitable you simply lose. Nothing changes the outcome.

Ellie found it harder than she liked to ignore Avery’s jittering. His attempts at keeping still only highlighted the bouncing of his knee. 

He kept wiping at his mouth, scratching at the same itch again and again. Avery closed his eyes. His lips moved but Ellie couldn’t make out his whispering. The shifting expression he wore didn’t do much to inspire confidence. 

Crazy can be scary. His size didn’t help that much. 

Ellie knew precisely the damage he could wreak. She could ignore that worry when it came to Vincent and Reese. She trusted them. With Avery, it was all she could think about. 

Just how well could he control the hunger? The word inevitable wrote itself in fiery script on the inside of her mind every time her eyes fell on the priest. At the same time, it made her just a little sad.

Avery’s eyes snapped open. “Pull in there!” He pointed to a sea of cars.

Ellie’s pulse sped the closer they got. Brick buildings with different roof heights looked slapped together rather than one coherent edifice. 

Awnings and covered walkways were a theme. Lights glowed orange in the hazy twilight. Garish signs listed different stores. 

Reese slipped the truck between a sedan and an SUV. 

Ellie swallowed hard. She looked up at the sprawling building. Department stores were bad enough. Ellie hadn’t spared even a small thought for a mall since she was fifteen. 

By the number of cars, the place would be crawling with people. 

Reese killed the engine. The three of them sat there for a moment of silence. Ellie puffed up her cheeks and blew away all the air from her lungs. She really did not like the idea of going in there.

“You’re sure she’s here?” Ellie asked.

“Yes,” Avery said with confidence.

Reese frowned. The tickle of Ellie’s anxiety had him shoring up his shields. “How is it ya know?”

“Amy’s hymn is loud,” Avery said as though it explained everything. Avery’s smile ratcheted Ellie’s heartbeat up a notch.

Ellie and Reese shared a glance. 

Reese’s frown crumbled into a scowl. 

Ellie shrugged. 

“You have a better plan to find her?” she asked.

No. Reese didn’t. That didn’t stop his need to argue this any, though. Reese shook his head. 

“I don’t like this, Angel. We go in there it could go all kinds of bad.”

“If we don’t go in there and she loses it a hell of a lot of people will die,” Ellie countered.

“She loses it; people are going to die regardless of whether you’re in there or not, Angel.”

“I could go in,” Avery offered. “Offer her council.”

Reese huffed out a frustrated breath. He could read the thoughts swirling in Ellie’s eyes because he was thinking the same damned thing. 

If they sent the priest in and something went wrong, the body count could be astronomical. 

“Sorry, Father, it ain’t nothing personal. We just don’t trust ya.”

Avery swallowed. He nodded his head slowly and worked to force the edge of a smile. It looked awfully broken to Ellie. 

“I don’t blame you.”

Sympathy ran rampant through Ellie and she wasn’t sure why. Maybe Reese was right. Ellie certainly had a soft spot for people who saved her life. 

With a sigh, Ellie pulled the Heckler free. Checking the safety, she popped the clip. It was full. It always was. With a fluid motion, she shoved the clip back in with a slap to the bottom and rechecked the safety. 

She reached across Avery and popped the glove compartment. Ellie grabbed the two full magazines in there. The Boy Scout motto says be prepared.

Reese shouldered his door and hopped out. 

Ellie followed him out the driver’s side. It was colder than she expected it to be. She zipped her leather jacket closed and raised the thin hood of her long-sleeved t-shirt. 

This could be bad enough. She didn’t need to add cops or worse rent-a-cops to the mix before they found this Crazy.

Ellie hated not having the Heckler in hand. Her palms itched. 

Reese kept sparing glances at the Priest. Unpredictable was the understatement of the century when it came to this guy. Violence makes us all act squirrelly. Reese grabbed Ellie’s coat sleeve and dragged her just a few steps closer to him. 

Gleaming tiles beneath her feet and glaring lights reminded Ellie why she made few forays into the big old blue. The place had to be three times bigger than it looked on the outside.

Escalators climbed toward the towering ceilings. Blobs of color moved about on the upper floors. Ellie couldn’t breathe. No matter how many gulping breaths she took. 

Her vision blurred. Her heartbeat crashed in her ears. There were so many of them. So many victims. She couldn’t possibly save them all.

Reese stopped, turning toward her. “Angel, ya all right?”

Ellie shook her head, eyes wide enough to fall right out of her head. “There’s too-too many...”

Reese pulled her into his embrace making sure she could still move her arms. He cooed to her gently. “I got ya, Angel.”

His heat helped. But it wasn’t enough. She needed Vincent. Ellie could do anything at all with Vincent by her side.

Call me, El. I’ll always come for you.

Vincent made her a thousand promises. This one she held him too. 

Ellie closed her eyes. She forced herself to suck in a breath that occupied all her thoughts. It pushed at her bones. It forced everything else away. 

Ellie screamed his name with everything she had left. It echoed out in her mind.

Avery took in a sharp breath. 

He’d never seen anything so beautiful. A spark ignited inside the girl. It exploded shedding heavenly light rippling through her. 

Avery had not even a single doubt. She was indeed an angel sent to him by God.
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Vincent leapt to his feet as if pulled by strings. His name rang like a bell. It vibrated in his soul. 

Ellie was in trouble. He could taste her fear on his tongue. Vincent took off with every ounce of his preternatural speed.

The dragon’s wings boomed with enough concussion to nearly knock him off his feet. 

Both of them rushed toward the sound, searching for her light. Vincent called out to her. His bare feet pounded the ground beneath him.

Ellie looked up. She swore she heard Vincent call her name. Ellie searched the crowd for his familiar face.

Reese shook his head. “I told ya, Angel. Ya ain’t ready for this.” 

He stroked her hair with as much gentleness as he could muster, glaring angrily at the priest. 

Avery gaped at Ellie in awe. Kaleidoscope colors danced and blazed in her silhouette. 

Vincent, I need you. 

The thought was clear as a lightning strike. Ellie called him to her. It wasn’t a plea. It wasn’t a question. This was a demand.

She had no more guilt. No more indecision. Vincent was hers... and right now she wanted him.

Her spark went supernova. 

Vincent cried out at its searing brightness. Her caustic fire burned away the darkness around him. Tears streaming from his eyes Vincent blinked as his surroundings came into focus. 

Storefronts and plate glass, people milled about. None of them noticed him, though. 

Vincent wiped at his eyes. Breath bursting from his chest, he took a few steps and stopped cold. 

Ellie! 

Reese had her chin in his hand, his arm around her protectively. Vincent didn’t recognize the giant standing behind them. 

Vincent jogged toward them. He made all of four steps before he slammed into the wall of illusory nothingness that kept him from her. Vincent hurled a punch at it in frustration.

“Ellie! Ellie, I’m here,” Vincent cried, pacing the line of his gate.

A sweeping smile bloomed on Ellie’s face. 

She batted disbelieving eyes over Reese’s shoulder. He came! Ellie pulled away from Reese staring across the circle in wonder. 

Vincent pressed his hands against the barrier between them. “El,” he called.

Just like her dream. Scars clipped his chin spilling down his neck, his shoulder, and chest on the right side. Dripping disfigurement swallowed his arm. 

Ellie whispered his name.

Vincent tipped his head against his shoulders in relief. She saw him. 

Ellie wandered a few steps closer. An ocean of tile between them Ellie could finally breathe. Her fear melted away with the knowledge that Vincent was with her.

Reese cocked an eyebrow, perplexed. 

She just stood there, staring into the crowd across the way.

This was a mistake. He should have fought her harder on this. He was selfish. Reese just wanted his honeymoon. He wanted the fairytale he weaved together as they drove into New Orleans. 

Worse, he kept doing it to her. 

He should have let her go with Charlie and Vetler, but he needed her by his side. Reese was addicted. He couldn’t get enough of his little blond angel. 

Avery drew a rosary from his pocket. He wrapped it around his hand reverently and kissed the crucifix. Avery whispered a prayer to drown out Amy’s song. 

She begged on the edge of his hearing. Her hunger was an elemental thing. It nipped at him. The laughter of children echoed in his ears. The smell of innocence wafted on the air.

The devil lurked in the shadows. They were made deeper by the light the Angel shed. Avery moved close to her. He craved her heavenly shine. With each passing moment, Avery was sure she was his salvation.

Reese stepped up behind Ellie. He whistled the trill of a songbird and laid his hands on her slender shoulders. “Angel,” he whispered. 

“I shouldn’t a’ let ya come. Ya need more time.”

Ellie’s eyes swept over Vincent once more, her head falling on one side. For the first time since she watched those flames consume him, Ellie wasn’t afraid. 

That cold dread knotted at the pit of her stomach began to loosen. A blessed peace drowned her in its ease. She sank down into the molten metal at her core. A dead calm swept over her. 

“He’s here with me,” Ellie whispered.

Reese blinked in confusion. “Who, Angel? Who’s here with ya?”

Ellie turned to face him. She smiled. “Vincent.”

Reese’s mouth fell open to ask her a dozen questions. They stayed there balanced on his tongue. He even looked over her shoulder into the crowd almost expecting to see his little brother. 

He didn’t. 

“Angel...”

Ellie licked her lips. “I’m okay.”

Reese scanned the swelling waves of people once more for Vince. 

He looked into the shimmering green stones Ellie had for eyes. Her shoulders were razor-straight. What he saw there was a shadow of the fire she used to burn with. It sparked hope within him. 

Reese also realized in that moment, he would forever share the woman he loved with his little brother. 

The look in her eyes put death to every fantasy he had that told him she would ever truly be his. Denial slammed down on him like heavy rocks. 

It was a hurt he just couldn’t deal with, at least, not now, anyway.

Ellie glanced over her shoulder. 

Vincent dragged a hand through his feathery black hair pacing like an animal in a cage. He didn’t come toward her even a step more. 

Ellie didn’t question it. She was more than just a little ecstatic that he answered her call. 

It sewed a tiny seed of certainty within her depths. Vincent wasn’t gone. He would come back to her. All she had to do was call. That knowledge healed some of the grievous wounds Vincent left in her soul with his loss. 

Ellie crossed the tiles slowly, never once tearing her eyes away from Vincent. He flashed her that lovely, lopsided grin. She lifted her hand, ready to lay her fingertips on his face. 

Ellie stopped. Hesitating for just a moment, she swallowed. Her fingertips brushed something solid. A pane of glass kept his world from hers. 

Everything has its price.

“El,” Vincent whispered the word.

“Stay with me,” Ellie begged.

Vincent pressed his scarred hand to the barricade between them. “Wild horses couldn’t tear me away from you.” 

Ellie smirked. She touched her palm to the glass between them. She couldn’t feel his heat. She couldn’t hear the soothing skip of his heartbeat. He was here with her... and for now, it was enough.

I love you, Vincent.

“Angel,” Reese said.

Ellie turned back to him. Reese stood a few steps behind her. His head shaking he held out his hands in question. 

“You’re seeing ghosts. Ya are far from all right.” Reese pressed his forehead to hers. “I’m worried about ya, Angel.” 

She touched the side of his face. “I’m good, Reese.” 

A smirk pulled at the corner of her shimmering lips. “Let’s go get this bitch.”
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Ellie kept glancing over her shoulder. 

Reese frowned. He wasn’t sure what had him most uncomfortable, the hulking priest who followed his Angel home, or the ghost of his baby brother apparently following them through the crowds. 

Reese wanted to believe. He did. Just the idea of it made his heart slam wild against his rib cage. 

Reese was sure fear would be the first emotion he landed on. The worry that Vince would take Ellie back howled through him... but it wasn’t half as loud as the want Reese had to hold his little brother once more. 

He loved Ellie... but boy did he love Vince. 

Losing Vince ripped a hole in the pit of his stomach. The only thing worse would be having to choose between them. 

Vincent wanted nothing more than to run into Ellie’s arms. This wasn’t like the last time. She was there. Vincent just wasn’t sure he was. 

Reese didn’t see him. He didn’t answer. Reese kept looking straight at him but his questioning scowl never changed.

Vincent touched his fingers to the plate glass of a storefront out of curiosity. Just like he expected they drifted through. The store didn’t exist where he was. 

This was worse than a dream. Vincent’s guts writhed with the knowledge his Ellie was headed into danger and he couldn’t protect her. 

At least she could see him. 

Her fingers danced at her sides. She kept reaching out to touch him, and every time that illusory nothingness stopped her cold. 

Ellie settled for a smile. Vincent was here. That was all she needed. Ellie could not put into words what it was like to have Vincent on her left and Reese on her right once again. Bittersweet as it was, she felt whole.

Vince’s ghost was something Reese wasn’t sure how to deal with. Whether he believed or not didn’t change the here and now. Oh, it had its own ball of squirmy worms that he wouldn’t be able to ignore forever. 

The priest on the other hand complicated things. If this chick put up half as much fight as the last one of these freaks they’d taken down Reese knew he wouldn’t be able to keep Ellie safe. 

Having backup was good. Not being able to trust it, however. Reese sighed. He needed a plan.

“All right, say we find the crazy, I want your word, Angel, ya let me handle this.”

Ellie’s mouth dropped open to argue. Reese interrupted her with a look. 

“All these people, Angel. We go at her here; it will be the exact kind of bloodbath you’re trying to keep her from spilling.”

Ellie’s shoulders sagged. He was right. “So what? I’m just supposed to stand here?”

“No. I’ll get her to chase me the hell out of this place.” Reese said with a nod as his plan clicked into place. 

His eyes swiveled to the Priest. “Ya keep your guard up. But don’t follow.” 

Reese stopped and turned to her. He grabbed Ellie’s chin. Reese leaned in to kiss her and stopped. He glanced around looking for Vince. 

Reese hated that he felt guilty for even thinking about it. “Angel, I don’t trust him.”

Ellie peered at Father Avery. She didn’t exactly blame Reese. Vincent would never have even considered leaving her alone with someone like him. 

Matter of fact, the glare Vincent’s ghost had for Avery told her he completely agreed with his brother. 

“He’s unstable, El,” Vincent said. “He’s barely hanging on. I know you can see it.”

Ellie licked her lips. She would never be able to keep up with Reese. Her gun wouldn’t do a hell of a lot on the other hand. 

Ellie’s eyes dragged over the waves of people that flowed around her. She had to save as many of them as she could. Finally, Ellie nodded. 

“All right. I won’t follow you. That’s the best you’re going to get.”

Reese turned to Avery. “Tell me ya got this.”
“God has a plan. I am merely a player,” Avery answered.

“Not exactly comforting, padre.”

Avery shrugged his massive shoulders. “Would you like me to pray with you?”

Reese simply looked at Ellie, one eyebrow raised. She had nothing to say that would make this better. 

“Yeah. Say a prayer to keep these people safe.”

The Priest led them down a long corridor of storefronts. Reese had just a few too many plates spinning in the air right now. 

Afraid the priest would lose it. Worried each one of these hapless shoppers would haunt his Angel when this was all said and done. The freak they were chasing barely registered. 

A hundred scents all climbed over one another as they passed the food court. So powerful, Ellie gagged. 

Laughter turned her head. 

Each of the four spokes that made up the majority of this place opened into an enormous rotunda. Two little girls ran by giggling. Ribbons in their hair, they couldn’t have been older than seven. 

The blond one slowed to stare at Avery, her mouth a tiny O. 

“Come on Lacey,” her sister cried, grabbing the girl’s hand she towed her toward the stairs. 

Ellie blinked at bright lights and flashing colors. A blue and white canvas top spun in a jaunty circle. Horses roared past in pairs with gold hair and beautifully painted saddles. Tinkling piano twisted in her ears. 

The carousel was the biggest Ellie had ever seen. Filigree shimmered beneath the blinking lights. Ellie’s pulse climbed into her throat. She watched paralyzed as the two little girls found matching horses to climb onto.
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Avery pointed.

A little too thin. A simple dress clung to her skeletal frame. She was tall. Her mousy brown hair was long and stringy. She stood between the horses. Her eyes closed, head hanging to one side. 

The carousel whipped around as the music played.

“She’s waiting for us,” Avery said.

Vincent stepped in front of Ellie on instinct. For all the good it would do either of them. 

Ellie pulled the Heckler and flipped off the safety. 

Reese looked at Avery. Then his eyes slid over Ellie. 

“Ya promised me, Angel.”

With a deep breath, Ellie nodded taking a step back.

Reese rolled his shoulders, fingertips swishing at his sides. He stomped across the tiles darkness spilling into his skin. 

Ellie raised the Heckler taking up her most comfortable shooting stance. Planting her feet, she aimed at the Crazy’s head.

“You should have come sooner, Avery.” Amy’s voice dripped with malice. 

Ellie glanced at the priest. It was all she could spare at the moment. 

“You should have heeded me.”

Avery took a few measured steps toward the carousel. 

A red ribbon danced on the air. 

A hundred scenarios played out in Ellie’s head, each one bloodier than the last. Ellie held her breath.

“I’m here now. Let’s talk, Amy. You’ve always found comfort in my words.” Avery moved forward a few steps forward.

Avery held his hands out in front of him. He moved slow.

People gawked. 

They should be running! 

Ellie’s grip on the Heckler tightened. She thought about firing off a shot. Get them to go. 

Chaos. It would only cause chaos.

“El.” Vincent tensed. He scanned the rotunda. “Give Reese a chance to make his play.”

Ellie didn’t like it. But she didn’t exactly have a choice.

Reese caught sight of Amy as he mounted the first stair to the platform. Her emaciated features were sharp. Thin lips and high cheekbones cut her face into unappealing angles. Her smile was a wicked thing. 

A mother shrank away from the woman pulling her toddler son off the horse. Amy stepped in front of her.

“Consequences, Avery. We all must face our consequences with grace.”

Avery’s face crumbled into concern. He looked back at Ellie with wide eyes. 

A scream sliced through the rising tension. 

Amy moved faster than Reese thought she would. Amy crossed the distance between her and the mother in the space of a sharp breath. Bladelike claws ripped her stomach open spilling a deluge of blood. 

It splattered across the horse’s neck. 

Amy lifted the broken body above her head. The little boy held his arms out for his mother, wailing. 

Reese lowered his shoulder. With every ounce of speed and strength, he rushed Amy. 

Ellie swore she saw the force wave when they collided. What was left of the mother bounced off the low railing cracking the tiles where it landed. 

Screams rose over the crescendo. Panic set in. Some took off running, bowling into the souls behind them. Others stood there too scared to move.

Reese hammered two blows to Amy’s chest that turned her bones to splinters and paste. She sputtered, doubling over. 

The smile that spread across her lips worried Reese. Blood dripped from the corner of her mouth. After the first few steps, Reese questioned whether he should have stayed to fight. 

It went against his every instinct to take off running. 

Ellie always kept her promises. He whispered that mantra twice before pain ripped across his back. 

Amy followed him.

Ellie stood in the eye of the storm. Blurring colors surged around her. 

Avery rushed for the mother. Blood oozed out beneath her. His first steps had pure intention behind them. Want shrouded them in fire. 

Her blood smelled like almonds. There was so much of it. An ever-expanding sea of the sweetest candy, his mouth watered. 

By the fourth step, Avery’s prayers fell away. 

Ellie rushed to the right trying to pick the monsters out of the mindless crowd.

“El,” Vincent warned. 

Vincent crossed the porcelain tiles slowly. He knew the look on Avery’s face a little too well. Anxiety shot through Vincent’s veins like ice water. 

Hunger won’t be denied. 

Doesn’t matter how far, or how fast you run. You can bury it. Soothe it. Deep inside it waits. Until you’re weak, it waits until there’s nothing left of you to make its demands. 

Blood touched Avery’s shoe. He couldn’t swallow. 

He couldn’t breathe. A singular thought possessed him. 

Feed.

“El!” Vincent cried.

She turned. Her eyes fell on Vincent first. Then the fine tremor that rolled through Avery caught her attention. Ellie swallowed hard, her jaw bunching. 

“El, he’s losing it. Shoot him.” 

Vincent balled his hands into fists. Three claws across the priest’s throat would leave him stunned. Give Vincent the time he needed to let loose with a chambered punch to tear through his chest and shatter every rib that protected this monster’s heart. All he needed was seconds. 

Vincent had all of eternity and it didn’t matter. He couldn’t touch Bennet’s freak. He wasn’t really here. 

“Shoot him,” Vincent commanded.

Ellie raised the Heckler. “Father?” She said his name slow. Quiet.

Avery straightened to his full height, his massive shoulders settling. He blinked. 

The beast peeks out through their eyes. 

Vincent’s were an abyss of darkness that swallowed the light. Reese’s eyes were a red star that pulsed in time with his heart. 

Avery’s eyes were just as broken as he was. His pupil coalesced and swam like molten iron. Spreading out into the iris like spilled ink, it worked to drown the steely blue.
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Bright lights flashed. A piercing alarm wailed. Some people ran. Others jogged begging to know what was going on. All of them looked around confused. 

A monotone voice kept repeating, “-This floor. Please proceed to the stairways and exit the building. Do not use the elevators. May I have your attention please? May I have your attention please? An emergency situation exists on this floor.” 

Where the hell did she go? One second she was right on his heels, faster than any damned freak he’d faced so far. 

This place was long corridors etched with stores on either side. Neon signs and window displays blurred as he passed them by. Reese needed a damned door. He needed this freak away from these wandering victims. 

There. An exit sign! 

Someone screamed. Reese looked over his shoulder. An old woman stumbled backing away from the blood-splattered Crazy. 

The freak dropped her head to one side as she advanced.

Reese took off at a run. Using the counter of the kiosk selling tongue rings and hemp necklaces to propel him into the air, Reese spun around with a kick to her jaw that sent the bitch flying. 

He followed it with a bone-crunching hook.

That had her attention. 

Reese sprinted for the exit. He burst into the cold night air, the streetlights glowed orange. Reese leapt, coming down on the hood of a red Camry. The metal beneath him dented and screeched. 

Reese turned scanning for any sign of her.

A mass of people crashed through the doors. A frumpily dressed woman fell to the ground, trampled by a dozen more desperate to get as far away from the bloody violence as possible. 

Sirens howled in the distance. Flashing red and blue could be seen past the sea of cars. They were running out of time.
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Avery tipped his head against his massive shoulders. Ellie had seen that fight before. She knew the ending to this story.

Inevitable. 

Still, in the face of all that awful history Ellie didn’t want to pull the trigger. She would. That was not a question that crossed her mind this time. 

Edward taught Ellie a lesson she would never forget. Some things need to be done, even when you don’t want to do them. Especially, when you don’t want to do them.

“Shoot him, El.” 

Vincent paced like a caged animal. Lava boiled in his veins. His unquenchable rage didn’t offer even a drop of usefulness. He couldn’t protect her! 

Vincent looked up at the booming sound of the dragon’s wings. The beast flew in tightening circles above Ellie. 

The bones in Avery’s hands popped and shifted. He twitched uncontrollably. 

His spine broke stretching his already giant body into something monstrous. Shards of bone ripped from the back of his calves. 

Claws tore the tips of his fingers. Blood dripped to the floor. 

Ellie tightened the grip on her Heckler. She aimed at Avery’s head. Heart hammering against her chest Ellie held her ground. 

Running wouldn’t help much. 

If you wanted to split hairs neither would bullets, but a girl has to work with what she’s got. 
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Amy hurtled into Reese like a comet colliding with the Earth. 

Both of them went flying through the air. The asphalt detonated beneath them. Claws sliced across Reese’s belly. A right cross snapped his jaw. 

The force left him seeing fireworks. 

Reese let loose a hooked punch that Amy caught in one hand. 

Amy twisted his arm behind his back graceful as any dancer. 

The bones in his arm splintered. A spike of bone the size of a dagger stabbed through his forearm slicing her hand.

Reese came back with a vicious head-butt followed by the snap of his elbow across her nose driving fragments of bone into Amy’s brain. 

She staggered back with a shriek of pain. Reese was so done playing with this bitch. 

He pushed off the door of a Buick. Metal crumpled and dented. The sedan went sliding out in an arc its tires screaming. 

She rushed him. Her jagged claws caught the light at their zenith. 

Reese blocked her wrist with his forearm. She came around with her right and again, Reese blocked it. 

His knee slammed into her solar plexus. She gasped doubling over. Reese’s backhand sent her spinning to the cement.

A gunshot exploded. 

Reese looked up expecting to see Ellie. 

He was glad it wasn’t her. Some rent-a-cop in a blue uniform squeezed the trigger on round after round. Two bullets riddled Reese’s chest. 

He growled. The first hit just beneath his clavicle tearing right through the back. The other lodged in Reese’s belly. 

The gun clicked empty. The rent-a-cop stared in wide-eyed disbelief as the bullet wounds knit together. Reese ignored the man for his quarry. 

The bitch was gone!

The Rent-a-cop took half a second to make the decision. He threw the gun down and took off running. 

Reese straightened, glancing around the parking lot. 

A shadow just a little darker than the sky streaked across the top of the building. 

Reese scowled in confusion. What the hell was the Crazy doing on the roof?
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Avery stepped forward. His massive shoulders drew the eye to his emaciated stomach and the ridge of his pelvis. 

His skin mounded and bulged like melted candle wax. It hung from his bones pale and sallow. His claws were jagged and broken. 

Not the sleek razors and graceful deadliness of the monster she knew and loved. Vincent called it a curse. Horror and pain and death was all it left you with, he’d say. 

The beast that lurked inside her lovers was magnificent. A streamlined predator made for one thing. 

Destruction. 

Its power was awe-inspiring. A leviathan. A titan. Ellie had never known anything as beautiful as the monster.

This thing before her was an abomination. A wretched creature twisted and tortured. 

“What did Bennett do to you?” she whispered. 

Ellie couldn’t tear her gaze away awash in pity. Maybe cursed was the right adjective after all.

His lips twitched. 

Ellie narrowed her eyes. She couldn’t be sure, but Ellie thought she saw him whispering prayers.

“Shoot him. El!” Vincent practically screamed it at her. 

“Where is Reese?” Vincent growled. 

“He should have known better than to leave you alone with this freak.”

Fear undercut his every thought. She was alone. Vincent hated himself for not being there. He glared up at his beast. 

“Do something!” Vincent begged.

Pools and dots of black swam in the milky whites of Avery’s eyes like oil in water. His barrel chest heaved. 

Ellie’s finger tightened on the trigger. The world slowed down. A moment carved in crystalline detail. 

The slide shot back as the bullet left the barrel. Avery ducked low. He dashed across the tiles between them faster than any human she’d ever seen. 

He lashed out.

Agony roared through her. A stiff arm sent Ellie flying through the air. The glass of the escalator spider-webbed with her slamming weight. 

She fell to the ground a few feet beneath her. She screamed as her shoulder separated with the force of it. 

Ellie got off another shot that went wide. Impact with the tiles left her lungs burning with the need of air. Darkness nearly swallowed her whole. She managed to keep hold of the gun by some miracle. 

Numbness and blood rushing between her ears stole those first few seconds. Then the eager pain poured over her in a scalding wave.

“Ellie!” Vincent screamed.
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Reese’s head snapped toward the sound. 

Vince? 

He swore he heard his little brother’s voice clear as day ring out across the parking lot. Reese didn’t spot him... but he didn’t second guess the happening either. 

Instead, Reese took off at a run back the way he’d come.

*
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A GROWL FOLLOWED VINCENT’S ghost like a tracer. He crossed the floor between them in the space of a heartbeat. His arcing fist detonated against the illusory wall that kept him separate from this world. 

An explosion of light blinded him. Vincent dissipated into a wisp of smoke screaming Ellie’s name. 

Ellie gulped. Fighting for breath, she scooted against the wall at her back. 

Blood warm and wet dripped down around her eyes from a cut on her scalp. The Heckler weighed a hundred pounds. Her arm burned with the work of lifting it. Ellie scrambled to her feet. 

Fire! 

She needed fire. 

Ellie winced. Ache seeped through the shock of the hit she’d taken. 

Was the prayer just wishful thinking? Ellie hated that she would even ask the question. Hesitation gets people killed every day. 

Ellie sucked in a breath that burned down her side. It filled her up full. Pushed at her bones. 

Ellie aimed down her arm.

Smoke dark and thick billowed from the carousel. It spun too fast. Off key harpsichord music jangled as the horses galloped in an ever-accelerating circle. 

Sparks popped and hissed from the engine. Flames sprang to life. They ate their way across the platform. One of the horse’s manes danced with fire.

Ellie gaped at it. Talk about dumb fucking luck. 

Now all she had to do was get to it. 

The sprinklers kicked on. Water cascaded over them. It didn’t do much against the flames. Ellie coiled, prepared to make a break for the carousel. 

A clap like thunder resonated through the court. Chunks of broken window crashed to the floor. Slivers of glass rolled toward Ellie like a wave, sparkling. 

A dark shape dropped onto Avery’s back. Claws tore across his chest opening rents so wide his intestines slipped through. Avery went down on one knee. 

He clamped his arms around Amy trying to wrench her over his shoulders. 

A fine mist of blood sprayed as her flurry of claws ripped his back to ribbons. Amy pulled back with a blow poised to open his throat. 

Bullets rocked Amy in quick succession. A double-tap to her upper chest had her off guard. Ellie sent another bullet speeding toward them. It tore across the side of Amy’s head millimeters above her ear. 
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Avery forced his arms open breaking the hold Amy had upon him. 

She rolled, snapping to her feet with a little more grace than Ellie would have liked. She’d never seen any of Bennet’s freaks move like Amy. 

Avery’s massive fist sent Amy staggering backward. He lumbered toward her, blood gushing from the wounds in his flesh. 

Avery grabbed the woman by her shoulders and lifted her from the floor, her feet dangling. Avery roared in her face. Blood and saliva dripped from his broken teeth. 

Ellie swallowed hard.

He stopped. Just stopped. The rage on his face crumbled away. His shoulders relaxed. 

“This must stop, Amy.” Avery’s eyes softened. “It’s over,” he whispered. 

Avery set Amy on her bare feet. With a sigh that made his shoulders move, Avery touched the side of her face. “God will forgive you. Give him the chance.”

Ellie used the distraction to cover her. She jogged around the wide edge of the circle. The heat of the flames tore her breath away. It threatened to crack and peel her skin the closer she got. 

Fire was the only thing that would save her.

Amy smiled. “Gentle, Avery. You have such a beautiful soul.” 

Amy took his hand into hers and lifted it to her lips. She lay a kiss upon his knuckle. 

“God may love us. But I’ll never forgive you!” she growled. 

Amy wrenched his arm out wide. Turning into him, she stabbed four claws into his belly four times and once into the bend of his neck. 

Ellie opened fire. 

Amy’s body jerked with the hits. 

Avery collapsed to the floor. 

Amy turned on Ellie. 

Ellie hit the button and the empty clip clattered to the ground. She shoved the second full clip in and slapped the bottom hard.

“Angel!” Reese cried.

Amy looked up at the sound. She glanced at Avery bleeding to death at her feet and decided discretion was the better part of valor. Amy took off running the other way. 

The slide popped forward. Ellie took two more shots at Amy’s retreating form.

“Damn it!” Ellie cried. 

Her left arm hanging an inch too low Ellie picked her way across the floor. Her grip tightened on the grip of the Heckler.

Avery’s chest heaved. Blood oozed out beneath him in a slick pool of darkness. 

Ellie didn’t get it. Why wasn’t he healing?
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“Angel, tell me you’re all right!” Reese demanded jogging toward her.

Ellie swallowed hard. She had to fight to take her eyes off of Avery. “I’m good. I separated my shoulder again.” 

“That’s the least of it,” Reese hadn’t seen his Angel that tore up in a while. He certainly didn’t miss it none. 

“We got to go, Angel. The cops are here.”

Avery blinked at her in confusion. He moaned. “Pain is my punishment. The Lord wanted to be sure this was a lesson I did not soon forget.” 

Ellie’s eyes fluttered, swimming in tears. A fat drop rolled down the side of her face. 

The heckler shook. She couldn’t keep it up and pointed for much longer. “What about you, Father? Are you good?”

Avery stared at her for a moment of charged silence. Finally, he nodded. 

Ellie licked her lips. She lowered the gun but did not put it away. It took everything Ellie had to flip the safety back on

Reese closed the distance between them. 

He offered Avery a hand. The priest took it. 

“Don’t ya heal at all?” Reese asked.

“A little.” Avery winced, coming to his feet. 

He held his hand over the gash in his stomach, holding his intestines in. “It takes hours, days sometimes.”

“Days?” Ellie croaked.

“Well hop to it. Getting out a’ here ain’t exactly going to be easy,” Reese said looking over his shoulder.
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“Jesus,” Ellie moaned. 

She dropped the sopping towel to the floor. Blood coated her hands, her arms up to the elbow. It stained her jeans. 

She wiped the back of her hand over her brow, pushing strands of hair out of her eyes. The past few hours of Avery’s agony had given her a new appreciation for what the monster could take. 

Even Bennet’s freaks were magnificent in the damage they could survive.

“You should- shouldn’t take his name in vein,” Avery croaked.

Ellie cocked a brow at his admonishment. 

She pressed a clean towel to the slowly healing wound in Avery’s belly. All she could think about were Bennet’s notes. The pain that bitch put Vincent through. 

“Why didn’t she just kill you?” Cruel as those words were, Avery could taste her pity.

“I ask myself that... that very same question.”

Ellie couldn’t get over his candor. Open. Honest. She was beginning to like the man.

“The top cut is finally healed. The second not so much. I’m putting serious thought into duct-taping you closed to keep your intestines from spilling onto the floor.”

He wasn’t sure if she was joking. Avery admired her calm. She reminded him of a glossy lake. Her stillness gave him strength. 

“You have a knack for this,” he said.

Ellie shook her head. “Holding people together with my bare hands isn’t a talent I like to use often.” 

She sighed, looking for the duffle bag that held what little medical supplies they had. 

A small smile bloomed on Avery’s thin lips despite the tightness of his jaw. 

“If Vincent was here he could at least sew you back together.”

“You’re doing fine,” Avery offered.

“Here,” Ellie said, taking his hand. She placed it over the towel. “Hold this.”

Ellie crossed the floor and unzipped the duffle bag. She spent a moment or two digging through it. Laying hands on the plastic bag, she produced a thick needle. 

Ellie swam in her fair share of blood and guts, pulled out more bullets than she could count. This was different. This was just pain. 

Father Avery Cooper crystalized the meaning of suffering for her and Ellie did not like it one little bit. 

Vincent used to double the thread. At least, she was pretty sure. God she could use him here with her. Ellie sat back down on the edge of the bed. She huffed out a breath fussing with the line.

“This is going to hurt like a son of a bitch,” she warned.

Avery steeled himself for the coming hurt. 

Ellie moved the towel. Blood bright and red oozed from the wide rent just above his hip. Ellie stabbed the needle through his flesh and Avery hissed. 

Ellie had no real clue what she was doing. Closed was the eventual goal. She went to work stitching him up. 

Blood soaked into the blanket beneath them. It was warm against her thigh. Silence rang like bells. Liquid rhythms from Reese’s shower hammered like a heartbeat.

Avery watched her work for a while. Jumping and twitching here and there. His curiosity nipped at him. Avery considered himself a decent judge of character. This girl confused him. 

Ellie stabbed the needle into his flesh and had to pull it back out just to fight with the tangled thread.

“Why did you save me?” Avery whispered.

Ellie blinked a few times. She licked her lips. “I don’t know,” she answered honestly. 

Her stitches were clumsy. Long and short, some set at strange angles. “I just don’t learn.”

Avery’s expression crumpled into a questioning scowl. “I don’t understand.”

Ellie pulled the thread through and clumsily tied a knot. It was too small. It slipped right through the hole. The cut opened a little on the end. 

She tried again, this time with better results. His gentle voice comforted her. It wasn’t his calm manner. It wasn’t the counsel he offered. In the end, it was his eyes. 

Avery offered no judgment... and boy was that exactly what Ellie needed lately. She needed absolution. Ellie stared into his face for a moment.

She sniffed.

“Edward lost it. Vincent warned me he would. Again and again. He told me. But I- I didn’t think... I couldn’t believe the things he’d done. The women he killed. All of it. It makes me sick to think about it.” She sobbed. 

Her jaw clenched tight. “And to be honest I don’t know which sin is worse.”

Avery winced. He concentrated on keeping his breathing slow and smooth. It wasn’t the easiest of battles by the look on his face. 

“What sin is that, child?”

Ellie shrugged, her chest hitching. “I set him free. I set you all free. All the horrid things you’ve done.” Ellie growled. 

She dragged a bloodstained hand through her hair clenching a wide swath in her fist. A tear rolled down her blood-splattered cheek. 

Her left hand shook. The ache of her shoulder radiated through the Tylenol. 

“Still, after everything. I- I still can’t imagine leaving him there. I could have saved all those victims. I could have saved them if I let that bitch Bennet keep torturing you.” Ellie sucked in a breath and her shoulders moved with it. 

“This is all my fault.”

Avery scooted toward the headboard with a cry of pain. It took him a few moments of clumsy maneuvering to find a relative of comfort. 

Clumsy was just not a word Ellie experienced much these days. Sometimes the contrast between the world she once knew and the world she chose took her by surprise. 

Ellie grabbed wads of bandages and stuffed them back inside the plastic bag. 

Avery swallowed hard. “I’d seen the demons all my life,” Avery said in response to her tears. 

“I told my mother about them when the garage burned down. They told me I did it. I don’t remember. But I never doubted the devil worked through my hands to cause such destruction. I begged them to stop me. Whatever it took.” Avery scooted a little higher on the pillows. He cried out as the stitches tore. 

He took a moment to settle into a position that didn’t make him scream. “My mother didn’t believe me,” Avery continued.

“She took me to the best doctors. They shoved pills down my throat. But nothing could stop the demons from slipping inside of me.” Avery laid his hand over Ellie’s. 

“No matter how numb they made me. The whispers wouldn’t stop. God knows when the flames razed our home. When the smoke smothered my baby sister. And the heat tore my mother’s flesh from her bones it was not her fault. The sin was mine and mine alone.”

Ellie got what he was saying. But that admission didn’t do a lot to assuage her guilt. No matter how much she wanted it to. Ellie wiped at her eyes. 

She spent the last few years grappling with the worry that she was losing her humanity. The thoughts that bubbled up through his story convinced her she had. 

His mother should have smothered him in his sleep. If she had his baby sister would still be alive. Faced with the choice of taking a life Ellie truly believed the innocent should be saved. That was a hell of a lot harder in practice, though. 

Should is a tricky concept. 

It is meant to be easy to unwaveringly choose what’s right. Ellie had been faced with many hard choices since the night she stumbled upon Vincent sitting in the pouring rain. Most of them she stood by no matter their consequence. 

Edward branded the word should into Ellie’s flesh. 

Ellie was plagued by the choices she didn’t make... and Father Avery Cooper was just one more of them. When he lost control in the mall Ellie should have emptied her clip into the back of his head and set him on fire. 

She should have watched him burn, made sure there was nothing left but ashes. Instead, she saved him.

Ellie stared into his face for a moment. She shrugged. “Now we’re even.”
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Reese rinsed the suds from his hair. He lathered the blood on his chest deep in thought. 

He swore he heard Vince’s voice clear as day. The sound of it rang in his ears. Was he really there tonight? 

His first instinct was to call Ellie crazy. His Angel sure had her cracks. But considering he could shift form into the stuff of nightmares and couldn’t be killed the tiny idea that maybe he was calling the kettle black had to be part of the equation. 

What if Vince came back?

The consequences of that were high... but Reese didn’t care. Every ounce of fear that he would lose Ellie if Vince came back was smothered by the excitement that he would. 

Sixty-two years was a long time, even longer when you’re on fire. All that nothing clawing at you. 

Vince wasn’t exactly what you might call stable before. 

Memories danced like ghosts around him. Playing catch out in the horse field, they were just boys. Vince hanging by one hand off Shepard’s rock, a big old grin on his face. 

The fight between them was a forgotten unpleasantness in the midst of the memories of his youth. Reese could finally admit that he forgave his little brother. 

Not much use with him gone.

Reese shut the water off and stepped out of the shower naked and dripping. He wrapped a towel around his waist and wandered out into the room beyond. 

Ellie sat on the bed her clasped hands between her open knees. He swore he caught her offering up a prayer. At least the Priest was good for something.

Avery lay on the other bed, asleep. Blood seeped into the towel laying over his belly. Sweat glistened on the man's heavy brow. 

Reese didn't know what to do about him. The darkest parts of him and his senses both were in total agreement. The Priest was a danger to his Angel. 

Reese should have ripped him to tiny pieces the moment he stepped into the loft. He had a feeling Ellie would never forgive him though. 

Reese sure as hell didn't think he'd be back here.

Flashes of Vince and Edward entangled in a deadly dance.

Vince's body reacting to the bone-crunching force of Edward's blows. 

Blood spraying in an arc of shocking silk through the air.

Every ounce of awfulness from that night nearly brought Reese to his knees as it played out in his head. 

Neither of them were ready for this.

“How ya doing, Angel?”

Ellie chewed on the corner of her bottom lip.

“I should have killed him,” she whispered as though she’d read his mind.

Reese rested his hand over the knot of his towel. “Why didn't ya?” His feelings were just a little too fragile to be worried about hers at the moment.

“His eyes.”

Reese blinked not quite understanding. He walked between the beds and sat down next to her. 

Ellie stared at father Avery. Her gaze poured over every detail, down to the light and shadow in the drops of blood raining down his side.

“I pulled back on the trigger and he looked at me. Every time what was happening broke through my denial I imagined what would happen. Every choice I could possibly make played out till the very end in my head. They paralyzed me. In each one Edward was sorry. He wanted to stop. He fought against his beast the way Vincent did. With everything he fucking had!” Her words slowly crumbled into a begrudging sob.

Ellie dragged a bloodstained hand through her blond hair and swallowed. Sniffing, she took a moment to win back her control. She looked up at Reese.

“He had that look. Broken, and exhausted. Desperate. Begging. He just needed someone, anyone to reach out a hand. He needed absolution. Avery had that look and Edward didn't. So I gave it to him. I forgive him. Whatever he did. Because someone needs to.”

Ellie wiped at her nose. 

“And this selfish little piece of me thinks I did it just so I know there's a chance that one day someone might do it for me.” That admission heralded the tears she couldn't fight any longer. 

Reese threw his arms around her. He held her close, cooed, and whispered that it would be all right. 

Ellie loved him for it. The comfort he gave so thoughtlessly. The shelter he offered. There were a million reasons to love this man, and Ellie saw every one. 

She touched the side of his face. Cupped it in the palm of her hand and kissed him. She breathed him in. Tasted him on the back of her tongue. Ellie wanted to be surrounded in him.

Vincent taught her strength. The lessons were hard. The sacrifices were gut-wrenching. She would never be the same for it, and that was a good thing. 

Ellie held those days sacred. They made her what she is.

Reese taught her the beauty of vulnerability. He helped her handle every broken shard of the person she was. He kissed her wounds and soothed the pain it caused to put them back together into a new shape.

Whatever questions she had to what they were doing died at the hands of that epiphany. Ellie gripped his chin. “I'm sorry about the loft.”

Her hair fell over the sides of his face blocking out the rest of the world. She was all that existed for him. Reese let her gesture draw a smile across his lips. 

“Thanks for saying it.” Reese stole a kiss from her. 

Reese pressed his forehead against hers. Ellie blinked a few more tears onto her cheeks. She had to know.

“Did you see him? Did you see Vincent?”

Reese shook his head in answer.

“Am I crazy?” Ellie asked. Her pretty eyes shined. “Have I finally gone bigeldy?” 

“I don't need to see Vince to know he's always with ya. I know my little brother. The way he loves ya, Angel. Ya ain't never getting' rid of him.” Reese chuckled at his own joke. 

Ellie laughed with him. 

Much more seriously, he brushed the hair out of her eyes. “Ya need him, Angel. He's there. Vince always will be.”

Whatever his fear or feelings on the matter were, no truer words had ever been spoken. A little bit of the resentment Reese had for Vincent running away lifted with it. 

He stole Vince's girl... and it wasn't the first time either. He supposed in a way they were square. In this life, you couldn't ask for much more than that.

Reese could finally look on the inklings of his brother's presence he'd been experiencing with a little bit of hope. 

Vince always was a scrappy little punk. A hell of a lot stronger than anyone ever gave the kid credit for. Whatever magic that held them together could be capable of anything, right? 

If Vince was trapped in that darkness between worlds waiting for a chance to find his way back to Ellie, or if his ghost was watching them now, Reese wanted him to know. He wanted Vince to understand that he never meant to hurt him.

“I'll take care of her for ya, Vince.” It was a thought he sent speeding down the threads that once connected them.
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Vincent paced. 

It was his only recourse. His Ellie had to be okay. She'd taken on scarier monsters than that freak. 

He was so stupid! 

Vincent would give anything to be with her again. This prison mocked him. 

He screamed Ellie's name. He called to her like his beast once told him to. Only her ghost answered, dancing through the shadows.

“I'll take care of her for ya, Vince.” Reese's voice echoed in Vincent's dark world. He looked up at the sound.

Ellie had to be okay. She just had to!

“I want her.” The beast’s voice was a crack of thunder.

With a buffet of his great wings, the dragon landed. Glittering black scales and massive head he stalked closer. Spikes and horns big as Vincent's arm jutted from his chin, his forehead, some short, some long. 

His long, sleek tail swam like silk in water. Razored claws cracked the earth beneath him. The mythical creature radiated power and nobility. 

He seethed with cruelty and malice. Part of the very shadows themselves he permeated the different dimensions, darkness flying off him.

“Help me find her,” Vincent begged, his expression crumbling. “Please.”

“Bow to my will!” The beast demanded. 

This decades-long fight between them was tiring on night two. It was time this tiny piece of him fell in line. 

Vincent glared into those abyss-filled eyes sparkling with gold flecks. The struggle was all Vincent knew. 

It took Ellie's love for the Leviathan before him to get Vincent to budge even what few inches he had. Vincent couldn't deny the consequences of that choice... but he couldn't be without her one more moment either. 

Vincent hung his head.

“Anything,” he whispered.

It didn't matter if Vincent fought him or not. They wanted the same thing. Her light. The beast was a collector and she was his greatest treasure. He had to be near her again. He needed to bask in the glory that she was his.

With a growl like a sonic boom, the dragon dove into Vincent's chest. 

His flesh rippled. Vincent dropped to one knee under the immense force. The dragon's tail whipped through the air. Darkness spilled into Vincent's skin. Black scales tipped in gold drew across his arms, his side. 

Vincent's spine broke and elongated, fusing back together stronger. Black razors ripped from the tips of his fingers, his elbows. His muscles expanded. Rows of savage teeth erupted from his jaws.

Vincent doubled over crossing his arms in front of him, muscles locked. He howled with the harrowing pain of it, shoulders heaving. 

Finally, he stood straight. Vincent opened black eyes that shimmered with dancing gold specks. 
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Avery whispered something. His eyes swept back and forth beneath his lids. Golden moons fluttered on his cheeks.

Ellie stood over him staring into his face. Ready to swing back at any twitch, she gripped his shoulder. “Avery.” 

She shook him. “Father Cooper.”

Avery jerked awake, eyes flying open. Ellie dodged just in case. Not that it would really help, even slow as he was shifter-wise, he was still a good deal faster than she was. 

Avery sat up and screamed falling right back to the thin pillows. He writhed for a moment breathing through the agony. His face a rictus he blinked at her through narrowed eyes.

“A barn,” he hissed.

Ellie cocked a brow. “What?”

“Amy did it. She brought them together.”

Ellie sat back down across from him. She gave him time to deal with his discomfort. 

Reese grabbed his jeans from the back of the chair and slipped into them. He frowned. Reese did not like the idea of taking on a group of these things. 

Yet again, the thought that Vince being here would make things easier hit him. 

“She has many with her,” Avery said. “The barn was old, surrounded by large oaks. Holes gaped in its side. The door is missing. They danced like demons in the shadows around it. Writhing in the agony and ecstasy of their damnation,” Avery stared off into the distance as he mumbled his telling of the dream.

Something in his description sparked for Ellie. She dug into her back pocket and grabbed her phone. Ellie flipped through several pictures of news articles, and crime scenes she'd amassed during her near two-year hunt for the crazies. 

Ellie showed him the photo of a derelict, faded red barn with chipping paint and missing boards. Its entrance was a hungry black maw.

Avery's mouth fell open with the look of confusion that trampled across his grizzled face. “That's the place.”

Susan Bennet was bucking for new frontiers in science when she dabbled with Vincent's blood. She fell smack dab into the wild and wooly world of magic instead. 

Edward said he could feel the other patients of Bennet's freak show. He could even hear one of them talking in his head.

Vincent and Reese could talk to each other without ever uttering a word out loud, and boy did it piss Ellie off when they did it. 

What's to say Avery wasn't afflicted with that particular side effect?

“You got a bead on the number of vicious little psychos she's got with her?” 

Ellie tried real hard to ignore the hurt look Avery gave her. Ellie had a serious dislike of these creatures that drown out most of her pity, though. Most of it. 

“At least three, maybe more,” Avery answered.

Reese rocked a scowl. If Vince was here Reese wouldn't have batted an eye. Him and Ellie alone against five of Bennet's freaks? Yes, five. 

Avery seemed like an okay guy. He did. But reliable was not an adjective they could ascribe to the man. In the thick of it with blood and bone flying, trust was a big thing. And just now he was a little worried about Ellie's state of mind. 

Maybe he was still worried she would choose Vince. This had all the makings of a suicide run. 

“Angel,” he began.

She interrupted him. “We're going to need a lot of fire.” Plans whirled in her head. 

“A couple gallons of gasoline should level the playing field.” 

Reese opened his mouth to argue but then stopped. It was doable. It wasn't going to be easy, but what was? 

His Ellie was a survivor through and through. She'd do what needed to be done. She had proved that to him with Edward. She deserved the benefit of the doubt. 

“Maybe some Molotov cocktails,” Reese smirked. 

He looked at Father Avery Cooper and it melted. “What about him?”

“Amy wants me,” Avery said. It was an offer.

Ellie pressed her lips together in a long thin line. “Why? Why does she have such a hard-on for you?”

“We were friends once. She came to me. Wanted me to join her in this madness.” Avery answered.

“What exactly is this crazy bitch so hell-bent on anyway?” Reese asked, folding his arms over his bare chest.

“St. Verans.”

Ellie cocked a brow. “She wants to destroy the hospital?” Ellie asked almost impressed.

“No. The serum. She wants the serum. Amy is convinced this is a gift and should not be denied to anyone. She gathered those to her we could find with promises of salvation. When I found out that redemption came in whatever form she needed it to, be it a cure or a promise of more destruction at the hands of us who followed her, I left.” 

Avery hung his head. “I begged her to understand we were dangerous enough. To offer it to those losing the fight with their demons? Suffering souls will accept anything so long as they are assured it will soothe their pain.” Avery shook his head.

“There is no telling the sin our kind could wreak upon this world. I sought out Kenneth in the hopes that he could talk some sense into her. It was too late. I found a demon where once my friend had been.”

Ellie thought she wanted this bitch dead before. That was... that was crazy. 

Ellie balked at the consequences of Amy getting what she wanted. She knew they were insane but this was a whole different level of howling nutter. Ellie just stood there. Struck dumb by the megalomaniacal comic book villain this woman was shaping up to be. 

It wouldn't matter, though, how clown-shoe her plan was. Avery was absolutely right. The degradation these things could spread across the globe was astounding. 

When blood and bodies start piling up the reasons tend to get lost in the result. Either way, Amy needed to be stamped out before her toxicity poisoned even more.

“God led me to you instead.” 

Avery's blooming smile was sort of beautiful. The faith behind it had a tentative radiance. It danced beneath the weariness of his search. His suffering. 

Ellie had never encountered a real live martyr before. Avery fascinated her. His belief survived despite so much heartbreak and cruelty. The violence stained him, but it only added to his mystique. She was a little in awe of him. 

Maybe Ellie was just a little punch drunk on the fact that he was so sure of her. Doubt simply could not exist within her presence. 

Vincent looked at her like that. Worshiped her like that. He bowed only to her. Her monster. Her dark god, with his heavy brow. 

A love like that is addicting. 

Reese was the sunlight to Vincent's darkness. He had the potential of everything her life was supposed to be. The summer days full of laughter and sex. The warmth and comfort of his arms. 

He had all the makings of home... and boy was it lovely. It enticed her with its every detail. She lusted after it, and yearned to hold it. 

Ellie was a rolling stone. Her life began on the road, and she would die on the road, probably bloody and broken. She could never give it up, though. 

That was the reality of this. What Reese expected of her. Ellie could only force herself to blink for so long. 

Vincent taught Ellie to be a queen, to accept nothing less than utter sovereignty. She took a knee for no one. For that, she would always choose what was best for the most amount of people. That was the price. 

Ellie squared her debts, every one. 

Awash in his conviction, Ellie made her decision on what she would do with him when this was all over. It always amazed her how easy choices are in the making. 

We agonize and prostrate ourselves on even the smallest one. When you're in the moment the decision is all you can make. 

Ellie kept most of her weaving plan to herself for now. If she was willing to accept that Amy could talk to the Father through his dreams, it wasn't much of a leap to say she could listen in on his thoughts. 

Paranoid, her? Nah? 

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]




Chapter

[image: image]


Ellie loved the hardware store. It was the only place she would willingly walk into nowadays. A little imagination and it was the most dangerous place on earth. 

Reese took a hard pull from a bottle of bourbon and with a frown and a sigh dumped its contents out on the grass.

“Talk about a waste,” he grumbled.

“Beer bottles don’t hold as much,” Ellie said with a sympathetic shrug. “And Gasoline burns longer.” 

Ellie measured out a half a cup of motor oil and poured it into the bottle she was working with.

There was so much for Reese to despise about this plan. Tops on that list was fire. He understood the purpose. The only way they were going to win this with all of them intact was to control the battlefield. 

Nothing worked better to destroy than flames. He could certainly attest to that.

“Ya sure he can handle this?” Reese asked. 

His eyes flicked to the trees across the parking lot. They had parked around back of the giant box store. Dying daylight painted the sky in oranges and pinks. 

Ellie liked places like this, little pockets in the big old blue where normal people rarely tread. This was as about as close as she liked to get. 

Avery was on his knees. Praying.

Again, Ellie shrugged one shoulder. She didn’t look up from her mixing on the tailgate. “He has to.”

“It’s not about impressing me. You know the hunger aching in the pit of the Father’s gut. The crushing weight of the guilt he carries. Stopping Amy is all about penance. Contrition. Beyond it being the right thing to do, he’ll do it because it has to be done.”

“You go in behind, flush them out to me. I’ll keep them penned in with the bombs,” Ellie said, screwing the cap back onto the bottle.

Ellie could admit a lot of this hinged on the fact that only a few of the crazies so far had abilities that even paled in comparison to Reese. 

Mostly it was the strength. One or two of them had the speed. It wasn’t until Kenneth that healed. If Reese was right about the virus or whatever it was they were infected with mutating that might not matter. 

She would have preferred pipe bombs to Molotov cocktails but Ellie used nearly everything in the fight with Edward. Until now they hadn’t needed it. The mercs stopped chasing them when Vincent died. 

All of her extra clips were full. She had another box of bullets in her backpack. Six cocktails and Vincent’s old zippo lighter were her arsenal. The rags were already soaked in lighter fluid. 

Ellie was ready.

There was a time preparing like this would have her pulse climbing her throat. Now she was calm as a spring morning. It didn’t take much to change her so irrevocably she supposed.

The thought of Vincent was like stroking a phantom limb. She reached out for him just to be rejected by the memory of his loss. 

No. He was hers. Vincent told her he always would be. No matter what. She held him to that.

Ellie took in a deep breath. It pushed at her bones. It occupied her thoughts. She used the ache and the despair it caused to call out to him. 

Ellie summoned him. 

Reese gasped taking a step back. He gaped. It was just like Vince said. 

A spark inside of her went supernova. Light spilled into Ellie’s skin exploding with dazzling colors. Red and blue, gold and green they were magnificent. 

He blinked and it was gone.
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The darkness faded into a window and a breath fell out of Vincent. 

Ellie stood at the tailgate of the big old dodge truck they stole in Canada. She was all right. Vincent nearly dropped to his knees with relief. 

He went running toward her. Three steps and he slammed into that illusory wall between them. He cocked his fist back ready to lash out at it, but stopped. 

He dropped his arm slowly and drank her in.

“El,” he whispered.
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Ellie opened her eyes and smiled. There he was. Standing in the falling darkness, his eyes were black as the abyss. They glimmered with dancing gold flecks. 

The horrible burns shrank since the last time she saw him. Maybe it was her wishful thinking, but she was grateful nonetheless. 

Ellie relaxed. All doubt melted away. Vincent was all she needed. She stole a glance of Reese. 

That practical little voice in the back of Ellie’s head that always spoke the truth said, “He just isn’t enough.” 

Ellie needed both of them to be whole.

She swallowed that realization down for later. Now she had them. Now she would bask. She would soak it in for the moments when she was alone. 
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The barn was a monstrous shadow in the night. Surrounded by thick trees on three sides, the road in was narrow gravel and dirt with a few patches of grass growing at its center. 

Avery walked its path. Nothing jumped at him so far. Silence punctuated by the song of crickets accompanied him. 

Two cars huddled on the patchy grass on the right side. Both were older models. One dotted with eyes of rust. It was painted in different colors. 

The other was a dull blue Pontiac. Nothing but sharp and corroded lines were left of a broken-down tractor-trailer parked to the side of the building. 

Ellie followed Avery at a much slower pace weaving through the oak trees. If they were sneaking up on Vincent he would have already made them. 

She was starting to get nervous. She had to get within throwing distance before Amy called her lackeys. The crime scene photos gave this place a much smaller impression than it actually had. 

Reese should have reached the barn by now.

Avery stopped in front of the massive barn. He swallowed and whispered a prayer for the woman he once called friend. “I’ve come, Amy.”

Amy materialized in the opening, a beatific smile upon her face. Her stringy hair draped over her slender shoulders. The dress she wore clung to her willowy figure blood-stained and torn. 

She walked toward him with her arms open and inviting. 

“I knew you would see the light, eventually, my friend.” 

She was all welcoming forgiveness. Her touch gentle, her sacrifices genuine. All ill will between them was forgotten. He returned. That was all she wanted.

Avery embraced her without fear. She drew back to look up into his face. “I have come to offer guidance. Like I once did. Will you allow me to be your council, Amy? Will you pray with me once more?”

Ellie sprinted forward using the two cars for cover. She ducked low and slipped her backpack off. Her old one saw her through many a bloody battle... but just like everything else she lost it in the fight with Edward. 

Ellie unzipped the main pocket and lifted one of the wrapped whiskey bottles. She set it on the ground at her feet carefully, sneaking a peek over the hood of the Pontiac. 

A shadow materialized in the gaping maw that served as the door of the barn. Ellie could barely make it out. 

She wasted no time pulling the other bottles free. Ellie wrapped them in their rags to minimize clink. She busily unscrewed caps stuffing the rags soaked in lighter fluid into the tops. 

Ellie wasn’t exactly happy with the distance. She could always run in a few feet to launch the bottles. The cars certainly made for good cover. 

Ellie was even hoping to get lucky enough for the general scent of the cars to cover the Molotov cocktails. More than likely not, but what is life without chance, right?  

She did one final check of her clips. One in each pocket, both front and back. It wasn’t exactly the most comfortable way to hold them but they were kind of pressed for time.

Ellie closed her hand around the silver glint Vincent carried for the nearly three years he was with her. It was a lump of cold metal. 

Vincent used to snap his fingers and the thing would magically open and produce a flame. Not for her. Ellie flipped the top open with over exaggerated care. It was dark and Ellie didn’t want to lose it.

“There will be time enough to pray. Come, visit with your flock. Your congregation has need of you,” Amy cooed.

Avery’s eyes glimmered. His serious expression twisted into contrition. 

“The paths we walk through this life were full of sin and suffering. And salvation does not come free.” 

Avery fantasized and contemplated this day for a lifetime. It was harder and easier than he really thought it would be. 

You have to feel something to truly know it. There’s no getting around that truth. 

“Amy, I have not come home to you. I’ve come to beg you to end this madness. Let me help you, please,” Avery beseeched.

Amy’s mask of benevolence slipped to reveal the malevolent hatred lurking beneath. Amy lashed out with a growl. She backhanded him. 

The force of it sent Avery spinning to the ground. Amy threw her head back with a howl of rage. 

“I’ll feed your angel to Brandon as your punishment for walking away from me!” Amy yowled. 

She seethed with indignation.
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Fire and brimstone waited only for his signal. Reese didn’t want to be anywhere near here when it came spilling out over eager. 

The monster flowed through him, bones breaking and forging stronger. His heart hammered like a trapped bird as his body shifted forms. Razored claws split his fingertips. Jagged teeth erupted from his soft gums.

Reese slipped through one of the gaping wounds in the building’s side. He moved like a high-speed whisper, simply appearing behind one of the freaks watching the theatre out front. 

One hand gripped the man’s jaw. The other grasped the side of his massive head. Reese twisted. The crunch of bone snapping and the body dropping to the cement at their feet alerted the other two.

The body wasn’t exactly done. The Crazy snapped his head back around as his body crashed to the ground. One hand helped to get his balance. He had to fight the momentum and that bought Reese a few seconds.

Details of the room he stood in battered Reese. Someone screamed. They had people tied up in here. 

Reese had to seriously adjust his plans. He left the healing Crazy for now. Rushing head first for the second biggest. 

The guy barely made six foot, but he had a stocky build and blood thirsty eyes. He smiled coiling for Reese’s charge. They collided like two planets. 

Brandon felt the shockwave. He didn’t understand this. He rather liked Father Cooper. The giant helped him through his first few weeks in the world. It was hard enough dealing when he hadn’t seen anything but the four steel walls of that hospital since he was a child. 

Having an uncontrollable urge to feast on flesh and blood only made that harder. Father Cooper found him. He led Brandon to Amy. Why were they fighting him? 

Ferdinand climbed to his feet a little slower than he normally might have. Amy warned them these were not the mercenaries that hunted them. They sure as hell weren’t pathetically human. 

A sharp spike of bone sprouted from where his neck was supposed to meet his shoulder.

Reese took a page out of Vince’s book. He let loose a chambered punch that shattered the man’s breastplate. His sharpened rib tore across the skin of Reese’s forearm. 

Reese grabbed hold of his thumping heart. Tightening his fist, he tore the purple gob of flesh from the Crazies’ chest. With a single slice, Reese opened the man’s throat.

“No. No no no no. I didn’t sign up for this,” Brandon turned tail and ran. 

He ducked out the open door and took off toward the trees. Ferdinand was scary. Brandon never saw anything move like that thing. 

Amy was so focused on Father Cooper that she didn’t even turn her head as he sprinted away.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]




Chapter

[image: image]


A scream rang out into the night. 

Ellie grabbed the first bottle. She lit it. Flames climbed over the rag eagerly. Ellie jogged toward the barn with a determined look. 

The first one ran from the degradation Reese’s monster handed out. Ellie paced him. Closing the distance between them until she was sure, she could hit him. 

The bottle sailed through the air. It shattered at the faceless man’s feet. It was too dark to make out any details until it suddenly wasn’t. 

Caustic heat engulfed him. The man screamed and thrashed beating at the flames dancing on his skin. Panic and pain were immediate. He screamed and just kept screaming. 

He crashed into the looming wreck of the tractor trailer skewering himself on one of the broken metal shards. Trapped, he beat ineffectually at the fire that devoured him. 

The motor oil thickened the gasoline and made it stick.

Ellie didn’t feel even the tiniest hint sympathy for the creature. Even knowing the harrowing death she’d just handed him. She said it that night. Her sentiment hadn’t changed over her long hunt for the crazies. They needed to die. Every one of them. 

This affliction could never be allowed to spread further than it already had. That was her penance. Ellie had to be the one to do it. To clean up the blood she spilled years ago.

Sure he wouldn’t be getting back up, at least for now, Ellie ducked behind the car and grabbed another fire bomb. 

She stuffed the rag inside. 

Reese sure was taking his damned time. 
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Reese crossed the floor, his body shifting as he moved. The girl cried out when he simply appeared in front of her. 

“I ain’t going to hurt ya,” Reese said grabbing at the ropes on her wrists. 

Her struggling knocked the body next to her over a few inches. It slumped lifeless revealing half his missing face. Chunks were taken out of his arms. His leg. 

The ropes snapped. Reese had to find the one that bound her waist to the post, and the dead man next to her. She wasn’t exactly making this easy. 

The final rope shredded.

“Get out of here! Go!” Reese commanded.

The girl didn’t need to be told twice. She kicked and bucked her way free of him. 

Ferdinand wrapped his massive hands around Reese’s throat and dragged him back. An elbow to his stomach jerked his grip far enough that Reese spun in. 

A right and then a left stole Ferdinand’s breath. Blood dripped from his lips. Another hit to his throat dropped him to his knee. 

The girl screeched and wrenched back and forth trying to fit through one of the missing boards. Finally, she yanked free. She took off running into the trees at the back of this place.
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Ellie held the Molotov cocktail up ready to light the fuse. Reese was still in there. She didn’t dare light the place up yet. With an annoyed rock of her head from one side to the other she set it down and drew the Heckler. 

Hitting the safety, Ellie fell into her most comfortable hold, planting her feet into the dirt.

Two bullets hit Amy in the back. They didn’t faze her much though. She stabbed blade-like claws into Avery’s side again and again. 

Blood flying everywhere, Amy grabbed him by the throat twisting the giant’s body to use as a shield. Ellie’s third shot hammered into his chest an inch above his heart.

Amy dragged him off his knees. Avery spun with an elbow to her throat, and another to her chest. Amy drove her claws into his back deep as they would go and ripped them through his flesh. 

Avery cried out. His body bent back and then fell to the grass beneath them. 

Amy stood up with all her liquid grace. Her fingers flexing she stepped over Avery. 

He writhed in pain, blood gushing from the slowly healing rents.

“Fuck,” Ellie said.

Ellie took a step back and pulled the trigger. Amy’s shoulder jerked. Blood blossomed into her thin dress. She kept coming. 

Ellie squeezed the trigger again counting her shots. The bullets didn’t even slow Amy down. 

Relentless. Her milky eyes full of malice. A broken doll. All she needed was a dancing ribbon from her slender neck.
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Reese hurled a left hook. 

Ferdinand’s head snapped to the right. His jaw inches out of the socket. Ferdinand threw his arm over Reese’s shoulders dragging him forward a few steps. 

Two punches to Reese’s gut broke his ribs and ruptured his spleen. Reese growled. He leaned back and lashed out with his forearm across Ferdinand’s chest. 

His breastplate cracked like a mirror. Reese followed it up with an elbow to his face that left the man stunned.

Ferdinand dropped back a few staggering steps, blood pouring from his nose. He pressed his hands to his face shaking it back and forth. 

Reese rolled his shoulders, his neck. 

Ferdinand came up swinging. A jab to his kidneys heralded the powerful blow to Reese’s chin with another to the side of his head. The force left Reese’s ears ringing. 

Ferdinand stepped back preparing a kick. He missed.

Reese grabbed hold of his shin, his ankle. Twisting him the rest of the way, Reese broke Ferdinand’s leg across his knee.

Ferdinand screamed. 

Reese hammered three rabbit punches to the man’s kidneys.
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This was not good. 

Vincent would have been there to eat this bitch for breakfast by now. 

Running wouldn’t do much good. Neither would bullets, though. 

“Reese!” Ellie cried. 

There was no chance of surviving a fight with this Crazy. Not on her own.

*
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REESE LOOKED UP. 

It was a mistake. 

Ferdinand launched himself at Reese. 

The two of them staggered in a wrestling match for control. They crashed through the wall of the barn.

Reese came out on top. He slammed Ferdinand’s head against the gravel rocks. 

With a growl Reese pulled away from the clutching arms and flailing fists of the man and took off in Ellie’s direction.
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A hit to her jaw left Ellie reeling. She swore she’d been hit by a truck. 

It was all she could do to keep hold of the gun. Ellie spun dropping to her hands and knees. She grasped at the tall grass and used it to drag her to her feet clumsily. 

Ellie sent a shot speeding behind but didn’t know in what direction. It was for cover and instinct, nothing else.

It took everything she had to fight her momentum and spin around to face the Crazy. Ellie decided long ago she would face her death head on... and she would damned sure go down swinging.

A lucky shot to Amy’s head sent it swinging in a backward arc. Ellie held her breath as the hole closed a hell of a lot faster than she would have liked.

Avery came out of nowhere. The giant bull rushed Amy several feet to her left. Jagged claws and sharp teeth ripped into her throat. 

Ellie used the save to gain some distance between them and hit the button on the side of the gun. Her clip popped free and fell to the ground. 

Ellie went for the full one in her pocket. She slammed it home with a hard slap to the bottom and chambered the top bullet with a fluid motion that over the years had become pretty to watch. 

The melted creature that was Father Cooper howled in pain. He flailed and fought, but for every powerful blow he landed, Amy struck like a snake twice. Fast and sharp. 

His massive fist caved in the woman’s side. A pile driver she caught in both her hands drove her to one knee. Every ounce of his preternatural strength wasn’t enough in the end. As she let go coming up on her left, he fell forward. 

Amy sliced across his chest in an arterial spray. A bladed uppercut to his chin sent him sprawling backward. 

Done.
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Ellie spilled out onto the gravel road. Flames burned merrily across a wide circle of scorched grass. Acrid smoke and the smell of burning flesh choked her. 

It billowed up in a column above the husk of the man she’d killed.

Ellie had barely enough time to lift her gun. He came barreling out of the shadows. 

Not much taller than her, Ferdinand knocked her right arm away. All that really registered for Ellie was dark hair and ravenous eyes. 

Ferdinand drove her into the Pontiac. Nearly two years later her shoulder couldn’t take the shock. Ellie cried out as her hand spasmed. 

She lost the Gun!

His steely grip closed around her throat. Ellie held onto her final breath. She let it occupy her thoughts. It pushed at her bones. 

Fire. She needed fire. It was the only thing she knew that destroyed them utterly. 

The dancing flames that framed him were beautiful. Red and yellow light flooded over everything in a caustic slide. Ellie called to it. She begged it to come closer.

Darkness ate at the edges of her vision. Her strength waned. Her fingers slipped from his knuckles. She slapped his forearm ineffectually. 

He bent her over backward over the hood of the car, pushing further and further in. 

Light spilled into her skin. Colors red and blue, gold and green exploded inside of her in a blinding incandescence.

The fire answered. 

Licking tongues turned to her like sunflowers following the sun. It flared brighter. Flames oozed their way toward them with all the speed of glaciers. 

Ellie could almost see Vincent. Whether it was him or a hallucination didn’t matter much she supposed. 

He beat against the illusory wall that separated them screaming her name, shadows flying off of him. 

Then I’ll come to you, was her last coherent thought.

“Ellie!” Vincent screamed.
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Amy may have been the biggest baddest goldfish in her particular pond but tonight she chose to swim a little further into the deep end. 

And Reese was more than just a little tired of this whole damned situation. 

He grabbed hold of her shoulder and spun her toward him with one hand. Four thin lines opened on her belly, her thigh. A tight shovel hook shattered the already cracked but healing ribs on her right side. 

Amy cried out choking on her own blood. 

Reese blocked her clumsy attack and leveled another punishing blow to her gut. He backhanded her. Following her stumbling across the field, Reese hammered her bones to paste. 

Relentless, his claws flayed her skin open. All she could manage was to react to the blows, too stunned to do anything else.  
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A licking tongue of flame grabbed hold of Ferdinand’s jeans. His face changed ever so slightly. The mask of malice he wore melted by inches. His eyes went wide. 

Blistering heat swallowed his leg. It climbed his body eagerly. Ferdinand’s grip loosened. His right arm swung down to beat out the advancing pain.

Ellie pulled away from his flailing. She coughed and sputtered. Dropping low Ellie wracked her brain. Where was she when she dropped the Heckler? 

She patted the ground in wide sweeps. Something cold, smooth, relief flooded through her. Ellie closed her hand around her most prized possession and raised it.

Ferdinand’s chest rocked back and forth. Blood bloomed everywhere she planted lead. He beat wildly against the conflagration consuming him. Her final bullet ripped through his throat. 

He fell to the ground popping and sizzling.

Ellie hit the little button. She switched out the clips, her head falling back against her shoulders. 

She was damned lucky to be alive. Ellie made sure to grab one of the Molotov cocktails sitting on the other side of the car before she wandered toward Reese and Amy.
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Amy swung wildly. She was running out of steam fast. Amy kept a wary eye out for an opportunity to make a break for it. Discretion is the better part of not dying, after all. 

She couldn’t free more souls if she was a piece of meat rotting in the sun. 

She dodged right, but Reese was there waiting for her. His arm snaked around her throat. She spun in the other direction but that only tightened Reese’s hold, trapping her in his wicked embrace. 

The pressure snapped the thin bones of her neck. Reese cocked back a chambered punch. A bloody fist sprouted from Amy’s chest. It held a purple and blue muscle.

Amy slumped. Reese dropped the meat to the ground. It rolled over twice picking up dirt and small rocks as it went. He pushed her body to the grass next to it with a sneer. 

Ellie stopped a few feet away. She sniffed. 

Reese flashed her a cursory look. “Ya all right, Angel?”

Ellie answered, “Yes,” it was a hoarse croak. She nodded.

Reese looked her over once more and then walked past. He wanted far away from here. 

Ellie gave him the distance he needed and flipped the zippo lighter open. The bomb lit with a WHUMPF. Ellie threw the bottle at the ground and the body on it. 

The glass broke. Flames sprang to life with sadistic glee. 

“Burn,” Ellie growled. That was the worst curse she could conjure.

Ellie turned away from the flames and meandered to where Father Avery Cooper lay. She crouched down next to him, resting on the balls of her feet. 

He saved her life. Again. That was a debt she intended to pay in full. 

She touched the side of his face. He moved and Ellie jumped. 

Reese coiled. 

Avery half rolled onto his back. 

Ellie smirked. He was a tough old goat she could give him that. 

“Where does it hurt?” Ellie asked.

“Oh, everywhere,” he croaked.

Ellie laughed. “The one thing a fight always gets you is sore.” She nodded and offered him a hand. 

Avery took it, pulling himself up. Ellie followed Avery’s glance around the field blazing with fire and littered with smoking bodies. 

Reese paced several feet to her left. 

Ellie felt rather good about this one. All the bad guys were dead, and all of them were still standing. 

Well, she gave Avery an appraising glance, after a fashion, anyway. 

Long rents in his face knit back together before her eyes. So wide she could see his bones glistening. His stomach was so much red meat. 

Useful as fast healing could be, Ellie didn’t wish that pain on anyone. He would spend the next few days in agony as his body forged anew.

Not to mention, Ellie knew all about the eternity after the fight with the people you loved was over and all that was left were burning husks. 

Ellie did not envy his new beginning even a little. But at the end, all you have left is what’s next.

Avery climbed to his feet clumsily and yet with great care. Wincing and screaming the whole way. The second time he stumbled Ellie offered her arm. 

Avery looked at her for a long moment before he draped himself against her. Such strength for something so delicate. She helped him move toward Reese.

“It’s almost over,” Avery whispered.

Ellie cocked a brow in question. “Almost?” she asked. 

Her eyes darted about the field looking for any others to come barreling out of the shadows.

“There’s only one abomination left,” Avery croaked through a gasp.

Ellie looked up at him confused. The calm in his eyes was just a little too familiar for Ellie. She knew exactly who he meant. 

Ellie shook her head but thought it was strange that she would suddenly question it. Staring into his face a day ago, she was sure he had to die. The reality of it was just a little more jagged than she wanted to admit.

Her mouth dropped open to argue but he silenced her with a look. “This was always the way it would end. You’ve seen it. You know it, child,” he whispered.

Ellie dropped her head to one side with a sniff. Tears burned her eyes. Her lips trembled. Ellie could admit people slipping through her fingers was beginning to be a problem. 

“There’s got to be a way. You- you don’t have to...” Even she couldn’t come up with a good enough reason to save him. Some lessons can only be learned through pain. 

"Save my flock. Save those poor souls that will die, when I lose control," Avery said. 

He looked into Ellie's eyes. A tear rolled over his cheek. "Save me," he whispered.

Ellie took in a sharp breath. She couldn’t stop her tears. Her chest was painfully tight. She opened her mouth and then closed it again. Her brows pulled inward as her face broke over with such agonizing sorrow. 

She was so angry at Vincent, for so long. He left her. That was all she could think about. 

Lost in Father Avery's gaze she couldn't do anything else but forgive him.

Vincent had been through such horror. He was such a victim. Becoming the monster he was had ripped him apart. Of course, he wanted freedom. 

At that moment, she let go of her hurt. She let herself feel the fear, the pain that ran through him every moment of the day. Through Avery, she could finally see it. 

She gave the giant of a man a sad smile, nodding her head. A breath fell out of her, she closed her eyes mouthing a silent 'I'm sorry' to Vincent.

Save me. Those words made her decision for her. Now she felt like she understood Vincent's plight a little better. She couldn't help Vincent when he was with her. Ellie could, however, help Avery. 

The emotions in her broke through the dam she raised to hold them back. 

Reese looked at her. She said those same words to him. She begged him to save her. 

Ellie dropped her head to her chest. 

"Angel," Reese said, his voice gentle.

Without looking at either of them Ellie walked over to the parked cars. She grabbed one of the leftover Molotov cocktails. Pulling the rag free she dropped it to the grass as she crossed the distance back to where Avery stood.

“I’m grateful he sent me you.” The ghost of Avery’s smile nearly dropped her to her knees. 

Avery’s deep voice was like a rock dropping into the still waters of a pool. “I’m grateful you came to set me free.”

Reese paced back and forth. The barn opened up onto about thirty yards of tall grass, most of it scorched or dancing with flames. Trees made a high fence just beyond it. 

The priest walked slowly toward her. The sun was just beginning to paint the dying purple of night with pinks and reds. 

Reese moved closer to them, but only a few steps. He couldn’t take the heat. It crawled along his skin bringing on memories of pain.

The large man stepped up beside her. Ellie looked like a child in his shadow. 

"Would you join me in prayer?" Avery asked. 

She turned her head, craning her neck to look at him.

"I don't think God listens to me anymore," Ellie admitted. Her voice was low and full of the deepest sorrow, full of regret.

A smile that she did not understand split his thin lips. "He always listens. Those who think he doesn't hear, their voices are the ones that thunder within his ears the loudest."

Ellie blinked at the tears in her eyes and reached out her hand to him. 

He took it in his. His warmth climbed her arm. It rolled through her. She took in a deep, shuddering breath. Avery raised his head, eyes closed. 

Ellie shut her eyes. 

"Oh, lord. Thou son of God, and of the virgin Mary, God and Man, thou who in fear sweated blood for us on the mount of olives. In order to bring peace, and to offer thy most holy death to God thy heavenly father for the salvation of this dying man," Avery said. 

"If it be that by his sins he merits eternal damnation, then may it be deflected from him. This o, eternal father through our lord Jesus Christ, thy dear son, who liveth and reineth in union with the holy spirit now and forever. Amen."

"Amen," Ellie breathed.

She swallowed, the muscles in her jaw bunching. He looked down upon her, his smile lovely. His eyes sparkled in the light of the rising sun. 

"I know what it is I ask of you, little girl. No life is taken without some loss to the one who commits the sin. I hope that my death, you will look upon as a gift. This act will free my soul from the unholy bonds that have been locked around it."

He twisted her palm up and lay a rosary there. The beads were red and white. They glinted in the morning sun. 

Ellie tried to smile. It broke into a sob, the tears glittering in her eyes. She closed her fingers around it. 

"I'll do my best to make this painless."

Avery leaned down with a great deal of shuddering. His kiss upon her brow was gentle. "Pain is fleeting," he whispered. 

Not if you believed Reese it wasn't. The giant of a man took a few steps out onto the grass. He fell to his knees and bowed his head. 

The sunlight spilled across him, made his whole body shine. 

Ellie wiped the tears from her cheeks. She shoved the rosary into her pocket and looked down at the whiskey bottle in her hand. Amber sloshed and rolled like waves.

Ellie stepped up behind him. She poured the foul-smelling liquid over his head. She poured it over his shoulders, his back. Ellie made sure that every drop soaked into his black shirt before she dropped the bottle forlorn to the ground next to her.

She sniffed. Her jaw tightened. 

"Forgive me," Ellie whispered.

She raised the gun. The barrel less than an inch from the center of his head, Ellie flipped the safety off. She exhaled blowing all of the air from her lungs. Ellie squeezed the trigger.

A bullet crashed into his head. Blood and shards of bone flew away from where it impacted. Ellie pulled it again, and again, and again. She kept squeezing the trigger until the gun clicked empty. 

His head was a mess of so much raw, red meat.

Compassion stung Reese. It had been some time since he heard her wail like that. Somehow, her sobs were louder than the gunshots. 

The slide shot back, chamber empty. Avery’s body collapsed, lifeless. 

Ellie traded out her last full clip, slapping the bottom. She hit the safety and slid the Heckler home into her inner pants holster. 

Ellie opened the Zippo and lit its flame. She looked at it for a moment. A million moments with Vincent played out in her head. Some of them were sweet, others were a little darker, but she cherished them just the same. 

Finally, she dropped it onto the slowly healing body of the priest. Gasoline transformed into flames eagerly.

Ellie turned away, walking back to Reese. 

He sniffed raising his head to keep the tears in his eyes from falling. He hooked his arm around her shoulder, pulling her into the circle of his arms. 

Ellie pressed her face against his chest and wept. 

Reese held her tight. He rocked them back and forth with a soothing rhythm.

With a deep breath of the acidic air, Ellie pulled back. "We have to go," she said, with a sniff.

He turned with his arms still wrapped around her. They walked for a while through the trees. Reese held her hand as they climbed the hill and followed it back to where they’d parked the Dodge. 

Ellie decided she never wanted to do this again. She never wanted to lose anyone else. Reese helped her into the passenger side of the truck. 

Shutting the door behind her, he hopped into the driver’s side. Reese wiped at his tears with one hand. Reese pulled out onto the narrow back road, making a B-line for the highway.

Ellie dug in her pocket, pulling the Priest's rosary free.

The rising sun glinted from it as it draped over her palm. Ellie did her best to swallow past the tightness of her throat. Emotions raged like a storm breaking over her. She couldn’t quite get enough breath. 

Everything that happened. Everyone who suffered. She wanted so much to wipe the slate clean... but she couldn't. That wasn't her purpose. 

Father Avery opened her eyes a little wider this morning. Ellie wasn't just meant to stop the atrocities these things committed. It fell upon her shoulders to set them free.

The beads were a dark red. They reminded her of the color of blood. A simple golden cross dangled from it, twinkling in the light of the rising dawn. She wrapped it around her hand and raised it to her lips. 

"Goodbye, Father Avery," she whispered. "May you find peace." Ellie laid a kiss on the cold metal.
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A black bird landed on the spindly branch to pick at a clump of leaves. He ruffled his feathers shaking his wings as he hopped around. 

Beneath it, a river babbled. Its black water rushed. The bird took to wing. Fluttering his feathers he swung over a great caldera ripped into the ground. So deep, the dirt was black. 

Some of the birch trees were finally beginning to heal the damage the explosions had caused. This place would forever be marked by the battle fought there.

A rock fell with a click. 

Seconds later, a few larger stones jolted. The dirt beneath shifted and broke as the earth opened up beneath it. The ground shuddered. Several stones Ellie stacked in a tight pyramid to mark the spot fell to pieces as a hand burst free of the sucking earth that kept it prisoner. 

Mottled scars red and pale purple dripped down the side of the hand, down the mud-caked forearm. Long fingers flexed in the setting sunlight. 

The End
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