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CHAPTER 1
 
    
 
   The crack of thunder was loud, but flattened and hollowed by the sea water above Ben’s head. His fingers were cold, long past the point of having any feeling left in them. 
 
   I have to swim, get to the surface. I have to breathe.
 
   His lungs burned for air as though they had never tasted it before. He kicked his legs underneath him in frantic swings, his movements slowed and subdued. One of Ben's shins struck something hard and sharp, a rock jutting out from the edge of the rock face ahead of him.
 
   I’m going to die. This is it.
 
   With the last of his energy, Ben burst up through the surface of the water, gasping for air. The rain was coming down in thick sheets, and it took him a moment to catch his breath. He couldn’t see anything, and then the sky flashed with more lightening, followed by another crack of thunder, closer this time.
 
   It was just him, alone in the water. He wasn’t supposed to be alone. Ben’s thoughts were a tangled mess, but that was one thing that he knew for certain. He wasn’t supposed to be alone.
 
   He spun away from the rocks, not so much by choice as a result of his panicked, wild attempt at treading water, and saw the wave. It was coming from further out into the ocean and fully embodied the essence of the tempest that was already punishing him with the rain and thunder.
 
   Why did it come to this? How did I end up here?
 
   His thoughts were cut short as the water crashed over him. Ben let out a scream.
 
   ***
 
   Against the water, it wouldn’t have reached far. But in his safe, comfortable bed, perfect and undisturbed outside of the sweat-soaked sheets that covered him, there was nothing to stop it from ripping through the room.
 
   Ben sat up, breathing heavily as though his mind fought to distinguish memory from reality. He brought one of his hands to his heart and held it there over his t-shirt. His pulse was racing.
 
   The same dream, again? 
 
   “Ben?” Rachel’s voice called into his room from the hallway. “Are you okay, honey?”
 
   Slowly, Ben’s self-awareness began to come back to him. He was home, or at least in the place he now called home. Rachel, the woman who had taken him in after his accident, was right there with him. Everything was okay.
 
   “Yeah, Rach, I’m fine.” Ben tried unsuccessfully to make his voice match the content of his words. He heard the door to his room slowly open, and saw Rachel standing in the dark outside of it.
 
   She was 34 years old and, as always, full of compassion. Ben had known that from the beginning, since he’d first seen her sitting by his side at the hospital. She had been watching over him even though she had no reason to. 
 
   She was the one who found me on the shore that day. Maybe it was too much for her to just walk away from the situation, to dust her hands off.
 
   It had been four years ago, back when Ben was only fourteen and still mostly a boy. His injuries had been severe, but the most crippling part of the accident had been what it had done to his memories, completely sweeping them from his mind as though wiping down a chalkboard.
 
   “You don’t sound fine, Ben,” said Rachel, softly. “Was it a dream again?”
 
   Ben nodded, though he wasn’t sure if she could see him in the dark as well as he could see her. The dream, along with all the other intense ones like it, was all that he had left of the person he’d been before the accident. 
 
   After he’d woken up, he’d still remembered basic facts about the world, what year it was, who the president was, how to do things and how to live. But anything pertaining to his own character, his own essence, had been lost, like water down the drain of a tub.
 
   “Yeah,” said Ben. “The one with the storm.”
 
   Rachel stepped forward into his room. It was early morning, but still dark outside. Ben could just barely make out her the outline of her petite nightgown. Rachel was a short woman, but with large breasts, a trim waist, and perfectly curved hips, the type of body that most men struggled to ignore. 
 
   I really shouldn’t think about her that way.
 
   She walked over to his bed and sat down on it, letting one of her hands come to a rest on his thigh. Ben had always felt comfortable with Rachel, from the very start. She had brought him into her house, gone through the process of applying for foster status, and doted on him with sincere, uninhibited affection. 
 
   “It’s okay,” said Rachel. “Just relax. I know it’s scary, but you don’t have to worry anymore. You have a new life here, Ben.”
 
   Rachel rubbed his leg and Ben felt her soft touch against him. He cared for her just as much as she cared for him, and could never relate to the rebellious way his classmates had acted with their parents. Rachel was all that he had, more than he felt like he deserved. It was simple with her, but at the same time, so very complicated.
 
   She cares about me. There is nothing here for me to be confused about, is there?
 
   Ben looked at Rachel and saw her eyes looking back at him with genuine endearment. He smiled and reached his hand over to her head, running his fingers through her soft hair. The two of them had always been close and had never shied away from hugging or kissing each other.
 
   Their relationship managed to be very typical and very unorthodox at the same time, a juxtaposition of standards, an exaggerated caricature of a single parent household. 
 
   “At least it’s not the middle of the night.” Rachel leaned against Ben and whispered her words over to him. “This way, you won’t miss out on much sleep. It’s only another half hour or so until you’d be getting up for school, anyway.”
 
   “Yeah, of course.” Ben let his hand shift on top of hers and felt her interlace her fingers with his. 
 
   I wish it were the middle of the night, and I could have her stay here with me, lie here in bed. She used to do it all the time, back when the nightmares were worse.
 
   “I’ll always be here for you, Ben.” Rachel reached her free hand over and rubbed his head, before planting a soft kiss in his hair. “You’ve been my life for the past four years. I… care about you.”
 
   I care about you too. I more than just care about you.
 
   Ben knew that it was the same for her. He could almost sense her emotions, see it in the way she looked at him and said his name.
 
    It was hard, especially given the fact that he was just coming into maturity when he’d ended up in her care. Rachel was single, with no children of her own, a four leaf clover in the realm of attractive women.
 
   It was hard for either of them to come right out and talk about their emotions. Ben knew that it would forever change their relationship for the two of them to start using the word love to describe what they felt. 
 
   He felt so much more than that for her, and not all of it was clean cut and neatly identifiable.
 
   Do I love her like a son, or…?
 
   “I should start getting ready, Rachel,” said Ben, with a sigh. He watched her silhouette nod in the darkness and stand up.
 
   “Okay.” She spread her arms out wide, and Ben couldn’t stop his eyes from being drawn to her well-formed breasts. “Can I get a good morning hug?”
 
   Ben smiled and stood up into her embrace. He wrapped his arms around her, and for a moment, he managed to forget about anything other than how good it felt to be against her.
 
   It feels too good, we shouldn’t be doing this.
 
   Ben’s cock was slowly hardening, and the shame that came along with it was almost unbearable. He had washed up in Emerald Hills, and Rachel was the only one who had given a damn about him at the start. For his body to betray him like this, to betray her kindness, was almost unbearable.
 
   He forced himself to pull back and turn away from her. He could feel her gaze on him, focused and hot. He forced himself to ignore it.
 
   “I’ll make you a light breakfast,” said Rachel. “Maxine is picking up the closing shift at the bank, so I’ll be home in time to eat dinner with you.”
 
   “Great,” said Ben. “I’ll see you then.”
 
   Rachel turned and left the room, and Ben stepped over to his dresser. His cock throbbed inside his boxers. 
 
   Is this what every eighteen year old is going through, or did I lose part of my impulse control along with my memories?
 
   By the time he’d finished getting dressed, the sun was rising on the horizon. It was early fall, and Ben could feel how much the air had cooled from the day before as he closed his window.
 
   Rachel was in the kitchen, still wearing her nightgown, except now she had a white apron with ”Kiss the Cook” printed in pink across the front draped over it.
 
   “I can fix you lunch too if you don’t want to have to buy it at school…” Rachel looked at him hopefully, as if him eating her food would be the ultimate coup. Ben shook his head. He’d always paid for his own lunch, even when it meant volunteering for odd jobs in the neighbor’s yard and doing whatever else it took to scrape together money.
 
   “I’m fine, thanks though.” He reached for the toast off his plate and picked up a couple of strips of bacon in his fingers, dropping them on top of it.
 
   “You should really use a fork.” Rachel’s tone of voice was that of a woman who wanted to chastise, but almost didn’t know how. Ben shrugged his shoulders and took a bite.
 
   “Sorry, I have to rush out of here,” he said. “I’m meeting Danny at his place on the way to school, and his parents make him leave by the time they leave for work.”
 
   “Alright,” she said softly. “Have a nice day.”
 
   Ben turned to leave but stopped as he reached the door. It felt as though Rachel still had something she wanted to say. 
 
   Why has it been like this, so tense, between the two of us, lately?
 
   “And Ben?” She looked at him, furrowing her brow ever so slightly and biting her luscious bottom lip.
 
   “Yeah, Rachel?”
 
   “…I uh…” She stopped and glanced up at the ceiling. “I’ll see you tonight.”
 
   “Yeah,” said Ben. “I’ll see you then.”
 
   His head hurt slightly as he walked out the front door and shut it behind him. It had been the same the day before, and almost the same the day before that. The two of them had grown close, bonding throughout Ben’s recovery and sharing in the tragedy of his lost memories. And now he was a senior in high school, on the other side of his confusing teenage hormones. Now he could move and think and act for himself, without necessarily needing her there for support.
 
   I don’t want to feel like that. I still need her, and I still want to be with her, but…
 
   Things were changing for Ben in ways that didn’t make sense. He could never say it to her face, just as she could never say it to his, but he loved Rachel. He loved her as more than just a caretaker, and even just acknowledging it at a glance made his stomach twist and ache with illicit desire.
 
   When he’d first woken up in the hospital, she had been there. Ben had panicked, completely unable to even answer the doctor’s questions about who he was, and how he’d ended up in the water. Rachel had been there to calm him down, and make him feel at ease.
 
   He wasn’t even sure if his name was really Ben. The “B” of it, he was sure about, but that was essentially all. His name, his original name, had started with a “B”. Whether it was Ben, Bruce, or Barry, he had no idea.
 
   Nobody had ever come looking for him. That was what had hurt Ben the most, or would have hurt him the most, if he’d ever thought that he’d actually had a family. 
 
   Rachel’s the closest thing that I have to that, the closest thing I’ll ever have.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 2
 
    
 
   “Ben!” A familiar voice pulled Ben out of his dour mood. His friend Danny was on his way out the front door of his house. Without realizing it, Ben had made the fifteen minute trip there in a walking daze.
 
   “Oh, Danny,” he said. “Hey…”
 
   “You sound almost surprised to see me,” said Danny. “Come on, we should get moving. If we get to school early enough we won’t have to deal with Cliff.”
 
   I’d almost forgotten about that. Damn it, that’s not something I’m in the mood for today.
 
   Cliff was the captain of Emerald High School’s wrestling team and the type of teenager who didn’t understand how to leave his aggression in the ring. Ever since Ben had been a freshman, the abuse that Cliff had thrown his way had been a constant, demoralizing force in his life.
 
   It was embarrassing for him, especially given that Ben had the strangest feeling that he’d just been letting it happen. When Cliff would make a move to bully him, Ben didn’t usually resist or object. There was something deep within him that made him feel as though he needed to stay calm and not overreact.
 
   Unfortunately, it doesn’t matter if I care or not. Everyone else at the school does, and they can see for themselves what’s going on.
 
   “Why the hell is it that Cliff has such a special hatred for the two of us?” asked Ben. “I mean, there are over a thousand students at our high school.”
 
   “I don’t know Ben,” said Danny. “Maybe it’s because we’re too good looking?”
 
   Ben laughed, and Danny playfully pushed his shoulder. Danny had always been there for him, and he’d had his back essentially since day one, right after Ben had first arrived in Emerald Hills.
 
   The first few weeks of his life in the town had not been especially fun. He’d been staying with Rachel after he’d left the hospital, but back then, she had been just as much of a stranger to him as anyone else.
 
   Nobody had known what to do with him. The foster system had fought for custody, and Rachel had worked overtime to ensure that he stayed with her. Ben was grateful for it and had told her as much many times over.
 
   “Why are you so quiet today, bro?” asked Danny. “Look, it’s still the beginning of the year. There’s no use getting depressed now, think of homecoming, and think of all the cheerleaders we’ll get to watch at the football games.”
 
   Ben forced a smile and nodded. Danny had been sitting next to him on his first day as a freshman at the school. He’d talked Ben’s ear off incessantly about his worries, the bullying, passing tests, and, of course, girls. The two of them had become close primarily because of how good Ben seemed to be at listening. The reality was, having no memory left him with very little to say, especially for the first year or so after the accident.
 
   “Yeah, I know,” said Ben. “I’m just thinking about my life. Asking questions that don’t have answers. Come on, you’re right, we don’t want to get to school  too late.”
 
   Emerald High was, in actuality, a rather drab looking building made of brick and concrete. It was overenrolled this year, which meant that the hallways were usually packed with people in between classes. It also meant that lunch was a very long, drawn-out affair for those who ate the school’s food.
 
   “Catch you later man!” Danny’s locker was on the second floor, and he waved to Ben as he split off towards it. There were more people than he’d been expecting, given that there was still another twenty minutes until first bell, but Ben brushed it off and headed up the stairs.
 
   “Look who’s here!” Cliff’s voice, unmistakable in how unusually high pitched it was for someone of his size, cut through the air like a blunt knife. “You’re such a good boy, Ben, always getting to school with plenty of time left over to spare.”
 
   The wrestling jock was leaned up against his own locker, which was only a couple down from Ben’s. Ben sighed. He’d grown used to the abuse, but he could never accustom himself to the tempered restraint he had to hold over his tongue. Responding would only tempt Cliff into causing pain, and more importantly, causing a scene.
 
   Cliff had several of his wrestling friends with him, and even though Ben’s adrenaline was pumping, he knew better.
 
   “Hey Cliff,” said Ben. “I’m just getting my stuff out of my locker, don’t mind me.”
 
   He began to twirl the combination lock and watched out of his peripheral vision as Cliff walked over to him and leaned against the locker next to his.
 
   “Oh I don’t mind at all,” said Cliff. “As long as you don’t mind, either.”
 
   Ben opened his locker and pulled one of the books he needed for his first class out of it. Cliff slapped it down with an almost accidental looking cuff, and his friends broke into high pitched hooting.
 
   “Whoops! My bad!” Cliff reached into Ben’s locker and pulled out some loose papers from the top compartment, tossing them into the hallway. “We’re still friends though, right, Ben?”
 
   Strange, powerful emotions surged through Ben’s chest. Every fiber of his being was telling him that he should do something, anything, but somehow, he managed to keep himself under control. 
 
   Why am I so good at enduring abuse? I would almost prefer a fight against the group of them over this constant humiliation.
 
   But Ben knew that even if he did throw a punch, it wouldn’t be enough to stop it. In the juvenile, immature fashion of high school bullies everywhere, it would only embolden Cliff, and convince him of the righteous nature of his tormenting. Ben sighed and began picking up his stuff from the floor of the hallway.
 
   “Oh man, look, everybody,” Cliff called out to the students walking past. “Forgetful Ben has dropped all of his homework. Let’s help him out, we don’t want him to forget anything he needs for class.”
 
   Cliff leaned down next to Ben as though he was going to help, and then drove one of his hands towards Ben’s back. The push came from Ben’s blind spot, but he never felt it make contact.
 
   He rolled to the side out of habit, his muscle memory acting before his mind even had time to think. Cliff was carried forward by his momentum and tripped over his own feet, falling flat on his stomach.
 
   I should have just let him push me. How did I even know to dodge that?
 
   “Wrong move, fuck face.” Cliff sounded slightly winded as he pulled himself to his feet. “I was trying to help you pick up your stuff, right guys?”
 
   The rest of the jocks picked up on cue and grabbed Ben’s arms, pinning him to the lockers as Cliff cracked his knuckles. Ben pushed all of the air out of his lungs and tensed his muscles up as the blows began to rain down.
 
   It was only a minute or two later when the wrestling captain grew tired of him. Ben slid down the locker to the hallway floor, his chest and stomach aching but his face, thankfully, having been spared.
 
   “Let’s get out of here,” said Cliff. “Forgetful Ben has probably already forgotten what he did to deserve it.”
 
   Ben just stared ahead blankly at the wall. The beating had been obnoxious, but only in a physical sense. It was easy for him to put it out of his mind and go back to what he was doing. He scooped up the rest of his papers, placed them back where they belonged, and then got out the books he needed for Ms. Thatcher’s AP History class just as first bell was beginning to ring.
 
   And it’s all the way on the other side of the building. Looks like I’ll have one more late arrival on my attendance record.
 
   By the time Ben had made it to the classroom, Ms. Thatcher was already lecturing to the rest of the students and putting the agenda up on the chalkboard. Ben waited by the door until she turned around and then tried to slip into the room unnoticed.
 
   “Mr. Faye, you’re six minutes late.” Ms. Thatcher’s strict voice reprimanded him sharply, and she didn’t break from the diagram she was drawing on the board. “That’s the third time you’ve been late for my class, and we’re not even a month into the start of the year.”
 
   “I know, I’m sorry, Ms. Thatcher.” Ben winced as he sat down at his desk. Several of the other students in the class were whispering and chuckling to each other. 
 
   Just one more thing for them to talk about, I suppose.
 
   “I hope that your cavalier attitude does not extend to your studies,” she said. “We have a quiz today. No notes and no questions.”
 
   Ben tried to not let his frustration show on his face. He remembered her mentioning the quiz the week before, but he had lost his study guide in the hallway after a recent locker raid by Cliff.
 
   “Yes, Ms. Thatcher, I remember,” he said. “I’ve been studying all-“
 
   He paused as another girl, one that he had never seen before, appeared in the doorway. Ms. Thatcher’s attention was torn as well, to Ben’s relief.
 
   The girl was short, but she carried herself with confident, relaxed body language. She had gorgeous blond hair that hung down to her shoulders and a face that was beautiful in a very cute, elfishly feminine way. She was wearing a white blouse that outlined her nicely sized breasts and a tight pair of jeans that clung to her trim waist and curvy butt.
 
   “Sorry, am I late?” Her voice was soft and musical, almost like a tiny bell. “It’s my first day. I had a little bit of trouble finding the… classroom.”
 
   For a brief moment, she trailed off, and her eyes locked onto Ben, shining with something that looked a lot like like elation. 
 
   Why is she looking at me like that? Did she see that I came in late, too?
 
   “You must be Emma Slate,” said Ms. Thatcher. “Yes, have a seat. You’re on my attendance list, but I wasn’t expecting you until the beginning of next week.”
 
   “Yeah, sorry, I ended up arriving in town a little early.” The girl, Emma, looked around the room with a smile on her face. Her eyes passed by Ben several times, and he found that it was strangely easy for him to meet her gaze, intense as it was.
 
   “Have a seat,” said Ms. Thatcher. “We have a quiz on the War of 1812. You’re welcome to take it, though it will count against your grade if you decide to.”
 
   “I would love to,” said Emma, with more cheer in her voice than Ben had ever heard a person use to talk about an assignment. She was still looking at him, and he wasn’t all that surprised when she walked over and sat down at the empty desk to the left of his.
 
   “Alright, if that’s the last interruption for the morning, how about we get started?” Ms. Thatcher cleared her throat and moved back to the front of the room. “You’ll have twenty minutes to finish your quiz. No talking and absolutely no phones. Clear your desks off and I’ll pass them out.”
 
   The classroom filled with the sound of chairs sliding and books dropping to the floor. Ben glanced back over at Emma and saw that she was still looking at him. 
 
   What is her deal, anyway?
 
   “Hi,” she whispered to him, smiling and reaching out her hand. “I’m Emma.”
 
   “Uh, hey,” said Ben, with a nod. “Ben.”
 
   He took her hand into his and slowly shook it, surprised by the way she almost seemed to shiver at his touch.
 
   “Ben,” she said. “That’s your name? Ben?”
 
   This is so weird…
 
   “Yeah, that’s my name,” said Ben. “Ben Faye. Is there some reason why”
 
   “Shhhhhhh.” Ms. Thatcher looked at him sternly and held a finger up to her lips. “The quiz is being passed out. No talking.”
 
   Ben watched Emma watch him for a moment longer and then turned to receive a copy of the quiz from the teacher. He glanced over the questions and felt his heart sink a little. It would have been hard enough for him to pass without being distracted, but with the strangeness of the new girl, he could barely even think about his answers.
 
   A couple of silent minutes went pst. Ben managed to get a decent start, but his awareness was not on his desk. The room felt tense, and he couldn’t stop himself from being aware of Emma, so beautiful and so nearby. He wondered if she was still looking at him, and also why it was the she was acting so odd.
 
   Something landed next to his foot. Ben glanced down and saw a tiny piece of folded paper on the ground. He looked back up at Ms. Thatcher, who was flipping through a book on her desk. Slowly, he bent down, acting like he was tying his shoe as he picked up the note. A single word had been scribbled in neat, feminine handwriting.
 
   Lunch?
 
   Ben flattened the note out and started to write out his response on it.
 
   “Mr. Faye, you are not putting yourself in a good spot for the rest of the year with your behavior.” Ms. Thatcher’s high heels clacked against the tile floor as she walked over to his desk. She picked up the note, took one look at it, and then groaned.
 
   “Plan your lunch dates outside of my class from now on,” she said. “If I catch you passing notes again, you’ll be in detention for the rest of the day. That goes for you too, Ms. Slate. I don’t know how they did things at your old school, but that kind of behavior is not tolerated here.” 
 
   The entire class looked over at him and Emma. Ben tried not to look too confused or embarrassed as he turned his head back over to her and slowly nodded his head.
 
   Why not? She’s cute, and it beats eating lunch alone.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 3
 
    
 
   The rest of history class went by relatively uneventfully. Ben wanted to leave at the same time as Emma, but Ms. Thatcher ended up holding him for a few minutes after to talk to him about his behavior. All he could do was meet the new girls beautifully intense blue eyes as she walked by him on her way out.
 
   Ms. Thatcher’s life lecture went on for a couple of minutes, and somewhat ironically, made him late for his next class after that, which was Math. Ben did his best to focus on taking good notes and listening to the teacher, but there was something that kept pulling his attention back to his thoughts.
 
   Why did she look at me so strangely? She barely looked at anyone else for the entire period.
 
   “Ben Faye.” Mr. Draper was his calculus teacher, and his words always sounded deep and authoritative. “Why don’t you come up to the board and show us how this problem is done?”
 
   The algebraic equation on the wall was intimidating, but math was a subject that Ben understood better than history. He made his way up to the board and silently worked out the problem, circling his answer at the end.
 
   “Hmmm… not bad,” said Mr. Draper. “I almost thought you weren’t paying attention.”
 
   She wants to have lunch with me. Has anyone other than Danny ever wanted to have lunch with me before?
 
   “You can go back to your seat now, Mr. Faye,” said the teacher. A low hum of laughter buzzed through the classroom as Ben made his way back to his desk.
 
   The next hour or so went by in a blur of thoughts and note taking. Ben felt more than a little out of it, but somehow, he also felt more like a normal high school student than he’d ever felt before.
 
   Once the lunch bell had sounded for the seniors, Ben walked to the cafeteria alone. His heart was racing before he’d made it inside. It took him a moment to calm down as he stood in the lunch line, and he began to scan the cafeteria for any sign of Emma.
 
   She’s not here yet. There is no way I could miss her. Hell, there’s no way anyone could miss her.
 
   Ben ended up buying himself a rather unappetizing looking slice of pizza along with a plain salad. He remembered Rachel’s offer that morning to pack him a lunch and suddenly began to wish he’d taken her up on it. It wasn’t just pride keeping him from letting her take of him like that, not really. Rather, a strong sense of self-determination that he’d never been able to shake or ignore.
 
   He elbowed his way through a group of people loitering around the lunchroom after getting his food. There was an empty table at the end of the row he was heading through, and he sat down at it. Ben scanned the lunchroom one more time. There was still no sign of her.
 
   Maybe she was just kidding around? After all, why would she want to have lunch with-
 
   “Ben.” Emma’s voice was unmistakable. Somehow, she had snuck up on him and was smiling broadly, as though it had been exactly what she’d intended.
 
   “Uh, hey Emma,” said Ben. He glanced down and saw a pink lunchbox in her hands, and tried not to gawk too obviously at her body.
 
   “I can sit with you, right?” Emma sat down before Ben could answer her question. She still had that same look in her eyes. It was unnerving, but also so intriguing, as though she had a secret and was just dying to share it with him.
 
   A long moment of silence went by, the rest of the cafeteria around them buzzing with activity. Ben felt awkward, but Emma looked almost too comfortable. She opened her lunchbox and began to take out her food with cute, dexterous movements.
 
   “So what’s your deal, anyway?” Ben glanced away after asking the question, feeling like it was almost rude for him to ask in the way that he had. “I mean, you just moved here. You’re a senior, right?”
 
   Smooth, Ben. Real smooth.
 
   “Yeah, I’m a senior,” said Emma. “I’m just like you, Ben. You’re a senior too, right?”
 
   Ben nodded. Emma was still smiling at him in that strange, knowing way. He’d seen girls smile in that way before, but never at him.
 
   “Where did you move from?” he asked. “And seriously, why? There isn’t much in Emerald Hills. Most people are trying to move away from the town, not into it.”
 
   “There’s a lot here for me,” said Emma. “For me and my parents, I mean. I think I’m going to like it here.”
 
   Her gaze lingered on him for just a moment too long. Ben coughed nervously into the crook of his elbow. 
 
   Why do I feel so strange? And more importantly, why doesn’t she?
 
   “You still don’t talk a lot, do you, Ben?” asked Emma. The question caught Ben off guard, and for a moment he just stared at her, mouth agape.
 
   “I mean, you didn’t say much in Ms. Thatcher’s class,” said Emma. “Earlier this morning.
 
   Ben shrugged.
 
   “Yeah, I guess I don’t,” he said. “I’ve been told that a couple of times before.”
 
   “Only a couple of times?” Emma leaned a little closer into him. Ben couldn’t stop himself from smiling at her. Something about her was familiar, in a cheeky, down to earth kind of way.
 
   “I’ve only been in Emerald Hills for a few years,” said Ben. “I was the new kid here as a freshman. Just like you.”
 
   “And before that, you were super talkative?” asked Emma. Ben chuckled and shook his head.
 
   “You know, I’m not sure what I was like before that.”
 
   He didn’t say anything for a moment, and let the silence between them build. It was such an odd conversation that they were having, but part of him was beginning to accept it. Rather, a part of him was tuning into a level underneath the surface, and straining to hear just what was really being said
 
   “Ben…” Emma began speaking in a soft, serious voice. “Where did you grow up? You said you moved here, so…”
 
   Ben met Emma’s gaze for several long, eternal seconds.
 
   “I don’t know,” he finally said. “I had an accident a couple of years ago. Four years ago, to be exact. I don’t remember anything that happened before that.”
 
   Emma blinked a couple of times in quick succession. There was something in her eyes that pained Ben to see, but she glanced away, hiding it from him. 
 
   This doesn’t feel right. None of this feels right.
 
   “Oh,” said Emma. “That’s terrible. I… I can’t imagine how hard that must be for you.”
 
   Ben opened his mouth, but before he could say anything, a strong hand slapped down on the other side of the table.
 
   “Hey there. How’s it going? I’m Cliff.”
 
   Ben felt a strangely protective emotion well up within him as he watched his tormenter extend his arm forward to shake Emma’s hand. He was grinning, as though he’d finally found the ultimate humiliation, the one to outdo all of the others that he suffered through with gritted teeth.
 
   “Uh, hello,” said Emma. “Do you need something, or…?”
 
   Cliff laughed and sat down in the seat to the left of Emma. Ben shot him a cold look and felt one of his hands involuntarily clench up into a fist. 
 
   You aren’t just fucking with me right now, Cliff. This is going too far.
 
   “I do need something,” said Cliff. “To introduce myself. You’re new here, right? I usually try to work new students like you into the fold as soon as possible.”
 
   “I’m fine, thanks.” Emma turned away from him and rolled her eyes, smiling slightly.
 
   “I’m not so sure if you are,” said Cliff. “Your name is Emma, right? The kid you’re sitting with is bad news, Emma. I’m just here to be a good samaritan.”
 
   Emma turned back to Cliff and smiled at him for a second. What happened next caught Ben completely off guard. 
 
   The blonde girl leaned away from the jock and over to him, taking his cheek into her soft hand. Ben saw the confident, comfortable look in her big blue eyes for only a split second before her lips were against his.
 
   What?
 
   It was as though time had stopped. Emma’s kiss was beyond sweet, like biting into a perfectly ripened peach. He felt her tongue flick ever so slightly into his mouth as she committed even further and let his own tongue automatically push out in response.
 
   “What the fuck?” yelled Cliff. He stood up as though somebody had thrown a drink in his face. Emma finally broke from the embrace, leaving one hand on Ben’s chest. It was impossible for Ben to keep from smiling as he looked at the wide-eyed, open mouthed wrestling captain.
 
   “I don’t think you’re needed here, Cliff,” said Ben. “Why don’t you go back to your own table?”
 
   Danny isn’t going to believe a word of this, but that’s okay.
 
   Cliff looked like he was considering spitting on the ground, or possibly even in Ben’s face, but after a long moment he turned around and began stomping off back towards his own table. Ben shook his head slightly and looked at Emma, unable to stop the confusion from coming out in his face.
 
   “Why… did you do that?” he asked. “You know, you could have just-“
 
   “Just what, Ben?” she responded, repeating his name again and rolling her eyes once more. “Ben.”
 
   Ben slowly shook his head and set his hands on the table. He was past the point of knowing what to do or what to say. There was being unpredictable, and then there was Emma, who acted like she operated totally outside of rhyme and reason.
 
   “So… does this mean that you’re into me?” The question sounded foolish even as it left his mouth, but he couldn’t contain it or his massive grin.
 
   “You said that you had an accident, before coming here,” said Emma, softly. “Do you remember… anything? From before the accident?”
 
   Ben felt his state shift as he remembered the dream from that morning, and the many others he’d had like it over the course of the past four years. Suddenly, he felt strangely suspicious of the girl sitting next to him. 
 
   Something about this isn’t right…
 
   “Only bits and pieces,” said Ben. “Bad dreams, mostly. I remember a bit of the night I washed up, the storm and the lightening. I remember…”
 
   His head began to hurt as he desperately tried to recall the other nightmares he’d had. It was like trying to remember any detail from a dreamscape, searching for something he’d lost without knowing exactly where or what it was. Emma nodded, pulled her lips up into a thin smile, and set a hand on his shoulder.
 
   “It’s okay,” she said. “If you can’t remember, I guess you just can’t remember.”
 
   There was more silence. This time, Ben felt comfortable, too. 
 
   She knows something, either about me, or about what I’m going through.
 
   The bell signaling the end of the senior’s lunch rang, and most of the students at the tables around them started to leave. Ben set his hand on top of Emma’s and managed to look her directly in the eyes, as she had taken to doing with him.
 
   “Do you… do you want to walk home after school today?” he asked. “I want to talk to you some more, if that’s okay.”
 
   Emma smiled, her entire face coming alive, almost glowing.
 
   “Yes, I do,” she said. “That sounds perfect, Ben.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 4
 
    
 
   Science class felt much the same to Ben as History had earlier that day. There was too much going on for him to focus on what the teacher was saying, or the notes he was supposed to be taking, or his homework. His mind was only on Emma.
 
   I don’t know what to make of her. Should I just go with it, or keep my distance?
 
   Luckily, nobody paid overly much attention to him, and Ben was able to make it through the class without being put on the spot or called up to the board. His next class was PE, and it was only on his way to the gym that he realized what lay in store for him.
 
   Fuck, Cliff is in the same PE block as me.
 
   Emerald High had only two small locker rooms, one for the boys, and one for the girls. When Ben reached the locker area, he could hear Cliff’s voice before he’d even rounded the corner.
 
   “We’re playing dodgeball today, and he’s going to feel my wrath.” There were echoes of agreement from the other boys after every word Cliff said. “The next time I see that bitch, she’s going to pay, too. Maybe I’ll get Tiffany to slap her up.”
 
   Ben suppressed the rage he felt and waited for the room to clear out before heading in to change. His body felt hot and tense, as though he was on his way to a boxing match as one of the competitors.
 
   It’s one thing to mess with me, but Emma’s not even a day in as a student here.
 
   He pulled on his shorts and his tank top, threw his clothes back into his locker, and then hurried out into the gym. Mr. Alexander, the gym teacher, was just finishing up with roll.
 
   “Mr. Faye, right on time as usual,” he said. “We’re playing dodgeball from start to finish. You’re on the blue team.”
 
   He threw Ben a mesh jersey and pointed over to one side of the gym. Ben jogged over, noticing that Cliff and most of his friends were on the other team. 
 
   This could get interesting.
 
   “Alright, you boys know the rules.” Mr. Alexander had a rather quiet voice but made up for it with the whistle around his neck, blowing it to capture the class’s attention when he needed to. “You get hit by a ball thrown by the other team, you’re out. You try to catch a ball thrown at you and drop it, you’re out. You catch a ball they throw, they’re out. No headshots and no crossing the center line.”
 
   The gym teacher blew his whistle. All of the balls were lined up across the center line of the gym, and most of the players on both teams rushed to grab them. Ben smiled and waited in back, watching and almost enjoying the special attention Cliff was throwing his way in the form of stares and glares.
 
   You’re so used to getting whatever you want. It feels good to see you this way.
 
   The first few volleys between the two teams resulted in equal casualties. Ben focused more on playing defensively, catching the easy throws sent his way and passing them off to his teammates. Cliff threw an inordinate amount of shots at him, and most of them were too fast for him to do anything with other than dodge.
 
   “Pussy!” yelled Cliff. “Come on bro, square off with me right here, upfront.”
 
   Ben ignored all of his jeers and let the game play out naturally. His team had fewer athletic players and before too long it was down to him and two other kids. He was surprised a little by his own agility, but didn’t let his guard down.
 
   “We got them now!” yelled Cliff. “We can just wait it out, wait for them to get desperate, and then take them out.”
 
   Ben’s head throbbed, and for a second, he wasn’t in the gym anymore.
 
   “Give it up, Brandon! You can’t just wait it out, we know how desperate you-“
 
   Ben suddenly punched his fist forward into the thin air of the gym. His face was covered in cold sweat, and he was panting as though he’d just run a marathon.
 
   “He’s zoning out!” yelled Cliff. “Now’s our chance!”
 
   Two balls flew in Ben’s direction. He wasn’t facing the right side of the gym, but he whirled and felt slow down. The first one he caught easily, and the second he dove into a roll to avoid.
 
   As he stood up, he let the new ball in his hand fly forward with all the strength he could muster for a throw. He was near the center line, and the ball was moving so fast that Cliff had no time to do anything other than gape as it sped towards him.
 
   It hit the wrestler in the face, right between the eyes, and he stumbled back in a daze. The ball wasn’t big enough to do any real damage, but a trickle of blood ran down from his nose and Ben could tell that he was holding back involuntary tears of pain. Mr. Alexander blew his whistle.
 
   “You’re out, Ben,” he said in his loudest voice. “I said no headshots.”
 
   Fair enough.
 
   Ben headed for the area where all of the other eliminated players were gathered and then walked right by it. He headed into the locker room with something akin to a mixture of adrenaline and nostalgia coursing through his veins and began to splash water from the sink onto his face.
 
   What the hell is going on with me?
 
   To avoid having to endure Cliff’s wrath, Ben changed and left PE a little early. It was the last period of the day, and after dropping his unneeded books off at his locker, he headed outside the school to wait for Emma. The bell rang right as he was sitting down on one of the benches in the school’s front yard.
 
   Dozens of students from all grades streamed out the front door and rushed over to the buses. Ben let his mind go blank as he watched them go. His day had been too confusing for him to know what to do with it.
 
   He continued to wait as the minutes went by, with no sign of Emma. After all of the busses had left the school’s parking lot, and the activity in the building had died down, Ben stood up and stretched his arms.
 
   “Ben!” Danny’s voice caught his ear as he started back towards the school’s front door. “You waited for me! Now that is what I call friendship.”
 
   Ben smiled.
 
   “Actually, I’m uh… I’m waiting for a new friend I made today. She just moved here.”
 
   The surprised look that Danny shot back at him was worth its weight in gold.
 
   “No kidding? It’s not the blond haired girl, is it?” he asked. “I mean, it can’t be? She is…”
 
   As he spoke, Ben watched Emma walking up behind his friend. He started to say something, but Danny continued before he could.
 
   “She is the hottest girl I’ve ever seen, seriously,” he said. “Oh my god, the things I would do to her, Ben. It must be some other new girl because the one I saw, the one everyone was talking about today looked like she was hot enough to be a porn-“
 
   “Uh, hi.” Emma’s face was bright red with embarrassment, and she turned one of her feet against the ground as though she was trying to dig a hole to escape into. Danny turned around and then jumped back in shock.
 
   “Oh my god!” He coughed into his hand and began to blush along with her. “I, I was just talking about… uh, my cousin! Yeah, that’s it.”
 
   “I’ll see you later, Danny,” said Ben. “Actually, hit me up later tonight.”
 
   Danny nodded, and then took off towards the street at a jog.
 
   “I’m glad you waited for me.” Emma reached her hand out and set it on his shoulder, a flirtatious gleam twinkling in her eyes. “A couple of girls got a little overzealous in trying to work me into the school’s social scene. I had to make a break for it when they started talking about setting me up on a date with one of the football players.”
 
   Ben watched her, not really what sure to make of the comment. She took a step in closer to him and suddenly the only thing he could think about was the flowery scent of her perfume.
 
   “You said no?” he asked. Emma just smiled at him.
 
   “Of course I said no, Ben.” She pulled a couple of strands of hair out of her face and then pushed her chest forward towards him, almost like she was trying to put her large breasts on display. 
 
   “Uh, okay,” said Ben. “I can walk you home if you want?”
 
   Emma nodded and then looped her arm through his without saying a word. Ben couldn’t stop his heart from beating wildly in his chest. Danny had expressed what he thought of her in a pretty crude way, but he couldn’t deny the truth of what his friend had said. Emma was sexy and gorgeous, far beyond any girl that would usually give him the time of day.
 
   Why is she so interested in me? And what was the deal with that kiss?
 
   The two of them had walked for a minute in comfortable silence before Ben found his voice again. He turned towards her, watching as brown and red colored leaves dropped off trees on either side of the road.
 
   “Emma…” he said. “I’m not quite sure what to make of you.”
 
   He wanted to ask her why, just why it was that she was so keen on him, out of all the guys at the school. The question itself felt a little too blunt to say out loud. Before he could formulate it further, Emma turned to him and caught his eye for a moment.
 
   “What to make of me? Hmmm, I guess I owe you that one.” She stopped walking for a second and pushed herself into close contact with him, letting her breasts rub against Ben’s shoulder and instantly turning him on. “I must seem so mysterious and strange to you. Is that what you think of me, Ben?”
 
   Ben opened his mouth to respond, but before he could, Emma grabbed his hand and pulled him off through the trees. There was a forested park near Emerald High and the two of them cut through the back of it.
 
   “Is this the way to your house, or something?” he asked. Emma just giggled and caught a leaf as it blew by with her free hand.
 
   “Just follow me, Ben,” she said. “Today has been such an amazing day. Let’s just enjoy it.”
 
   She continued pulling him until they reached a small, empty clearing in the midst of the trees. The ground was coated with fallen leaves, and the branches formed a canopy overhead that shaded them from the sun. They were hidden from the rest of the park, and Ben could tell from the way Emma looked at him that it was exactly what she wanted.
 
   “Emma…” he said softly. She stepped in close to him again and let her hand linger on his chest before leaning in and kissing him.
 
   Unlike the kiss in the cafeteria, Ben was ready for it this time. He let his hands rest on her waist as he kissed her back. Emma’s body came alive as their lips locked, and she hugged Ben in close to her, pulling back only after they’d tasted each other for a long moment.
 
   She let out a girlish laugh and then sat down on the leaf carpeted ground, pulling Ben on top of her. He kissed her again, feeling his body begin to respond to the attractive girl with eager desire.
 
   I’ve never done this before… have I?
 
   Ben had never been much of a ladies man, at least not in the four years he could remember, at Emerald High. But somehow, the experience of kissing Emma, of feeling her breasts push against him, and her hand slowly slipping down and cupping his crotch, it all felt new but totally natural at the same time.
 
   “Ben,” whispered Emma. “I…”
 
   What the hell is going on?
 
   There was no time for him to second guess the moment. Emma pulled her blouse up and over her head, revealing her big, perfect breasts, clad only in a cute pink bra that only barely kept them contained.
 
   She kissed Ben’s neck and let her hands unzip his jeans with deft movements. Ben groped at her breasts in disbelief. More than he ever had before, Ben wanted her. There was an aura of intrigue surrounding Emma, but at that moment, his horniness outweighed all of his concerns.
 
   After another second or two of fumbling, Emma had his pants down and his cock out through the flap of his boxers. Her touch was like erotic fire on his erect member, causing him to shiver with pleasure as her finger explored every inch of him.
 
   “You need this, Ben,” whispered Emma. “It’s been so long.”
 
   Her words didn’t make sense to him, but he didn’t care. Ben kissed Emma again and got his hand down her pants, unbuttoning her tight jeans to make a little more room in her panties. He found her slit with his fingers, already wet with excitement, and slowly began to run them up and down.
 
   It was all new to him, but his body knew what to do. Emma let out a small moan and continued jerking him off with tender, incredibly pleasurable movements. Ben was kissing her neck and probing into her pussy with the tip of one of his fingers.
 
   It felt so good, and so new. Ben realized that there was an entire world of pleasure that he’d never had the chance to explore. His lack of experience didn’t feel like much of a hindrance, and he began to move his hips up in time with Emma’s gentle pumps on his cock.
 
   Her hand gripped his throbbing hard on with soft tenderness, as though it was a spirited animal that she was trying to pet. She rubbed up and down, over and over again, and Ben felt powerful, animalistic forces take hold of him.
 
   “Emma…” Ben locked eyes with her and saw something in them that he didn’t understand. He could feel the lust in his own heart, but Emma’s eyes were betraying the truth of what was in hers. It was something beyond that, something much more intense and powerful.
 
   His hand against her pussy was clumsy, but Emma didn’t seem to mind. Each time he would slip one of his fingers down into her opening, feeling the warmth and wetness of her pussy and sweet juices, Emma would reciprocate by giving his cock a special squeeze.
 
   This is unreal. If I’m dreaming, I don’t want to wake up.
 
   “Oh, Ben!” Emma moaned and began to writhe underneath Ben’s inexperienced, but eager finger movements against her clit. “Yes, oh, Ben!”
 
   She tensed up and began to pump her hand faster on his cock, even as her body began to relax and melt under his touch. 
 
   Something was building in Ben’s crotch that was different from anything he had felt before. Even his experiences with porn, and horny teenage masturbation couldn’t compare to it. His cock felt like a bomb that was about to go off, a bomb loaded with bliss and sexual fulfillment.
 
   It was suddenly very hard for him to catch his own breath. Emma had reached a fevered pace, pumping his cock as though it was craft project, and required her to keep stroking and squeezing. Her hand felt so good, the hand of a beautiful girl, the gentle, soft hand of a mysterious angel of seduction.
 
   “Emma!” Overwhelming pleasure ripped through Ben’s body, and he forced his hips forward as his cock began to spray its load. His seed splashed out onto the leaves without remorse. Emma rested her head on his chest and continued pumping with her hand as he came, milking every last drop out of him.
 
   The two of them lay together in the forest for several long minutes. Ben was the first to sit up, and he slowly began to make himself decent. After a minute, Emma did the same in her own girlish, modest way. Her hair was a little messy, but it gave her playful, almost wild look, one that made her look even more attractive.
 
   “Wow…” said Ben. “I wasn’t really expecting…”
 
   “Ben,” said Emma. “I came here to Emerald Hills because of you. I came here to find you.”
 
   She came here to find me? What the hell?
 
   “I’m sorry, what are you talking about?” Ben slowly stood up and brushed a leaf off his back. Emma was sitting on the ground, looking up at him with that same, intense look.
 
   “You don’t remember anything,” she said slowly. “I’m not sure if you understand just how much that hurts, for you to not remember.”
 
   “You… you knew me?” Ben blinked at her and felt his heart skip a beat. “Emma, you knew me before? Do you know who I am?”
 
   “I know exactly who you are, Ben,” whispered Emma. “I just wish you could say the same about me.”
 
   She stood up and kissed him softly on the lips. When she pulled back, Ben could see tears forming in the corners of her eyes. He reached for her, to pull her against him, to hold her close, to hold everything he felt like he needed at that moment close, but she stepped back.
 
   “I have to get home,” she said. “I’ll see you tomorrow, Ben.”
 
   “Emma, wait!” Ben started after her as she sprinted off. He was in too much of a rush to notice the tree branch in front of his foot, and tumbled forward to the ground before he’d made it a single step. When he looked back up, she had already disappeared into the trees.
 
   Who the hell am I?
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 5
 
    
 
   The walk back to Rachel’s house took longer than it ever had before. Ben was brimming with something, not happiness or excitement, but rather, immense, unbridled anticipation. There was so much that he’d be able to find out, but it was all locked away in the form of Emma.
 
   I need to talk to Rachel about this.
 
   Rachel had been there for Ben since day one, the beginning of what he remembered. She understood why it was so hard for him to let his guard down, and why he needed so much time on his own. She was the rock in Ben’s life, and in a way, he’d become the rock in hers.
 
   It had taken both of them some time to adjust to each other, and their relationship was still in flux. By the time Ben had gotten settled at Rachel’s, he was well into his teenage years. His newly mature body, along with his hormones, had made things always feel electrified between them, almost like they were actors playing the roles of mother and son.
 
   “Rachel?” called Ben as he slipped in through the front door. “I’m home.”
 
   Ben saw her turned away from him in the kitchen. He sighed and slipped off his shoes, feeling mentally fatigued by everything that had happened that day.
 
   “Hey Ben,” said Rachel. “I’m making steak for dinner. I thought since I’m home early for once, I could go all out, and we could eat at the table.”
 
   “Rachel…” Ben walked over to the entranceway to the kitchen and leaned against the door. “I met someone today.”
 
   “I could use a marinade, or a steak rub,” said Rachel. “Which do you think would be-“
 
   “Rach, there’s a girl that knows me at school,” he said. “From before.”
 
   Rachel did a double take, looking up from her cooking at Ben, down to what she was doing, and then back up at him again.
 
   “…What?” asked Rachel. “I’m sorry, what?”
 
   Ben walked over to the counter and took a seat at one of the stools next to her.
 
   “There is a new girl who kept, well, talking to me. Asking me questions.” Ben shrugged his shoulders and held his hands out. “She asked me about the accident, about a lot of things.”
 
   Rachel was chopping up a potato and used the inside of her arm to push hair out of her face. Ben tried to read her expression for a moment, but found it unreadable, almost like that of a practiced actress.
 
   “Ben, honey, that could mean a lot of different things,” said Rachel. “It doesn’t necessarily mean that you should jump to any conclusions.”
 
   “Rachel, we hung out after school and… talked some more, after that.” Ben let his fingers drum on the counter. 
 
   Why does it make me feel so weird to tell her this?
 
   Rachel took a deep breath and then looked up at him. She was a gorgeous woman, an inconvenient fact that Ben had tried so hard to push out of his mind as he’d gotten older, and their relationship had grown closer.
 
   “And?” she asked. “What did she tell you?”
 
   Ben hesitated before answering. He’d never seen Rachel look so vulnerable before in his life.
 
   “She told me that she knew who I was,” he said. “She told me that she wished that I could remember her too.”
 
   Rachel set her knife down and turned away from him, taking several steps toward the other side of the kitchen. Ben thought back to what had happened in class and at the park. Emma had been so mysterious, so alluring, it almost felt like something out of a dream.
 
   “Ben, did you tell her about your accident?” asked Rachel, suddenly. “Before she started saying any of this?”
 
   Ben tried to think. 
 
   She passed me those notes in class, but it was at lunch that we really started talking, wasn’t it?
 
   He shook his head.
 
   “Rach, I don’t think that-“
 
   “You did, didn’t you?” Rachel turned back towards him and walked over to the other side of the counter. She looked at Ben with soft, caring eyes and took his hands into hers.
 
   “I mean, yeah, I guess I… might have,” said Ben. Rachel smiled and shook her head.
 
   “You have to be careful about these kinds of things, Ben.” She squeezed her hands against his. “She could be trying to take advantage of you.”
 
   “Rachel, I think she’s sincere,” said Ben. “If you saw her, if you heard what she had to say, you’d believe her, too.”
 
   Rachel let out a tired sigh. Her reaction was not what Ben had been expecting. She almost looked unhappy, as though it was taking all of her effort to keep herself in check.
 
   “Ben… I still remember the day that I found you.” Rachel smiled at him, eyes full of love and nostalgia. “You were almost blue, washed up on the edge of the beach, and your arm was broken. I almost thought that you were dead.”
 
   “Rach…” For some reason, it was hard for Ben to hear her talk his past.
 
   “I gave you CPR, the best I knew how,” she said. “The old man with the house on the shore near the northern beach called 911.”
 
   “I know,” said Ben. “You’ve told me all of this before.”
 
   Rachel stood up and walked around the other side of the counter. She put her hands on his shoulders and then leaned forward and kissed him on the head. Ben almost flinched in surprise. They never showed their affection, not like that, at least.
 
   “I remember seeing your back…” One of Rachel’s hands slipped up underneath the bottom of Ben’s t-shirt. He took a sharp, involuntary breath but let it happen, her touch feeling sensual against his skin in a strangely confusing way.
 
   “All of your scars, Ben,” said Rachel. “I saw all of them. I thought that they were from the rocks until the doctor told me otherwise.”
 
   Ben leaned his head back against her, feeling her breasts against his hair.
 
   “I remember.”
 
   Rachel pulled him into a reverse hug, as though his words had been exactly what she needed to hear. She kissed him on the cheek, again surprising him, and then continued in a whispered voice.
 
   “It never seemed like you had anything to go back to,” she said. “I know you don’t remember those first few days very well, but you acted like you were in shock, Ben. I never got the sense that you… that you wanted to remember.”
 
   Ben bit his bottom lip slightly. He slowly stood up from the stool and turned to face her, not anticipating just how close she was standing to him, how he could feel the heat coming off her body, smell her familiar perfume, and feel the presence of her beauty.
 
   “Things have changed since then, Rachel,” said Ben. “A lot of things have changed.”
 
   The tension in the air was almost unbearable. Ben forced himself to meet Rachel’s eyes, filled with so many different emotions as they were. Some of them he recognized, others were new and dangerous.
 
   “Ben…” Rachel said his name as though it were part of a confession and then stepped even closer to him. Ben felt his body reacting instinctually, pulling her into an embrace and letting his lips find hers, no thought given to who either of them were or the roles they were supposed to be playing.
 
   The kiss started simply, and then quickly began to grow into something hotter, with a life of its own. Ben let his hands run up her waist as their mouths moved together pushed her back until he had her pinned against the fridge. Rachel’s arms were running across his back, pulling him further in as though she’d been waiting to have him that close for a very long time.
 
   Ben pulled back, parting from her ever so slightly, but enough to let reality fill the void in between them. 
 
   What the hell am I doing? What the hell have I done?
 
   Rachel looked as though she in the middle of a similar realization. She coughed and then walked over to the other side of the kitchen, putting more space in between them. Ben looked over at her, the professional looking blue blouse and gray skirt she was wearing appearing almost erotic under his newly evolved gaze. 
 
   His cock was rock hard, and it was for her. It was for Rachel, his caretaker and guardian, the closest thing to family that he had in the world.
 
   “I uh, should finish up with dinner,” she said.
 
   “I’m not all that hungry,” replied Ben, feeling his face heat up with embarrassment. “I’m just going to go for a walk. I’ll be back in a little bit.”
 
   “Okay!” Rachel’s voice sounded so confused and so unsure, as though the step the two of them had just taken had also brought her far outside her comfort zone.
 
   We both just took a step into unknown territory.
 
   Ben didn’t go far from the house once he’d left. He circled around the block, looking at all of the houses and trying to think of something, anything, to get his mind off Rachel and what they’d just done.
 
   She had tasted so sweet, so perfect. It was what had been lingering under every interaction between the two of them, for most of the past four years. Ben had almost been fully grown when he arrived in her life, and she’d never known him as a little boy, defenseless and in need of protection. To her, he had always been the one who’d washed up, with lost memories and battle scars.
 
   Still, they had tried. Ben had wondered many times before why Rachel didn’t have any kids of her own, or even a boyfriend, someone to care about. She was a kind woman, but there was a wall between her and much of the world. Ben had snuck in underneath her guard, without either of them realizing just how potentially dangerous of a thing that could end up being.
 
   Ben looked over at some of the buildings on the street he was on, one that ran perpendicular to where Rachel’s house was. He had no emotional reaction, and none of it was familiar to him. He hadn’t run around with other kids and experienced the ins and outs of the neighborhood like that. It didn’t matter to him.
 
   A vibration came from Ben’s pocket. He realized that he’d completely forgotten about his phone for most of the afternoon. He took it out and looked at the screen, finding a couple of messages from Danny waiting for him.
 
   “What happened? Did you score with the new girl?”
 
   “Speaking of which, I heard a rumor about you and her doing something during lunch. WTF?”
 
   “Yo, text me back!”
 
   Ben smiled. At least some things in his life hadn’t changed too dramatically. He tapped out a response letting Danny know that all was well in the world, and he’d tell him in person tomorrow and then hit send.
 
   Without really meaning to, Ben had circled back around to Rachel’s house. He slowed his steps on his way down the street, as though he was taking his time on his way to school, trying to make the last few seconds of freedom last as long as they could.
 
   He opened the front door quietly. The sun was in the process of setting over the horizon, leaving the ground outside lit with an intense, orange light. It made all of the rooms without the lights turned on in the house look shadowy and foreboding.
 
   Rachel must be up in her room. Should I say something to her?
 
   The idea of talking about what had happened made Ben feel strange and uncomfortable. He wanted Rachel, but as what? A caretaker? A friend? A lover?
 
   I wish the two of us could just let this memory go, too, like I’ve let so many others go before it.
 
   A plate of steak, potatoes, and green beans had been left on the dining room table for him, the food arranged in a way that perfectly showcased Rachel’s cooking skills. Ben sat down and started to eat.
 
   It didn’t take him long to finish eating, and he brought his dishes over to the sink and began to wash them. Soft footsteps came from the stairs behind him, just audible over the sound of the running water.
 
   Ben was waiting for Rachel to say something, anything about what had happened, but she didn’t. Instead, she walked over behind him and wordlessly wrapped her arms around him, just like she’d done before, and pulled him into a soft embrace.
 
   He switched off the water, dried his hands on a nearby dish towel, and then slowly turned around. Rachel had changed into her nightgown, and from the outline of her breasts, Ben could tell that she wasn’t wearing any underwear underneath.
 
   Ben’s cock was rock hard in an instant. He slowly leaned forward and let his lips find hers, for the second time that night. Fireworks were going off inside his body, and every inch of him ached for her touch. But Rachel held back, only kissing him for a moment before pulling away.
 
   “Ben…” Rachel whispered to him. “I’ll always be here for you, whether you remember who you are, or not. I’m not going anywhere.”
 
   “I know,” said Ben. “I know, Rachel.”
 
   There was so much more that he wanted to say and do, but the line had been reestablished. They were safe again, and even though Ben’s eyes gazed at her body with lustful, horny desire, he managed to keep himself under control.
 
   “Goodnight Ben.” Rachel reached her hand out and briefly stroked his cheek before turning and walking back towards the stairs.
 
   “Goodnight… Rachel,” said Ben.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 6
 
    
 
   Ben was a light sleeper, and the next morning he awoke to the sound of the front door being opened. He could hear muffled voices from where he was upstairs, but it wasn’t until he had pulled himself out of bed and leaned toward his door that he could make out what was being said.
 
   “You’re her,” said Rachel. “The girl. The one he says recognized him from before his accident, but refused to tell him anything.”
 
   “Yes.” Emma’s voice was calm, neutral, and matter of fact..
 
   There was a pause in the conversation. Ben debated heading downstairs and intervening, but something held him back.
 
   Just how is it that Emma knows where I live? And what is she doing here this early in the morning?
 
   “Ben is happy,” said Rachel. “He’s been living here in Emerald Hills for the past four years, and he has a new life now. He doesn’t need anyone to ruin that for him, especially not someone from his past.”
 
   “I’m not just someone from his past,” said Emma. “I know him. Better than you ever could.”
 
   Ben stood up and slowly crept across the floor until he could see the two of them downstairs, standing across from each other with guarded body language. 
 
   “Excuse me, I’ve been here for him this entire time,” said Rachel. “If he matters so much to you, why weren’t you around after the accident?”
 
   “You have no idea what you’re talking about,” said Emma. “Do you think I didn’t want to be? That I didn’t want to be by his side?”
 
   “I don’t know you.” Rachel’s voice was cold, colder than Ben had ever heard it before. “And I don’t know what happened to Ben before he washed up here, and who did it to him. So when it comes to you and what you have to say about Ben, I don’t know what to think.”
 
   “For fuck’s sake, his name isn’t even-“
 
   “Good morning.” Ben was still wearing just a t-shirt and boxers, but he couldn’t wait even a second longer. He walked down the stairs and did his best to smile casually at Rachel and Emma.
 
   “Ben…” said Emma. “I was just stopping by to see if you wanted to walk to school together?”
 
   Ben stared at her, his heart beating almost out of his chest, and then took a deep breath. 
 
   I have to know…
 
   “Emma,” he said. “What’s my real name? I mean, what was it… before the accident.”
 
   Ben felt a soft hand come to a rest on his shoulder. He turned and saw that Rachel had moved up beside him, a concerned but also slightly intrigued look on her face.
 
   “”Brandon,” said Emma. “That’s your name. Or I guess, your old name.”
 
   Ben smiled.
 
   “I knew it started with a B,” he said. “I was pretty close.”
 
   Emma took a step closer to him and Rachel did the same at his side. For a moment, it felt as though the two women were fighting to crowd him more effectively, staring at him and leaning to be in front.
 
   “Does that help at all?” asked Emma. “Do you remember anything?”
 
   Ben started to shake his head no and then stopped. 
 
   The dream of the storm.
 
   “This isn’t anything I’ve started remembering just recently, but I’m sure that I was in the water the night of my accident.” He stopped and rubbed his chin as he searched his spotty memory. “It was raining, and there were sharp rocks jutting up.”
 
   Emma blinked a couple of times in quick succession. Her face flashed with what looked like pain and sorrow, but only for the briefest of seconds.
 
   “There was… an accident, that night.” Emma’s words fell out of her as though exiled by her irregular breathing. “I never found you. I thought that you were, well…”
 
   “If you’re going to insist on forcing yourself into his life, you should at least be a little less vague,” said Rachel. “What accident? What happened that night?”
 
   Emma just shook her head, her entire body tensing and shaking slightly. Ben searched his mind with all the willpower and focus he possessed, but not even the slightest trace image of what had been happening before he’d been in the water came back to him.
 
   “Rachel, it’s okay,” said Ben. “I believe her.”
 
   He walked into the kitchen, and both women followed. Ben took a couple of cups down from the cupboard and began pouring coffee that Rachel had brewed earlier.
 
   “My memory is gone,” he said. “I’ve come to terms with it. Maybe it will come back later, maybe it won’t. But I am who I am, and after the past four years, I’m not sure that anything I’ve forgotten will have that much of an effect on me.”
 
   Emma held up one of her hands, as though in protest.
 
   “Ben, how can you say that?” She looked almost as though she was going to cry, and as bad as Ben felt, he couldn’t take his words back. It was the truth.
 
   “It doesn’t mean that I don’t want to remember,” said Ben. “And it doesn’t mean that I’m a completely different person. I just have to keep going forward, and in the near future, I can’t count on having all of the happy childhood memories that everyone else takes for granted.”
 
   “They weren’t all happy, Ben,” said Emma in a soft voice. “You can trust me on that.”
 
   Rachel finally intervened, pulling Ben over to a plate with sausage and toast on it at the dining room table.
 
   “You’ll be late if we sit here arguing for much longer,” she said.
 
   “You’re right.” Ben smiled at Rachel and then nodded over to Emma. “Are you hungry?”
 
   Emma shook her head, but walked over and took a seat across from him at the table. Rachel continued watching them, but only out of the corner of her eye as she began buzzing around the house and finishing her morning preparations.
 
   “Do you want to come to my place after school today?” Emma asked the question in a quiet voice, right after waiting for Rachel to walk around the corner into her room.
 
   “Uh… sure, I guess.” 
 
   How is it that she can be this forward?
 
   “It’s still a little lacking in furniture, given how recently the move was,” said Emma.
 
   “Are you sure your parents won’t mind?” asked Ben. “I mean, I only have Rachel here, who is anything but a parent, and still…”
 
   He half expected the older woman to appear back in the kitchen at his mention of her name.
 
   Yeah, Rachel’s definitely not a parent. I’m not so sure just what she is, anymore…
 
   “That won’t be a problem,” said Emma. Her voice had a curious tone to it, and Ben was just about to push a little further when he saw the clock.
 
   “Oh man, we only have twenty minutes!” He shoved the last of his toast into his mouth and stood up. “Come on, we’ve got to get moving.”
 
   Emma smiled at him and walked around to the other side of the table, taking his hand into hers. It felt so warm and soft and for a moment Ben’s heart fluttered as he looked into her beautiful eyes.
 
   “I’ll see you later tonight, Ben.” Rachel walked down the hallway towards them, eying Emma and the hand holding with what looked a lot like jealousy. “I have to work late, but I’ll be sure to come and talk to you before I turn in.”
 
   Rachel reached her hand forward and softly touched the side of Ben’s head. Then she leaned in, slowly and confidently, and kissed him right on the lips. Ben’s entire body hummed with hot, lustful potential.
 
   She pulled back before the boundary had been entirely broken, and then waved to him as she walked back over to the bathroom. Ben scratched his head and looked at Emma, whose expression was smoldering with fury.
 
   “That didn’t seem like a very motherly kiss,” she whispered.
 
   “I told you, Rachel isn’t…” Ben stopped in midsentence as I tried to think of how to explain it. 
 
   If she’s not like a mom to me, then what exactly is she?
 
   He ended up just shrugging his shoulders. After rushing upstairs to throw some clothes on, he and Emma headed out through the front door and started walking to school.
 
   The walk felt normal, almost too normal. There was something about Emma that made Ben feel little unnerved. She was right there beside him, walking with cute little steps as though she was any other girl. Her memories, what she knew, gave her a power over him. He didn’t feel as though she was taking advantage of it, but it was still there, impossible for him to ignore, and impossible to not take into account.
 
   "Ben," said Emma. "You don't have to be nervous around me."
 
   He smiled at her and shook his head. It was hard for him to know whether or not he could even keep his emotions hidden from her. She apparently knew him better than he knew himself, but Ben still struggled with trusting her and being entirely forthcoming with his thoughts.
 
   Why won't she just come right out and tell me? Who was I before?
 
   "It's just going to take some getting used to," said Ben. "I feel like my entire life has turned on its head. I'm not sure if I am who I think I am anymore."
 
   Emma reached over and took his hand in hers again. She looked at him with understanding eyes, and for a moment Ben felt a glimmer of a memory float on the horizon of his mind.
 
   "Everything will make sense to you once you start to remember," said Emma. "I know how hard it must be. And I know... Well, I know that it affects more people than just you."
 
   Ben couldn't stop thoughts of Rachel from entering his mind. She was the real victim here. He was on the verge of getting his memories, his life back. She was on the verge of losing him, or at least that must be what it seemed like to her.
 
   Before Ben could contemplate situation any further, footsteps sounded on the concrete from behind him. He looked over his shoulder to see exactly who he’d expected. Danny was headed their way, with a self-pleased smile across his face.
 
   "The two of you are walking to school together now, too?" Danny was looking at them in a slightly exasperated expression, as though he couldn't believe how close they gone in a single day. "Don't tell me that you slept over at his house, Emma, did you?"
 
   Ben felt his face against heat up. He turned to Emma, who was also blushing, but with a strangely flattered looking smile along with it.
 
   "Shut up, Danny," said Ben. "Don't project your dirty mind onto the two of us!"
 
   Danny laughed and seamlessly merged into the group of them.
 
   “But seriously, though,” said Danny. “The two of you have gotten awfully close, awfully fast. Are you guys…?”
 
   Ben glared at his friend. The question was not one that he wanted to have to answer, not yet. On the surface, Emma was everything he could want in a girl. Gorgeous to the point of having her pick of guys, and yet still interested in him for who he was on the inside.
 
   It’s the fact that she knows what’s on the inside better than I do that makes it weird.
 
   “We’re just friends, Danny,” said Ben. “Emma just moved here, it’s still a little early for that kind of thing.”
 
   He looked over at Emma, as though expecting her to agree with him, but she said nothing. A deliberately awkward silence hung on the air for a long moment, and then Danny began cracking jokes. Ben forced himself to laugh at them and pretended as though everything was still the same as it had been for the past four years.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 7
 
    
 
   “I’ll see you at lunch, man,” said Danny. “If I were you, I’d head straight to class. Cliff isn’t too thrilled after what happened yesterday.”
 
   Ben couldn’t stop himself from smiling as he watched Danny disappear around the corner of the school’s hallway. He hadn’t given it much thought, but the memory of Emma’s lunchtime kiss the day before felt like revenge after all of the beatings the wrestler had given him over the course of his high school career.
 
   Emma was still walking next to him, holding her hands behind her back and swaying in a little closer with every other step.
 
   “I have gym class first thing,” she said. “I guess I’ll see you after school, if you still want to hang out?”
 
   The way she asked the question was timid and meek to the point of being cute, coming from a beautiful teenage girl. Ben nodded and smiled at her, but there was a voice in the back of his head that was impossible to ignore.
 
   You have to get her to tell you more.
 
   “Emma,” he said. “What I said before, about the two of us being friends… I meant it.”
 
   The look on her face was crestfallen. Ben held up one of his hands and continued, feeling as though leaving it at that without explanation would bring her to tears.
 
   “I mean, you remember me, right?” He scratched his head, choosing his words carefully. “I can tell that I meant something to you. And I’m sure you meant something to me, too. But if you don’t tell me, if you don’t help me remember, it’s as though we’re starting over from square one.”
 
   Emma had a conflicted expression on her face, one that Ben struggled to make sense of. It looked as though she wanted to agree with him, but at the same time, there was something holding her back.
 
   “That’s… true,” she said. “I guess I was hoping that you’d start to remember on your own, just by being around me. Or at least, I hoped that, well, the feelings might still be there.”
 
   She took one of his hands into hers and held it for a moment. Ben did feel something, a flutter in his chest, and warmth in his heart as he looked into her eyes, but not the depth of emotion that he knew Emma was hoping for.
 
   “I need to know, Emma,” said Ben. “Please…”
 
   “I’ll tell you, Ben,” she said. “But not all at once. We should take it slow. It’s going to be a lot for you to take in, and it would probably be better if we took it-”
 
   “Well look what we have here!” Cliff’s voice sounded down the school hallway, coming from the direction of Ben’s locker. He saw the wrestling captain’s posse before seeing the boy himself, hidden behind several fit, lanky teammates.
 
   Ben stopped right where he was and waited for the group to approach. His first impulse was to do what he usually did and stand his ground with as much righteous indignation as he could muster. But Emma was with him, adding a complication into the mix.
 
   “I’m headed to my locker, Cliff, and then to class,” said Ben. “You should do the same. Midterms are coming up in a few weeks.”
 
   “Midterms, that’s cute.” The group slowly formed a circle around the two of them, and Cliff stepped forward and into Ben’s face. “Your new little girlfriend is pretty cute, too. What’s her name again? Ericka? Erin?”
 
   Emma smiled at Cliff.
 
   “It’s Emma,” she said. “And I’m glad you’re here. I wanted to apologize for what happened at lunch yesterday.”
 
   Wait, what?
 
   Emma was looking at Cliff with a strange gleam in her eyes, and stepped away from Ben and towards the wrestling jock. Ben had never seen Cliff look so pleased with himself before.
 
   “Oh, no apology needed,” said Cliff. “I admit, I came on a little strong. How about we go and get to know each other a little better down in the quad?”
 
   “That sounds nice.” Emma reached her hand out and took Cliff’s, and Ben felt his heart sink as the entire world came crashing down around him.
 
   And then, in an instant, Cliff was screaming out in pain. He held up his hand and revealed an index finger that was grotesquely broken, folded at the side like a snapped twig.
 
   “Fuck!” yelled Cliff. “Fuck, fuck, fuck!” 
 
   Emma pulled Ben forward and out of the group, which was momentarily stunned by what had just happened. He was as shocked as they were and stared at Emma with a greater feeling of suspicion than he’d ever felt before.
 
   What the hell did she just do?
 
   “Sorry, but there was no way he was going to leave us alone.” The two of them stopped in front of Emma’s locker, and she quickly began to grab her books as the first bell sounded over the intercom.
 
   “Emma, you broke his finger,” said Ben. “He’s not going to leave me or you alone after that!”
 
   “Whether he leaves us alone, or not,” she said. “He won’t forget the pain.”
 
   Ben was at a loss for words. He just stared at Emma, the beautiful, dangerous mystery of a girl that was suddenly a part of his life. She caught his gaze as she closed her locker and leaned in to give him a quick peck on the lips.
 
   “I’m still new here, I can’t be too late for first period,” she said as she walked away. “See you after school, Ben!”
 
   He silently watched her go, and then turned and hurried to his own locker. The hallway was empty by the time he’d gotten his books out for his first class, and he did his best to speed across the school and to the room.
 
   Mrs. Mead was the English teacher, and luckily, she was more forgiving of late arrivals than most. Everyone else had already settled into their seats when Ben stepped in through the door, but Mrs. Mead just sighed and waved her hand toward his desk.
 
   “Sit down, Mr. Faye,” she said. “Don’t start making this a habit.”
 
   Ben nodded, and took his seat. He pulled out his textbook and listened as the teacher continued with her lesson.
 
   “So what was Kent’s punishment after he was recaptured? Who can explain just why it was significant?” She drew a table on the board with chalk and waited for one of the girls in front to raise her hand.
 
   “Uhm, he was whipped,” said the girl.
 
   “Not just whipped, but bound and lashed,” said the teacher.
 
   Bound… and lashed?
 
   Mrs. Mead went on talking, but Ben couldn’t hear her. His heart was pounding in his chest and he felt beads of sweat begin to form on his forehead. Suddenly, the classroom faded to black, and he was somewhere else.
 
   ***
 
   “Bind his hands!” A commanding male voice echoed in his ear. He was struggling, and it felt as though more than just his life were on the line.
 
   “Don’t! He’s sorry, he’ll apologize, just leave him alone!” A girl’s voice, full of panic but also strangely familiar to him, came from his left.
 
   “He will be sorry when I’m done with him,” said the man. “Don’t worry, his daddy will still be able to recognize him when I’m done. I’m sure the photos of sweet little Brandon all bloodied and broken will go a long way towards convincing him to play ball.”
 
   Ben tried to scream, only to find that something was in his mouth. It felt like he was suffocating, and terror began to course through his veins as naturally as blood.
 
   “You’ll want to close your eyes for this, boy,” said the man. “It’s going to be painful. But given the pain you’ve caused us over the past few days, it’s only fair.”
 
   “No!” The girl’s voice was almost drowned out by her wet, body wracking sobs. “Please, don’t hurt him! Please!”
 
   The pain was indescribable. It was enough to make it impossible to think or do anything other than suffer. Ben wasn’t sure if he was screaming or not.
 
   Where… am I?
 
   ***
 
   “Get him to the nurse’s office, now!” Mrs. Mead’s voice was worried and urgent. Ben could feel cold tile underneath his head.
 
   “I’m… fine.” The words were almost inaudible as they left his mouth, and then everything went black.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 8
 
    
 
   My back… is on fire.
 
   “He still looks like he’s in pain. It’s against school policy for me to give him any pain killers without consent from his legal guardian, but if this keeps up, he’s going to need to go to the emergency room.”
 
   Ben recognized the voice as belonging to Ms. Langston, the school nurse. His teeth were clenched, but he pulled a deep, deliberate breath in through them and tried to focus on what was going on.
 
   “I think he’ll be okay if he just rests for a little bit,” said Emma, from the other side of the bed. 
 
   “Can you give me any more information on what triggered this episode?” asked Ms. Langston.
 
   “I wasn’t there,” said Emma. “I only came because…”
 
   Wait, what is Emma doing here? What am I doing here?
 
   Ben slowly willed his eyes open and tried to sit up on the clean, white sheet covered cot that he was lying on. A hand came to rest on his chest, and he closed his eyes again as the bright fluorescent lights made his pupils hurt.
 
   “Don’t try to get up just yet,” said Ms. Langston. “You need to rest. You fainted during your first period class.”
 
   “I… fainted?” Ben tried to think back to what had been happening, but his mind seized up as though he was trying to remember a painful, headache inducing nightmare. His back still hurt, and he could just barely remember the whip and the evil man’s voice.
 
   “Ben, it’s okay,” said Emma. “The nurse is right. You should try to sleep for a bit.”
 
   “Emma…” Ben’s thoughts were hazy, but a single fact hung on his mind that eclipsed both the confusion and the pain. 
 
   Emma was there. Emma knows what happened, and why I can’t remember.
 
   “I’m fine, really.” Ben forced the lie out and his body forward into a sitting position. His eyes began to focus, and the first thing that they saw was the worried expression on Emma’s face.
 
   “Ben, you aren’t fine,” she said. “You need to rest for a bit longer.”
 
   The nurse was talking on her cell phone over in the corner of the room. She hung it up after a moment and turned back towards Ben and Emma.
 
   “I have to head down to the lunchroom to check on a student that claims to have a peanut allergy.” She shrugged her shoulders and looked at Emma. “If he says he’s okay enough to go back to class, then it’s fine.”
 
   “But he’s not!” Emma crossed her arms in protest.
 
   “Then try to convince him to stay here,” said the nurse. “Whatever it was seems to have passed, at this point.”
 
   Ms. Langston left through the door and closed it behind her. Ben struggled further up on the cot, turning to the side and putting his feet on the ground against the protesting looks of Emma.
 
   “Ben, you need to rest for a bit longer before heading back to class.” She held the back of one of her hands up to his forehead, as though checking him for a fever.
 
   “I’m not headed back to class,” said Ben. “I’m getting out of here for the day. And uh, I want you to come with me.”
 
   Emma’s face lit up, as though she was a little flattered by his suggestion. 
 
   I hope she doesn’t get the wrong idea.
 
   “Are you sure?” asked Emma. “I mean, you’re heading home to rest, right?”
 
   Ben shook his head and started walking towards the door. His feet were still a little shaky, and his head throbbed with every step.
 
   “I thought we could just walk together and talk,” he said. “There is a lot I need to ask you. We can head over to your place. Rachel might stop in for lunch if we go to mine.”
 
   Emma nodded slowly. She looked a little worried about something, but Ben ignored it.
 
   “Alright,” she said. “That’s… fine, Ben.”
 
   The nurse’s office was near the school’s front entrance, but Ben and Emma still had to walk by the door of the main office in order to get there. He held Emma’s hand in his, and pulled her along quickly as they went by it, not stopping to glance in through the clear windows or let anyone inside glance out.
 
   It was a nice day outside, bright and sunny with only a hint of wind. Ben didn’t say anything until they’d reached the far side of the parking lot and were walking into town. 
 
   I have to approach this carefully.
 
   “Emma,” he said softly. “When I passed out during class, my English teacher was talking about the book we’re reading in class.”
 
   Emma didn’t say anything, but looked over at him with sympathetic eyes.
 
   “She was asking us about a scene in it where one of the characters was captured and whipped.” He paused and felt a hot chill run up his spine. “I remember being whipped. And I remember… that you were there, with me.”
 
   Emma’s hand squeezed his tightly. Ben looked over at her, but it was impossible to tell what she was thinking from her expression.
 
   “Do you remember anything else?” she asked, in a quiet voice.
 
   “I remember the storm, the night that I washed up,” he said, shrugging his shoulders. “Somehow, I get the feeling that you were there for that, too.”
 
   Emma started walking faster, almost as though she was physically trying to get away from Ben’s line of questioning. She never let go of his hand, and if anything her grip on it only tightened.
 
   “Ben, we didn’t just know each other, back before you lost your memory,” she said. “We were… close. We were really close.”
 
   “I figured as much,” said Ben. “Please, stop beating around the bush. Just tell me what happened. Tell me what it is that I’ve forgotten!”
 
   Emma was silent for a couple of seconds. She turned around a street corner into a residential area and pulled Ben along with her. Finally, she turned and looked back at him over her shoulder.
 
   “You were whipped because you tried to escape, Ben,” she said.
 
   “Escape from who? Was I a prisoner, or a hostage, or… what?” Ben’s heart was beating faster in his chest. 
 
   I’m so close to the truth, please Emma!
 
   She shook her head and shrugged her shoulders. Ben could tell that her aloofness was an act, but the reasons behind it were still a mystery to him. Anger ran hot through his blood as he stared at the pretty girl, a strange enigma of secrets and obsession.
 
   “Tell me, Emma!” Ben stepped forward and took her by the shoulders roughly. She stared back at him with eyes that were full of sadness, not fear.
 
   “We were prisoners, in a sense,” she said, almost in a whisper. “They took us from our parents, and they tried to ransom us. We were ten years old when we first met, just two little scared children, with no hope.”
 
   Ben paused as he ran the sentence through his head. 
 
   We were held for ransom? 
 
   His head began to hurt again, but he continued to search every scrap of memory in his conscious and unconscious mind for hints of the truth.
 
   Emma looked almost like she wanted to cry. She turned away from him and began walking forward, faster than she had been before, and without holding Ben’s hand.
 
   “It’s right up here,” she said. “My place. Come on, we can talk more once we get there.”
 
   The two of them walked in silence for a minute or two more, and then Emma stopped. The house they were in front of was drab and deep in disrepair, and Ben expected her to keep walking, to lead him around the corner or across the street. But she didn’t, and walked up to the front door, gesturing for him to follow.
 
   “This is it,” she said softly. “Come on in.”
 
   Ben furrowed his brow and followed after her, doing his best to not make judgments on the peeling paint job of the exterior and splintered wooden floorboards of the porch. It was a small, single story house, and the properties on either side looked to be either abandoned or foreclosed.
 
   “Are your, uh, parents home?” Ben asked the question cautiously, realizing that he’d never talked much with Emma about her living situation.
 
   “Not exactly,” she replied. 
 
   The inside of the house was only slightly nicer than the outside. It was clear that the wooden floors had been scrupulously swept and cleaned but there were still stains deep within the grain that suggested that it had been years, possibly decades since they’d had any real work done on them. 
 
   The living room was sparsely decorated, with only a single couch along the back wall for furniture, and no carpet. Ben glanced around for a TV, or computer, or anything to distract him from the assumptions his mind was attempting to jump to about Emma. She had a neutral expression on her face, as there was nothing out of the ordinary about the residence.
 
   “I’ll get us something to drink,” she said. “Have a seat. You can relax, it’s just the two of us here.”
 
   “Uh, okay.” Ben shrugged his shoulders and sat down on the couch, which was very drab looking and a little dusty. The room had an ancient scent to it that reminded him slightly of an antique store that Rachel had brought him to once.
 
   “I have some beers if you want one,” said Emma. “Or soda, if that’s not your thing.”
 
   “Beer, yeah that’s fine,” said Ben. 
 
   I might as well try to be polite. It’s not as though it really matters how nice her house is.
 
   Emma was smiling and holding two bottles when she came back out. She joined Ben on the couch and handed him one.
 
   “I’m sure you still have questions for me, Ben,” she said. “It’s not as though I don’t want to answer them. I was just hoping… well, I’m still hoping, that you’ll start to remember some more on your own.”
 
   Ben took a sip of the beer and looked at the girl sitting next to him. Emma was so gorgeous, and yet so different from anyone else that he’d ever met. He couldn’t help but wonder about his missing memories, about what it was that had happened between them in their captivity that had tied the two of them so closely together.
 
   “I understand, I guess,” said Ben. “You’ve given me a couple of basic details. I get that we were both… kidnapped? Is that how it was?”
 
   Emma nodded.
 
   “Okay, so we were both kidnaped, and held for ransom,” said Ben. “It was brutal, just judging from what little has come back to me, but obviously we escaped at some point. Is there anything else that’s crucial for me to know right now?”
 
   Emma opened her mouth to respond and then hesitated. For the briefest moment, Ben could see conflict on her face.
 
   “…No,” she said. “That’s pretty much it, Ben.”
 
   Ben nodded, took another sip from his beer, and then almost jumped in surprise as Emma pushed herself closer up against him. 
 
   “I guess part of what I don’t want to have to tell you…” Emma slowly ran one of her hands up his leg, and excitement began to course through Ben’s body like electricity. “Is how close the two of us were, for those four years. That’s something I want you to remember really, really badly.”
 
   “Emma…?” Ben was a little bewildered, but he set his beer down on the ground and didn’t resist as she moved closer to him. 
 
   Why don’t I remember any of this?
 
   She placed a soft kiss on his lips, the type of kiss reserved for two people who share a sensually, well-formed love. Ben let his hands slide down to her waist as she continued kissing him, on the mouth, on the cheek, and then on the neck.
 
   “Ben,” she whispered. “I… I missed you so much.”
 
   Her hand rubbed his crotch with deliberate, aggressive affection. Ben felt his cock slowly began to harden underneath her touch and began to kiss her more passionately.
 
   Regardless of what might have happened between the two of them years ago, the experience of making out with a girl on a couch, the two of them touching and petting each other freely, was still new to Ben. He was clumsy, and whether it was due to an actual lack of experience or from the gaps in his memories, it didn’t matter.
 
   “Just relax,” whispered Emma. She took one of his hands and guided it up to her breast. Ben felt it through her t-shirt, so big and soft underneath his palm. Emma kissed him again, and then leaned away as she pulled her shirt up and over his head.
 
   Am I lucky or am I cursed? What did we go through for her to feel this way about me?
 
   Emma’s fingers were deft and efficient as they unbuttoned and unzipped Ben’s pants. She pulled them down and then kissed him again, first on the lips, and then on the neck, and then on his chest and stomach.
 
   The kisses continued all the way down until her face was right in front of his boxer covered bulge. She kissed that as well, first through the fabric, and then, after sliding her fingers into his waistband and pulling his underwear down, right on the skin.
 
   “Oh man, Emma!” Ben was in disbelief. He stared down at her as she smiled up at him, eyes full of excitement and flirtation.
 
   “Ben,” she whispered. “I’m so glad that I found you.”
 
   She pushed her lips forward, kissing the head of Ben’s cock as though it was no different from kissing his face. Ben groaned in pleasure and felt his hips jerk forward involuntarily, sliding the tip of his member into her warm, wet mouth for the briefest of moments.
 
   “Sorry…” he whispered. Emma just smiled at him and wrapped one of her soft hands around his dick.
 
   She moved her head forward and began to slowly kiss every inch of his shaft as though it was imperative for her to be thorough about it. It was torture of the most pleasurable kind, and Ben could feel his cock heating up and growing harder by the second. 
 
   Finally, Emma began to use her tongue along with her lips, licking Ben’s cock as though it was a fast melting popsicle on a hot day. Ben couldn’t stop himself from moaning, his eyes blinking and staring down at the beautiful teenage girl in disbelief.
 
   This feels like a dream.
 
   Emma smiled up at him as though she could read his mind, and then slowly moved her mouth back to the head of his penis. With deliberate slowness, she brought his cock to her lips, and then into her mouth, letting her soft lips create a seal against it as she began to suck him further and further in.
 
   “Oh…wow,” moaned Ben. He had never experienced anything like it before in his life. Nothing could match the feeling of her mouth, and it almost felt a little scary. She suddenly had a strange power over him, this beautiful, mysterious girl that seemed to know him better than he knew himself.
 
   Emma looked as though she was enjoying giving him the blowjob as much as Ben was enjoying being on the receiving end of it. She took her time, sucking and slurping with little cute, lewd noises. She was an expert at it, as far as Ben could tell from his limited sexual experience. The fact would have given him pause if it wasn’t for how enamored she appeared to be with him.
 
   “Oh yeah,” whispered Ben. “Emma, I’m…”
 
   The girl didn’t slow down, even for a second. She sucked Ben off faster and faster, bringing more of his cock into her mouth until it was poking against the back of her throat. It was an odd sensation, but everything about the situation was odd.
 
   Ben stared down at her and realized that she looked even more beautiful with her chest exposed than she did clothed. He wanted to take her bra off, and her jeans off, and everything off, until he could experience her naked body as it was meant to be seen. As Emma bobbed her head back and forth, her boobs jiggled with a tempting eroticism that was captivating for Ben to watch.
 
   Without really thinking about it, Ben let one of his hands come to a rest on the back of her head. Emma’s eyes flashed with recognition, and suddenly Ben felt his was on the verge of remembering something. The pleasure was building in his crotch, and as her tongue wrapped around his cock inside of her mouth, Ben felt himself pass over an invisible limit.
 
   “Emma!” 
 
   He held onto the back of her head as his cock began to blast out its load, hot and sticky and determined. Emma sucked down every drop, staring up at him with her gorgeous eyes the entire time as if looking for his approval. She continued sucking even after his cock had sprayed its last string, all the way up until the moment when it started to relax.
 
   “Emma…” whispered Ben. He was spent, and he pulled his boxers and pants up as he felt his body melt into the couch. Emma pulled her t-shirt back over her head and smiled at him.
 
   “I’m going to go make us a snack,” she said. “Wait right here.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 9
 
    
 
   “Hey Emma, where’s your bathroom?” Ben could hear chopping noises coming from the kitchen, along with the sound of water working its way to a boil.
 
   “It’s just down the hall, on the right,” said Emma.
 
   Ben stood up and glanced towards a hallway on the other side of the room. It was dark and dingy looking, with only a single light bulb hanging from a cord on the ceiling above. He headed down it, again feeling a little put off by how strangely off the entire inside of the house looked.
 
   Maybe it’s just a work in progress? Though it doesn’t look as though there has been much work done to it, yet.
 
   The door across from the one that Emma had directed him towards was open the tiniest crack. Ben ignored it at first, but light draft blew from somewhere behind him, creaking it ever so slightly further open. He stepped through the door immediately did a double take at what he saw on the other side.
 
   The walls were covered in pictures of him, in various different sizes. His jaw dropped open, and he took a slow step into the room, turning in a complete circle and feeling his stomach begin to twist and know up as he saw the extent of the photos.
 
   Some of these were taken recently. Emma has been… following me? Watching me?
 
   Every inch of the wall in front of him was filled of photos of him, some with Danny and him walking together, others taken from the outside through windows in his house or school. All of them were incredibly unnerving to look at. The other walls had more photos, and disturbingly, they were all still of him. The entire room was like some kind of sick, voyeuristic shrine, with him as the figure of worship.
 
   “What… the fuck?” Ben took a step back and bumped into a table. He turned and looked at the surface of it and saw something that made the situation suddenly feel much, much worse.
 
   There were guns on it, lots of them. It took him a second to realize what they were, and another second to acknowledge that they weren’t props or toys. Ben lifted one of them, a pistol, up in his hand. Somehow, he could tell from the weight that it was most definitely loaded. Strangely, the gun felt a little familiar in his hand.
 
   “You weren’t supposed to see this room.” Emma was standing in the doorway, her gaze downcast, abashed and guilty.
 
   “Emma…” Ben was still holding the pistol, and suddenly it felt as though he needed it in his hand. “This is like, some serial killer stuff.”
 
   “I can explain!” She took a step towards him and Ben instinctively raised the gun a little higher, not pointing it in a threatening way but making it clear that he wanted her to keep at a distance.
 
   “How can you explain this?” asked Ben. “There is no explaining this, Emma!” 
 
   She shook her head from side to side, her eyes pleading for a second chance.
 
   “Your parents don’t live here,” said Ben. “Do you even have parents, Emma?”
 
   “Do you have parents, Ben?” Emma’s voice was just a whisper.
 
   A long, tense moment went by without either of them saying anything. Ben tried not to look at any of the photos of himself as beads of sweat began to form slowly on his forehead. 
 
   I have to get out of here, now!
 
   “I’m leaving, Emma,” said Ben. “I don’t care what you know, or what you have to say. You might have come here to find me, but I want nothing to do with you, from now on.”
 
   “Ben!” cried Emma. “Hold on, just listen to me!”
 
   “No!” Ben pointed the gun at her and moved forward. Emma took a step back, not so much out of fear, but almost as a way of compromising, taking a new approach in the hope of getting him to hear her.
 
   “I love you, Ben,” she said, her voice wracked with emotion. “I thought you were dead for so long.”
 
   Ben took a step into the hallway. He lifted the gun up and pointed it not at Emma, but at the ceiling. He knew that he had to get out of there and away from her, but some part of him held him in place. 
 
   Who is this girl? Who am I, to have her stalking me?
 
   “Ben…” Emma took a step towards him, and he flinched back. His first instinct was to point the gun at her, but she had no weapon of her own. It was as though she trusted that he wasn’t going to shoot her, as though she trusted in that fact more than Ben did himself.
 
   “Emma,” said Ben. “You need to stay away from me. Leave Emerald Hills, and don’t come back. I’m not interested in…”
 
   He paused, unable to find the words to express what he was feeling. Instead, he just shook his head back and forth and then turned around.
 
   “Ben!” cried Emma. He didn’t stop walking and sped up as he made his way to the door. He paused for a moment before leaving, making totally sure that Emma was still in the hallway before putting the pistol down on the floor and then sprinting out into the street.
 
   Ben didn’t stop running until he was completely out of breath. He didn’t head home, even though he knew there was no point in misdirection. If Emma was following him, she already knew where he lived. She knew where he went to school, she knew that Danny was his friend and most likely where he lived, as well. And she knew so much more than just that, about everything that Ben had forgotten.
 
   “Fuck!” Ben was headed out of town and towards the eponymous hills of Emerald Hills. There was a real estate sign on the lawn of a nearby house that was for sale, and he pulled his fist back and punched it as hard as he could.
 
   Emma… Why did you come here in the first place?
 
   Ben kept walking as he regained his breath. It was still early in the afternoon, but the sky was getting cloudy, and combined with what he’d just discovered, it gave the day a rather ominous feeling.
 
   Emerald Park, the town’s foremost recreation and nature preserve, was just ahead of him. Ben felt as though he needed to sit down and take a breather, regain what he could of his composure before heading home and trying to make sense of the day.
 
   There was a path that snaked its way through the park’s hills, and alongside it were some benches. Exhausted, Ben walked over to one and sat down hard, closing his eyes and taking a second for himself.
 
   His back still hurt. It must have been years since the original injuries healed up, but the scars seared on his skin as though they were from the day before. Ben winced as he remembered the fainting episode and what he’d heard as he went down.
 
   She had been yelling for them to stop. Maybe I made a mistake…
 
   There was a noise from over in the street. An unassuming black van had pulled up alongside the park and slowed to a stop. There was something about it that made Ben’s blood run cold, and he looked at it out of the corner of his vision, trying not to turn and stare at it directly.
 
   It was waiting for something, or someone. Ben sat on the bench and waited along with it, for someone to get out, or for it to move. It never happened.
 
   After one of the longest minutes of his life, Ben stood up, wiped sweat off his forehead, and started walking deeper into the park. It was on the town’s flank and of a decent size, but there was little to no foliage cover outside of a couple of trees on its edges.
 
   As Ben rounded the first corner in the path, he heard the unmistakable sound of a van door sliding open. He began to jog forward, off the path and up one of the hills, fighting the panic that was welling up inside his chest.
 
   It’s just a van, probably with some workers or a family inside it
 
   Ben sensed danger of a kind that was impossible to talk himself out of. He broke into a sprint as he headed up the last ten or so feet of the hill, falling forward and using his hands to pull himself forward, along with his feet.
 
   As he made it to the top, he glanced over his shoulder and back at whoever was after him. There was nothing there. He could see the van from where he was, and all of its doors were closed.
 
   Am I just being paranoid?
 
   He shook his head, remembering the pictures of himself and the guns that he’d seen in Emma’s room. It all had to fit together somehow. She had tracked him here and whether she was an actual threat or not, he needed to be on guard.
 
   Ben took several deep breaths and tried to calm himself down. He felt his heart rattling against his ribcage and did his best to will it to a slower rhythm. Then, after glancing as far around the park as he could, he began jogging down the other side of the hill. 
 
   There was a bike path that ran along one the side of the park nearest to the town, and it was usually its busiest attraction. Ben walked over to it quickly, listening as intently as he could for footsteps, or anything coming from behind him.
 
   He could hear some, and they were growing louder and closer by the second. Ben let his body tense up, and right before his pursuer closed in on him he whirled around, hands clenched in fists.
 
   “Whoa whoa whoa!” Danny lifted his arms and stepped back. “Easy there, slugger.”
 
   “Danny…” Ben sighed, and glanced over his friend’s shoulder. “Is the van still there? Did you see anyone?”
 
   “What van?” his friend asked. “Dude, what are you talking about?”
 
   “The… black van.” Ben brought a hand to his face, feeling a little ridiculous. “Never mind, it’s nothing.”
 
   “Man, you should be in bed right now, resting,” said Danny. “I heard about what happened in first period. You don’t look so hot.”
 
   Ben forced a smile and started walking down the bike path with Danny.
 
   “Yeah, maybe you’re right,” he said. “It’s been a really long day.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 10
 
    
 
   The two of them walked back into town together. Danny insisted on getting Ben home to rest, and he didn’t object, his mind too clouded by thoughts of Emma to formulate any real objections.
 
   “You’ve had me worried lately, man,” said Danny. “Between today’s fainting episode and the way you’ve been throwing yourself all in with the new girl, I’m not sure what to expect.”
 
   “Yeah, well, neither am I,” said Ben. He and Danny slowed to a stop in front of his house. Rachel’s car wasn’t in the driveway, which didn’t surprise Ben. 
 
   She usually doesn’t get off work until late in the evening.
 
   “Promise me that you’re going to stay in bed for the rest of the day,” said Danny. He had a surprisingly stern look on his face that Ben couldn’t help but smile at.
 
   “You got it,” he replied. “To be honest, I feel like I could use the extra sleep. I’ll see you tomorrow, Danny.”
 
   “See you later, man.” Danny clapped a hand on Ben’s shoulder and then turned and walked away.
 
   Ben slowly headed up the front steps and in through the door. The house was quiet and dark, and the air inside was cool. He kicked off his shoes and walked over to the couch in the living room, collapsing down onto it to rest just as he had promised he would.
 
   Am I safe here, right now? Am I safe anywhere, anymore?
 
   A sound came from the kitchen as if to punctuate his point. Ben sat up in surprise. He turned towards where it had come from, expecting to see Emma, or at the very least a threatening figure. There was nothing there, and after a minute his heart slowed back to its resting rate.
 
   Ben willed his eyes shut and tried to get some actual sleep. It felt impossible, with too many thoughts fighting for his mind’s attention for him to be able to relax. After a while, without realizing it, he drifted off.
 
   “Ben? Are you home?” The sound of the door opening and Rachel’s voice coming through it reached Ben at the same time. He sat up on the couch and rubbed his eyes, feeling the strangely unique sort of confusion that comes with napping during daylight hours.
 
   “Yeah, I’m right here, Rach,” said Ben. “Just… taking a nap.”
 
   She shut the door behind her and shuffled into the kitchen with grocery bags in her arms, her high heels clacking against the floor with every step.
 
   “Is everything okay?” she asked. “You sound totally worn out.”
 
   She’s always been so perceptive, almost like some kind of mind reader.
 
   Ben sighed. There was no point in beating around the bush, not with her.
 
   “I had… an incident at school today,” he said. “During first period.”
 
   “What? Why didn’t they call me?” asked Rachel.
 
   “It wasn’t a big deal,” he said. “I just, uh, fainted during class.”
 
   Rachel hurried into the living room, a worried expression on her face that hurt Ben a little to see.
 
   “Oh my god!” She sat down next to him on the couch and set a hand on his leg. “Ben, are you okay?”
 
   “I’m fine.” Ben gave her the most reassuring look that his tired face would allow. “Really, I’m fine. It was just a one time thing, and I woke up after a minute.”
 
   Rachel didn’t look convinced. She slowly rubbed her hand across his leg and leaned in closer. Her touch was soft against him, and Ben couldn’t help but stare at her, dressed in her professional work clothes, but as gorgeous as ever. 
 
   Does she even realize the effect she has on me?
 
   “Tell me what happened,” said Rachel. “Were you tired, or did you hit your head, or…?”
 
   “I… remembered something.” Ben shook his head. It was hard for him to think back to it, almost painful. It felt like he was forcing himself to look directly into the sun, risking pain and potential injury to see something that was just beyond his eyes’ focus.
 
   “Ben, you can tell me.” Rachel was even closer to him now, and Ben’s heart was beating furiously. He didn’t know whether it was from the memory or from her.
 
   Instead of answering her with words, Ben reached down and slowly pulled his t-shirt up and over his head. Rachel watched him with a curious, but understanding look on her face.
 
   “My scars,” said Ben. “These scars… I know where I got them from, now.”
 
   He turned around on the couch so that Rachel could see his back. Some of the first memories that Ben had formed after the accident involved the scars, involved him seeing the crisscrossed,  painful looking lines, long since healed, but still frightening to behold.
 
   “Ben,” whispered Rachel. “They… could have been from the fall, that day in the storm, or from your early childhood.”
 
   Ben shook his head. That was what the doctors had said, but they had been as clueless as he was about them, with no memory of how they’d come to be. He’d been that way for so long, and now he knew the truth.
 
   “They didn’t,” said Ben. “I was a prisoner, or a hostage, before. I tried to escape, and they took a whip to my back.”
 
   “Are you sure?” asked Rachel. “How can that be? Are you sure that you’re remembering correctly.”
 
   She began to run her hands across his back, touching and tracing his scars with a mixture of love, empathy, and sadness. The scars had been hot and throbbing all day since he’d remembered, but as Rachel moved her hands across them, they began to cool as if her touch could somehow heal.
 
   “I’m sure,” said Ben. “I talked to Emma about it.”
 
   Rachel’s hand tensed up. She leaned in closer to Ben and set one of her hands on his shoulder. He could feel her breath against his neck, hot and humid, and her big soft breasts pushed against his back.
 
   “And what did she say?” Rachel’s voice was quiet and wavered with an emotion that Ben couldn’t identify.
 
   “She told me…” Ben thought back to the conversation they’d had. “Well, it was vague, but she confirmed what I guess I already knew. We were both kidnaped from our parents and held for ransom. We… I guess we were close. And I tried to escape at least once and got these in return.”
 
   Rachel gave his shoulder a soft squeeze.
 
   “You can’t trust her, Ben,” she said. “She isn’t telling you everything, I just know it! You can’t trust her. Only trust what you remember on your own.”
 
   The pictures and the guns… I can’t tell Rachel about those.
 
   “You’re probably right,” said Ben. “I just hope I do eventually start to remember on my own.”
 
   Ben felt Rachel’s arms wrap around him as she pulled him into a soft reverse hug. Her body was so warm, warmer than it should have been. A strange emotion began to well up in his heart, and he felt it spread down into his lower half, exciting him and sparking illicit thoughts.
 
   “Rachel…” Ben turned around in her grasp. Her gorgeous eyes were full of a forbidden desire of their own, and even though it made Ben feel strange and weird to acknowledge it, he understood it perfectly, and felt the same way.
 
   “Ben,” she whispered softly. “I’m here for you.”
 
   The two of them slowly came together, their lips meeting in what began as an innocent kiss, and quickly evolved into something much, much more. Ben let one of his hands wander up to the older woman’s big breasts, feeling the softness.
 
   One of Rachel’s hands began to move in the same way, sliding up Ben’s thigh and onto his crotch. His mouth dropped open as he felt her begin to massage his quickly hardening cock.
 
   She’s been almost a mother to me for years. What in the world are we doing?
 
   “It’s okay, Ben,” whispered Rachel, again seeming to read his mind. “We don’t have to shy away from the way we feel. You’re 18, now.”
 
   Ben slowly nodded, wondering if he was being honest with himself or if he was just overcome by his own hormones. Rachel leaned forward and kissed him again, stroking his member through his pants as she did.
 
   “Oh god, Rachel,” whispered Ben. He felt her tongue push into his mouth and was instantly pulled into a new reality, one full of crazy, forbidden possibility. 
 
   Has she felt this way the entire time? Have I?
 
   Ben began unbuttoning her blouse, his finger moving with clumsy, inexperienced eagerness in his rush to bring her breasts into view. Rachel just smiled at him, the same smile that he’d seen her give when she’d peer at him hunched over his desk, working on homework.
 
   “Here,” she whispered. “Let me help.”
 
   Watching her take her blouse off felt erotic, almost like receiving a lap dance from a passionate stripper. Ben blushed as his eyes locked onto her cleavage as it came into view. Rachel was an impeccably beautiful woman, he’d noticed it so many times in the past, and always wondered why it was that she chose to remain single. 
 
   Maybe, just maybe, it was because of me.
 
   Rachel slipped off her blouse and moved back against Ben. The two of them began to make out in earnest, lips and tongues moving together and slowly developing a shared rhythm. Ben was confused, but his cock pushed against Rachel stiffly, as though it had never been so confident and sure of anything before.
 
   “Ben,” whispered Rachel. “I’m going to take your pants off…”
 
   She spoke in the same caring, affectionate voice that Ben had become so familiar with over the past four years. Slowly, he nodded his head. It looked like part of Rachel was just as conflicted as he was, and the way she unzipped the fly of his jeans with delicate, shaking movements only served to confirm it.
 
   “Rachel, I…” Ben trailed off, unsure of what he wanted to say. 
 
   I think we’re crossing a line? I think we should keep things as they are? I think… I love you?
 
   Of course Ben loved her. The type of love he felt now was something else, a different breed. It could almost be better described as lust, but there was something else with it, something much more intense, emotional, and human.
 
   Rachel slowly worked his boxers down and began to touch his hard cock with her soft, perfectly manicured fingernails. It felt amazing, and shivers of pleasure and erotic electricity coursed through Ben’s body.
 
   She straddled him on the couch, sitting on his thighs so that his cock poked up right in front of her crotch. Her long, beautiful legs spilled out of the tight skirt she had on as it rode up to her thighs. Ben could see a smile on her face, along with a number of other conflicted emotions.
 
   “I want to help you, going forward,” whispered Rachel. “Ben, I want to help you with whatever you need. I want to show you just how much I care.”
 
   Ben inhaled sharply as Rachel began to slowly jerk off his cock, letting her warm, soft palm pull it up and down. She had on a set of bracelets that made light jingling noises with every movement, as though they were sounding the bells over what was happening.
 
   “Rachel,” moaned Ben. “Oh god…”
 
   Her technique was perfect. She was at the peak of her sexuality, a beautiful, older woman with experience and sensuality. 
 
   I never imagined, never even dared to imagine, that this could ever happen. Rachel…
 
   Rachel began to push her hips forward, grinding herself against the underside of his cock even as she continued to stroke him off. It was an amazing feeling, and Ben’s mind began to run wild with even more ideas. They lived together, under the same roof. She was almost like a mother to him, and he was almost like her son.
 
   But that wasn’t it. That wasn’t what made her hands feel incredible as they worked his cock, giving him more sexual pleasure than he had ever experienced before in the life he could remember. Rachel knew exactly what she was doing, and she was doing it for him out of love.
 
   “It’s okay, Ben,” she whispered. “We’ve grown so close over the past few years. There is nothing wrong with two adults sharing their feelings with each other.”
 
   Ben slowly nodded and then reached his hands up to her breasts. She was wearing a white lace bra and as much as he wanted to take it off her, part of him still felt timid and cautious. She was Rachel, the woman that had supported him all throughout high school, cooked and cleaned for him, chastised him when he misbehaved. She was Rachel, and she was giving him a soft, tender, loving hand job.
 
   Slowly but surely, Rachel began to intensify her pace. Ben’s cock was dripping pre-cum onto her hand, but she treated it as though it was some kind of reward, rubbing it against the skin of his hard on and continuing to pump up and down.
 
   Ben let his hands come to a rest on her waist. For a moment, he pulled her back and forth to match with the rhythm of her movements. It was easy for him to imagine that the two of them were doing more than they actually were, that his cock had struck gold underneath her dress and pushed into truly forbidden territory. The thought made his face feel hot, and Rachel smiled at him knowingly.
 
   “Just relax, Ben,” she whispered. “I know you’re close.”
 
   Her words felt as though they were an embodiment of the truth, making it a reality as she spoke. Ben felt his cock heating up in her hands, standing to full, achingly hard attention as she sped up her stroking. He reached up and grabbed her breasts, pushing his hips forward as he finally found his release.
 
   “Rachel!” His cock blasted out its load, spraying it up into the air like a geyser long overdue for eruption. His seed rained down on his crotch and stomach, a bit of it dribbling onto Rachel’s hands as she milked the last few drops out of him.
 
   Slowly, Rachel got up off the couch. She didn’t say anything as she walked into the bathroom, returning with a small hand towel that she used to clean the cum off Ben.
 
   “You should get some rest,” said Rachel. “We can talk more about what happened in the morning.”
 
   Ben wasn’t sure if she meant what he’d remembered, or what had just happened, or both. He nodded and then gingerly pulled himself to his feet, pulling his boxers and jeans back on.
 
   “Thanks,” he said. “For being here for me.”
 
   “Of course,” said Rachel. “I’ll make you a light dinner and leave it on your desk, in case you get hungry.”
 
   Ben nodded and then walked down the hallway to his room. As he stepped through the door, his heart began to beat faster, and faster, until it was racing within his chest. Suddenly, he was no longer in Rachel’s house, or in Emerald Hills.
 
   ***
 
   “I’ll leave some food for you, in case you get hungry.” The voice was soft, feminine, and caring. Ben could see metal bars, and a beautiful woman dressed in a long white gown on the other side of them.
 
   “You will get used to it,” said the woman. “It’s not so bad here. Whether your father pays up or not, we will get our money’s worth. And you will learn to enjoy what we do.”
 
   ***
 
   Ben’s breathing was heavy and ragged. He managed to take a couple of weak steps forward before fainting, landing on his familiar bed in a cold sweat.
 
   What if I don’t want to remember?
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 11
 
    
 
   “You are weak. In order to survive, you must be strong.”
 
   Ben was being led forward by the hand. The hallway he was headed down was dark and damp, with humid air, as though there’d been recent flooding.
 
   Where am I? What’s going on?
 
   “Your father has not been as agreeable as I’d hoped,” said the woman. “As any of us had hoped.”
 
   Her voice was soft, kind, and so incredibly familiar. The two of them walked underneath a single lightbulb hanging from a cord in the ceiling, and Ben could see her clearly. She was older, in her mid to late thirties, but still gorgeous, with an attractive face and voluptuous body. 
 
   Who is she, and why does it feel like I know her?
 
   “This will be painful,” said the woman. “But you have to go through it, if you’re going to stay among us. Even as our ward, death is something that you must learn to master.”
 
   Ben opened his mouth to ask her what it was, but no voice came out. He was too scared to talk, too scared to even realize and comprehend his own fear.
 
   The two of them reached the end of the hallway, which spilled out into a large, circular room. At the center of it was a pit, with only the very edges, the shape of it, visible. The center contained an inescapable darkness, so intense and complete that Ben could only wonder at how deep it might be.
 
   His heart began to race, and his hands clammed up. His body knew what was intended for him even before his conscious mind had made the connection.
 
   “This is both your first test and your father’s first warning,” said the woman. Her words were terrifying, and yet still somehow strangely comforting. 
 
   Who is she, and why does she make me feel so…?
 
   Before he had time to complete the thought, her hand was pushing on the center of his back. Ben tried to steady himself, but there was no railing around the pit. One of his feet tried to regain purchase in thin air and he tumbled forward.
 
   “Noooooo!” His voice came back to him, but only for the moment of the fall. The ground at the bottom was dirt and sand but from the height that he’d dropped from it was enough to knock the wind out of him. Ben coughed and slowly pushed up to all fours, the hairs standing up on the back of his neck as he realized that he wasn’t alone.
 
   Wait, this is…
 
   ***
 
   Ben sat up. It was still dark, but not as dark as the pit. He was back in his bed, back in his room, back to being who he remembered.
 
   His sheets were soaked in sweat, which, along with the cold air, made him feel chilled to the bone. He sat up and climbed to his feet, glancing out the window and still seeing stars in the sky.
 
   Just a dream…
 
   Unlike most dreams, Ben could still remember every vivid detail of it. The face of the woman in white was burned into into his mind, or rather it had been burned into it a long, long time ago.
 
   He walked out into the living room, not bothering to pull on a t-shirt or sweatpants to supplement the thin pair of boxers he was wearing. His heart was still racing, and with it was a sense of deep unease, as though something bad was about to happen, but he couldn’t put his finger on exactly what.
 
   “Ben? What’s wrong?” Rachel’s voice echoed down the hallway. He heard her soft footsteps approaching and turned to see her walking towards him, clad only in the tiny, insubstantial nightgown that he’d seen her in so many times before.
 
   “Nothing,” he said. “I just… had a bad dream.”
 
   He sat down on the couch and Rachel walked over and sat down next to him. He felt better, just having her there, but he felt something strange and a little exciting along with it. 
 
   Last night, the two of us took things to a new level.
 
   Their relationship could never go back to the way it had been. Ben knew this and so did she, and the heat that simmered in the air between them was proof of it. Rachel set one of her hand’s on Ben’s leg, and he immediately felt his body begin to react and respond to her touch.
 
   “Was it a dream, or a memory?” asked Rachel. Her voice was soft and understanding, and it both put him at ease and made him ache with desire.
 
   “It was both,” said Ben. “It was… definitely both.”
 
   Neither of them said anything for a moment. Rachel leaned in closer to him, cupping his cheek in one hand and rubbing his leg with the other. Ben was acutely aware of the way her big, soft breasts pushed out against the thin fabric of her gown. 
 
   More than anything he wanted to take them into his hands, to take her, and enjoy her as a woman. The thought felt so wrong and so right in his mind, a conflict of emotion.
 
   Rachel, just what are you to me? A friend? A guardian? A… lover?
 
   She kissed him softly on the lips and then pulled back, leaving Ben feeling strangely disappointed.
 
   “I’ll make us some coffee and breakfast,” she said. “It’s only another hour or so until it will be time for you to leave for school, anyway.”
 
   “Okay… thanks.” Ben’s chest felt warm as he watched her stand up and walk into the kitchen. He was confused, and not just because of the dream. The past couple of days had spun his life onto a new course, and he wasn’t sure how to navigate it.
 
   “What was it about?” asked Rachel. “The dream.”
 
   Ben could hear her pulling plates off the drying rack and setting them down on the table. He shivered involuntarily as his mind drifted back to the moment in the pit, the empty darkness and the woman in white.
 
   I can’t tell her. Not this, not yet.
 
   “I… don’t remember.” It was a lie, and Ben was horrible at lying. It was hard for him to see the look Rachel gave him over her shoulder in the dark of the kitchen, but he knew what it was without having to.
 
   “Oh,” she said. “Okay then.”
 
   Ben could tell from her voice that he was hurting her by keeping her at arm’s length. Unfortunately, it didn’t feel as though he had a choice. Rachel was threatened by what his memories represented, another life before her, one that could potentially take over and pull Ben away from her.
 
   Maybe her fear is justified…
 
   The woman in white’s hand had been so soft. In Ben’s mind she was representative of something almost holy and angelic. Whoever she had been to him, he knew that she had been very close and very dear.
 
   “Ben… Here.” Rachel was standing next to him with a mug in her hand, and it took him a second to come back to reality.
 
   “Oh, thanks.” He accepted the coffee and took a slow sip, feeling his senses coming to full alert as the hot, caffeinated liquid worked its magic.
 
   “I have to leave early,” said Rachel. “But I should be back on time tonight. Let’s have a relaxing night, together.” 
 
   She caught his eye for a moment, and Ben felt a thrill of anticipation course through his body. It was impossible to tell just what Rachel meant by that or where a night together would lead. Not after what had happened, not with the way they saw each other now. 
 
   “Okay,” said Ben. “I’d like that.”
 
   There was a brief, silent moment where the two of them just stared at each other. Ben took in her body, the outline of her beautiful assets so clearly visible through her thin nightgown, and felt his instincts react the same way that any man’s would. Rachel stood there like some kind of beautiful prize, daring him to push things further.
 
   “You should head upstairs and get dressed,” said Rachel.
 
   “Oh, right.” Ben smiled as he glanced down at his mostly naked body, his boxers covering so little. “I’ll… see you later.”
 
   Rachel stepped a little closer to him as he walked by on his way to the stairs, just close enough for him to pick up the scent of her sweet, flowery perfume.
 
   “I’ll leave breakfast on the table for you,” she said. “I have to get ready, too.”
 
   It only took Ben a couple of minutes to grab everything he needed. It was still early, but he was too anxious to wait around the house any longer. He needed to face the day ahead of him and put the past aside.
 
   Rachel had left a bagel with some bacon next to it on a plate for him. Ben wolfed both of them down as he headed out the door, the sound of the shower running coming from the bathroom and putting strange ideas in his mind.
 
   I can’t think about Rachel that way,,, can I?
 
   The sky was overcast and it made the morning look much darker than it would have otherwise. Ben walked toward Danny’s house, figuring that he could try to catch his friend and walk to school with him if he was still around.
 
   Standing at the end of his street, wearing a long hanging blouse over tight black leggings, was Emma. Ben slowed his pace as he neared her, wishing that there was a way for him to get out of having the encounter.
 
   “Ben,” she said softly. “Ben, please, just listen to me.”
 
   Ben shook his head.
 
   “I’ve already listened to you Emma.” He stopped in front of her and stared at her blankly. “I’ve listened to you, and I’m not sure if any of what you’ve told me has been the honest truth.”
 
   “Ben, I love you!” Emma’s voice was full of emotion. She moved forward and took one of Ben’s hands into hers. He took a step back and pulled away, feeling his own inner conflict intensify.
 
   “What…” He took a deep breath and shook his head more vigorously, as though it was a ward against her words. “Emma, I don’t know you. I don’t remember you. And at this point, I’m not even sure if I can trust you to fill in the blanks about what I’ve lost.”
 
    “You have to trust me, Ben,” said Emma. “I came here to find you. You can’t just wave your hand and make me go away.”
 
   I can’t make any of this go away, but that doesn’t mean I have to go along with it.
 
   Ben stopped talking and started walking, continuing towards Danny’s house. He glanced back at her one more time and saw that she was still standing where she was, her body slowly shaking as silent sobs began to wrack her chest.
 
   “I’m not giving up, Ben,” cried Emma. “I can’t give up. Ben, you don’t understand!”
 
   Her words were from the heart. Ben didn’t trust her, but somehow he knew, at that moment, that she was telling the truth. Part of him wanted to stop, to go back, to console her and do whatever it took to make her stop crying.
 
   But his feet continued carrying him forward, away from her. 
 
   None of this makes any sense. I need to remember who this girl was, and fast.
 
   Danny was waiting outside his house. Ben’s face was still a mask of conflict and despair, even after several minutes of walking.
 
   “Jeez, did somebody run over a dog in front of you?” Danny clapped his hand on Ben’s shoulder and shook him playfully. It took all of Ben’s strength to manage a smile, but somehow he did it.
 
   “Sorry, I just had… a bit of drama on the way here,” said Ben.
 
   “Let me guess, it’s over that new girl?” Danny started pulling Ben forward down the street at a slightly quicker pace. “I’ll let you in on a little secret, man. All women are crazy!”
 
   In my life right now, I’m not sure what it means to be crazy… and what it means to be sane.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 12
 
    
 
   “We’re early,” said Danny. “That is really, really good. Especially considering how pissed Cliff still is at you and the new girl. Uh… speaking of which…”
 
   Danny gestured over his shoulder. Ben turned around and saw Emma walking about a hundred feet behind them, staring at him with a mixture of desperation and despair in her eyes.
 
   “Come on,” said Ben. “Let’s get inside. I missed the last half of my classes yesterday. I can’t afford to be late.”
 
   After the two of them walked into school, Ben split off from Danny and headed upstairs to his locker. He was half expecting Cliff to be already there, waiting for him, but the coast was clear.
 
   Emma did break his finger, after all. Maybe he learned his lesson?
 
   He sighed and began pulling his books out of his locker. He could feel somebody’s gaze on his back, and knew without even needing to turn that it was her.
 
   “Emma, look, this is getting creepy,” said Ben. “Just drop it already.”
 
   “Eat lunch with me today.” Emma’s face was serious and determined. “I can’t explain everything, but if you just give me a chance, I can at least show you that you can trust me.”
 
   Ben shut his locker and gave her a long look. Her outfit looked amazing on her, and it was a little hard for him to imagine her as anything other than a cute, fun loving teenage girl. 
 
   A teenage girl with a shrine devoted to me and more firepower than the police department.
 
   “I’m not making any promises, but I’ll let you sit next to me during lunch. That’s it.” Ben turned away from her and started walking down the hall. He heard her clap her hands together in excitement and then quickly step after him to keep pace.
 
   “That’s good enough!” she said. “Ben, when you start to remember… I mean, if you remember, you’re going to feel a little silly about all of this.”
 
   Will I? Or will I wonder why I ever let her get this close to begin with?
 
   “I have to get to class,” said Ben. “I’ll see you later.”
 
   He turned away from her at the hallway’s intersection without waiting for her to respond and hurried off to his first period class. It was a Friday, which meant that he was actually in study hall. Unfortunately, with the classes he’d missed over the past few days, he’d have more than enough work to keep him busy during it.
 
   Ben was the first person to get to his study hall, excluding the teacher, a quiet, unassuming man named Mr. Jenkins. He marked Ben off on attendance and turned back to grading papers. Ben took his books out and began doing work.
 
   Other students began to file in, most of them bringing raucous energy with them that Ben couldn’t have matched in his current state if he tried. He focused on catching up with the classes that he’d missed as Mr. Jenkins took roll and quieted things down.
 
   “Good morning, Mr. Jenkins.” A tall, casually dressed and confident woman stood at the door of the classroom. Though he didn’t see her often, Ben immediately recognized her as Principal Anders, the relatively young and open-minded head of administration at Emerald High.
 
   “Oh, good morning, Principal Anders,” said Mr. Jenkins. “What can I do for you?”
 
   “I need to take Ben down to the office,” she said. All of the heads in the room pivoted to look at Ben. He raised his eyebrow as he thought carefully about his activities for the past few days. 
 
   They usually don’t send the principal down to handle someone skipping class, do they?
 
   “Uh, okay,” said Ben. “Is there something wrong?”
 
   Principal Anders shook her head.
 
   “We just need to talk to you about a couple of things,” she said. “You aren’t in any trouble.”
 
   The students in the study hall began to whisper to each other. Her reassuring words no more convinced Ben than anyone else. 
 
   If I’m not in trouble, then what is this about?
 
   Mr. Jenkins coughed into his hand and waited to see if the principal was going to give him anything else to go on. She wasn’t. Ben followed her out of the room and down the hall.
 
   “Ben, I remember hearing about your unique situation when you first enrolled in Emerald High.” Principal Anders walked at a deliberately slow pace, and it made Ben feel weirdly self-conscious as other students passed them by, shooting them curious glances. “I was only the assistant principal back then, but we discussed how to accommodate you at great length.”
 
   “Well, uh, I appreciate that.” Ben scratched his head, feeling more than a little confused.
 
   “There is a woman here to ask you a few questions about what you can remember. I know it isn’t much.” Principal Anders put a hand on his shoulder as the two of them turned and stepped into the main office. “Just do your best to answer what you can, Ben. The only reason we’re bothering you with this is because it could potentially help with a very serious investigation.”
 
   She led him into the room that was reserved for sectioning troublesome students off with the disciplinarian. It was empty and relatively clear of furniture, save for a basic looking desk with two chairs on either side of it. Sitting in one of them was a woman with long black hair, wearing a strangely masculine looking suit jacket and jeans.
 
   “Hello, Ben,” said the woman. “My name is Kate Connors. I’m a private investigator looking for someone who can help me with my current case.”
 
   Ben sat down in the free chair and then looked back at the principal. She smiled at him and then stepped back.
 
   “I’ll give the two of you a minute to talk alone.” Principal Anders closed the door as she left, giving Ben one more of her signature reassuring looks.  
 
   “What’s this about, Mrs…” Ben trailed off as he saw her shake her head.
 
   “Ms. Connors,” she said with a smile. “I’m not as old as I look, you know.”
 
   Ben felt a little foolish at his mistake, even though he knew it was a harmless one. 
 
   Is this part of her strategy, to make me feel as uncomfortable as possible?
 
   “Relax, Ben,” said Kate. “Look, I’ve already talked to your principal about who you are and how you ended up here. I was led here by only the barest scraps of information in the first place, so I’m not expecting much. Have you ever heard of a group called The Syndicate?”
 
   Ben shook his head, but somewhere deep within the depths of his mind, something was stirring. It made him feel uneasy all over, his stomach twisting inside his abdomen, and his toes clenching ever so slightly.
 
   “I know you probably don’t remember much, or anything…” Kate reached into her pocket. “But have you ever seen this woman before?”
 
   She set a photo down in front of him. Ben’s eyes widened as they locked onto it.
 
   It’s her.
 
   The woman from his dreams was turned away in the photo, but wearing the same angelic white gown, her long blonde hair, and eye catching body exactly as he remembered. The photo looked like it was taken from a hidden vantage point, at a distance.
 
   “This…” said Ben, his heart beginning to race in his chest. “Who is this?”
 
   “Lenka Ivanov.” Kate slid another photo across to him. “She was once like a mother to you, though I’m not sure if you can remember.”
 
   Ben took a look at the new photo and felt his breath catch in his throat. Lenka was in it, still wearing her white gown, but with a wolf on either side. Ben’s head began to throb painfully, and as he tried to calm himself down, the dream from the night before was suddenly pulled into focus.
 
   ***
 
   The pit was dark. Ben had fallen onto his stomach after landing, his face pushing into the ground and tasting the dirt and sand. He spat and coughed, and slowly lifted himself into a sitting position.
 
   “Lenka!” Ben cried. “Please, Lenka! I can’t!” 
 
   He ran to the curved sidewall and tried desperately to climb up it. The wall was high enough to prove challenging for his tiny body and without any light, it was impossible to know if there were even any handholds in the rock for him to work his fingers into.
 
   A noise came from the other side of the pit, from behind him. Ben instantly went silent as he sensed the killer instinct of whatever was with him in the pit. He slowly turned, shivering with fear as he stared into the darkness.
 
   “Please,” he whispered. “Lenka…”
 
   Ben heard the creature growl, and moved just in time to avoid it as it leaped forward into the place where he had been standing a fraction of a second earlier. It was a wolf, a juvenile, not yet fully grown. From the way it bared its fangs at him and slowly approached, lacking even the slightest trace of uncertainty or fear, it did not appear to make much of a difference.
 
   Walking on the sandy floor of the pit was wonky and Ben tripped after taking a couple of backward steps away from the wolf. The beast was on top of him before he had a chance to roll over. All Ben could do was hold his arms up over his face and head, feeling the wolf’s sharp teeth sink unremorsefully into his arm.
 
   “Ahhhhh!” His cry echoed throughout the pit, up to the ceiling and back. Drops of blood, his own, splashed onto his chest and face. The growling of the wolf shook him to the core and made the pain feel almost mild in comparison.
 
   Without really knowing what he was doing, Ben began to strike back. His left arm was free, and he lashed out at the wolf with it, progressing from open handed slaps, to punches, to using his fingers to gouge into the creature’s eyes.
 
   It let out a cry of its own and flinched back. This time, Ben was on top of it, slamming his fists down, pushing his knee into the beast’s abdomen, and quite literally fighting for his life.
 
   The encounter felt like it had gone on for an eternity when it finally came to an end. Ben couldn’t see the wolf, but it was limp underneath him as he slammed one of his bare feet down into it for the hundredth time.
 
   “Good.” Lenka’s voice floated down into the pit, like an angel speaking down from heaven into hell. “Very good, Brandon.”
 
   Brandon… My old name really was Brandon.
 
   ***
 
   “You look like you just remembered something,” said Kate. “Care to share?”
 
   Ben took a deep breath and shook his head.
 
   “I just uh, yeah, I remembered something.” He wasn’t sure if he was doing the right thing or not by be honest with the private investigator, but it was hard for him to think clearly in his current state.
 
   “What was it?” asked Kate.
 
   He sighed and set his hands down on the desk. On his right wrist and forearm, he suddenly noticed old scars that he’d long since learned to ignore.
 
   “I’m not sure if I can help you track down Lenka,” said Ben. “But I remember a bit of what she did to me. What happened to me in her care. Whatever she was to me…” 
 
   He trailed off and shook his head.
 
   “I’ll cooperate in any way I can, Ms. Connors.”
 
   Kate smiled and nodded to him.
 
   “We’re only just getting started, Ben,” she said. “I have more to show you. Much more. If you’ll take a look at-“
 
   The door behind the two of them opened, and Principal Anders stood in it, a disapproving and protective glare set into her eyes.
 
   “Ben needs to get back to class,” she said, her voice sounding a little cold. “His attendance record has been rather poor lately, and it’s important for him to catch up on his work.”
 
   Kate held up a hand in protest.
 
   “Excuse me, Mrs. Anders, if you don’t mind I would just like to-“
 
   “I do mind,” said Principal Anders. “And judging from the look on Ben’s face, so does he.”
 
   Ben didn’t say anything. He wasn’t sure what he felt or wanted at that moment. As Principal Anders stepped back and gestured for him to follow her, his legs lifted him up out of the desk and began walking towards the door.
 
   I could learn so much more… But how much is too much?
 
   “I’ll be seeing you again soon, Ben,” said Kate. “My investigation is just getting started.”
 
   Ben still didn’t say anything.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 13
 
    
 
   Study hall went by quickly, mostly due to Ben’s studious approach to catching up on his work. The next period, French class, was much the same. Ben focused on the lesson as intently as he could, using the instruction as a way of distracting himself from his confusing thoughts.
 
   The bell for lunch rang and Ben took his time walking to the cafeteria. The lunch room lines were usually long and arduous, a pain to have to wait through, and so he was in no hurry. When he finally did arrive, the hum of students chatting and enjoying each other’s company as they ate their lunch greeted him warmly.
 
   Ben instinctively turned when he saw a hand wave as he scanned the tables for somewhere to sit after he’d bought his food. Emma was sitting all alone, at a table off to the side, and she was smiling at him. 
 
   I can’t just ignore her forever, even if it’s what my gut is telling me to do.
 
   He slowly and warily walked over to take a seat next to her. He didn’t say anything, not at first. Emma looked as though she was just happy to have him there, and waited patiently as he began to chew on the slice of pizza he’d liberated from the lunch line.
 
   “A private investigator came to the school to talk to me today,” he finally said, breaking the silence.
 
   Emma froze in mid movement, her hand halfway into her lunchbox.
 
   “What did they say?” she asked. “I mean, did she want to know anything, or…”
 
   Ben nodded slowly and searched her face for any hidden clues as to just what was going on. 
 
   “She told me a little about The Syndicate,” he said. “That was the group that captured us, wasn’t it?”
 
   Emma blinked a couple of times in quick succession.  
 
   “Yeah, it was,” she said softly. “Ben, this isn’t good. If a PI can find us, then there is no way that-“
 
   “Lenka.” The name rolled off Ben’s tongue with familiarity and a strange warmth. “She was the one behind it all. Emma… what was she to us? Who was she? Why is it that she seems so…?”
 
   Why does she seem to be so revered in my memories when so much of what she did was evil?
 
   “She was more than just behind it all, Ben.” Emma took a deep, shaky breath, emotion hanging in her throat like a bad cough. “She was… more than that, to us.”
 
   A surprising kernel of anger formed in Ben’s chest. He slapped his hand down on the table, shaking his plate and drawing the attention of some of the other students nearby. He sighed and forced himself back into a composed state.
 
   “I learned more from five minutes of talking with that clueless private investigator, who came all the way to Emerald Hills to ask me what I know than I have from you in days.” It was impossible to keep his eyes from narrowing into a glare as he looked at Emma. He was mad at her, but also at himself, and his own fatigued, fogged memory.
 
   “I can’t just tell you all of it right off, Ben,” said Emma.
 
   “Why, Emma? Tell me why you can’t!”
 
   She looked hurt, as though his reaction was causing her an almost physical pain. Emma reached her hands over and took both of Ben’s into her own.
 
   “Because I love you too much, Ben.” Her voice was just a whisper, like a tiny, sad little bell. Ben didn’t say anything, and after a second of staring into her eyes, with tears cresting in their corners, he had to look away.
 
   “I do love you Ben, so much,” she said softly. “I… I know how the pictures must have looked to you. And… the guns, too. But it all comes back to you. I came here for you, that room is devoted to you, to finding and protecting you.”
 
   What did I do, what could I ever have done, to make a girl this crazy for me?
 
   “Emma…” Without really thinking about it, Ben rubbed his fingers against her hand reassuringly. She smiled at him, a pained smile that carried all of her chaotic emotions to the forefront.
 
   Ben remembered the dream from the night before, along with the flashback from talking with the private investigator. He turned his arm over on the table and pointed to the faint scars from the wolf bite.
 
   “Did I ever explain to you where this came from?” he asked. “What did I say about it? And what did I say happened after?”
 
   Emma shook her head.
 
   “You didn’t have to explain anything, Ben,” she said. “I was right there after it happened. Do you remember any of that?”
 
   ***
 
   Ben was back at the top of the pit. Lenka slowly wrapped a cloth bandage around his wounded arm, the white becoming spotted with red as it made contact with the gash.
 
   “You did well,” whispered Lenka. “I am proud of you. Much prouder of you than you can ever know, honey.”
 
   “Lenka…” Tears welled up in Ben’s young eyes, and he shook his head back and forth frantically. “I didn’t want to kill it. I had to, I didn’t have a choice…”
 
   “I know you didn’t,” she whispered. “It’s part of becoming a real member of our family, Brandon. It’s not something you must feel guilty over, my sweet.”
 
   Ben nodded, his face still feeling hot and flushed from the adrenaline and exertion. Lenka took his hand into hers and began leading him back down the hallway.
 
   She brought him not the cell that he had been in before, but to a new one. It looked similar, with one major, unambiguous difference. Emma was standing in the center of it.
 
   She looks so… young.
 
   “Brandon!” cried Emma. “Oh my god, Brandon!”
 
   “He is okay, dear,” said Lenka. “Both of you are okay and closer to becoming true members of The Syndicate family than ever before. You will be as my children, and I will be as your mother.”
 
   She opened the door to the cell and Ben walked into it on his own. He pulled Emma into a tight hug and felt his entire body hum with warm relief.
 
   “Was it… scary?” Emma asked, her voice tickling Ben’s ear.
 
   “No,” he said. “It was fine.”
 
   ***
 
   “I… remember.” Ben stared at Emma back in the lunchroom, his expression softened by the reawakened memory. “At least, I remember what happened after I… killed wolf. Meeting with you, in the cell.”
 
   Emma looked like she was working to contain her excitement. She squeezed Ben’s hands and glowed with an eagerness that he hadn’t seen since the two of them had first reunited.
 
   “I’m so glad! Ben, it’s all going to come back eventually, and then… you’ll understand!”
 
   Her smile was like a warm breeze against the setting sun. It made Ben’s heart begin to beat a little faster, and it was hard for him to meet her gaze without smiling, too.
 
   “Ben, there’s a football game tonight,” said Emma. “I know that you’re going through a lot right now, but maybe it would be nice for the two of us to just be regular teenagers. You know, at least for one night?”
 
   I’ve been a regular teenager for the past four years, up until a couple of days ago. To go back to being that, and with Emma…
 
   “Sure,” said Ben. “Let’s give it a shot.”
 
   Emma leaned forward and kissed him suddenly, her lips soft and passionate against his. For a moment afterward, Ben was at a loss for what to say. She stared at him with eyes full of adoration, full of love.
 
   “We’ve already given it a shot, Ben,” she said. “This is shot number two.”
 
   “Yeah, I guess it is.”
 
   For the rest of lunch, Ben was almost able to convince himself that the two of them really were nothing more than regular teenagers. He asked Emma questions about how she was settling down at Emerald High and she asked him about how his classes were going and what he had for homework.
 
   It’s all just a cute little farce. A distraction from what we both know really matters.
 
   The bell rang, and Emma gave Ben a quick goodbye kiss before heading off. Ben’s next period was Statistics, a class that he’d found himself to have a natural aptitude for. He wasn’t too worried about being behind on his work as he made his way down the hall to it and settled into a desk inside.
 
   Most of the students were already in the room, and Ben was surprised that the teacher hadn’t arrived yet. He took out his books and glanced towards the door as he waited, and instantly did a double take.
 
   Kate Connors was looking in at him from the hallway. The second their eyes met, she slinked away, as if hoping that he would mistake her face for someone else’s. Ben looked around the classroom to see if anyone else had noticed her, but most of them were either making chit chat or reviewing the homework.
 
   “Alright everybody, settle down.” Mr. Evans was young, a substitute turned full time, and he brought a certain energy to teaching that was unique for Emerald High. “We’re going to start today off by reviewing the homework from last week.”
 
   Ben pulled his homework sheet out of his binder and set it on his desk. He looked back towards the hallway, but the private investigator was gone.
 
   “Timothy, would you like to come up to the board and fill in the blanks on the first problem?” asked Mr. Evans. “You can start by-“
 
   The shrill, biting, familiar sound of the fire alarm forced its way into the room, cutting him off. Ben and the other students stood up instinctively, and Mr. Evans waved them towards the door.
 
   “Alright, you guys know what to do,” he said. “Single file, meet up on the school’s front lawn.”
 
   Ben followed the rest of the class out of the room, falling a little behind as he closed his homework back into his textbook. 
 
   Usually they announce fire drills at the start of the week. Maybe it’s the real deal this time?
 
   The group moved down the hall with surprising speed as more students filed out from their classrooms and crowded in. Ben was right with the rest of his class up until they reached the intersection, the influx of people cutting him off and leaving him behind.
 
   He felt a hand come to a rest on his shoulder, and when he turned to look, he saw that it belonged to Kate Connors, who stood behind him with a self-satisfied smile on her face.
 
   “I guess now we have a little extra time to finish talking,” she said. “Come on.”


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 14
 
    
 
   The fire alarm was still blaring in Ben’s ear as Kate Connors took him by the hand and led him forward. They weren’t heading towards the school’s front exit, or any of its exits, for that matter.
 
   This is pretty bold, especially considering that there was no guarantee that I’d say yes.
 
   The private investigator stopped in front of a door that Ben had never really noticed before. She opened it and pushed him through it in almost a single movement, stepping after him and closing them in.
 
   “This is… a storage room?” Ben couldn’t see much in the dark, but he was sure that there wasn’t much there to see in the first place. Calling it a room was an exaggeration, really it was nothing more than a glorified closet.
 
   “Ben, there is more to what I have to ask you and tell you then what we went over in your principal’s office.” Kate Connors pushed both of Ben’s shoulders flat against the wall behind him. He couldn’t see her face in the dark, but the intensity of her body language almost gave her an aura of seriousness.
 
   “What is it?” asked Ben. 
 
   And why is her telling me so important that she’d risk taking a chance on a stunt like this.
 
   “I know more about The Syndicate than I let on in our little interview,” said Kate. “I also know more about you, Ben.”
 
   The closet was tiny, and even within it, Kate was standing closer to him than she needed to. Ben could feel her breath against his skin as she spoke, the close proximity giving the encounter a strangely intimate feel.
 
   “Then tell me,” said Ben. “I’ve been remembering bits and pieces, but nobody has been willing to actually tell me everything I need to know.”
 
   “For me to be able to trust you with this information, you need to agree to work with me and me alone.” Kate put one of her hands on Ben’s chest and leaned into him. His heart was racing underneath it, and he tried to focus on what she was saying instead of how hot the room was suddenly beginning to feel.
 
   “What are you talking about?”
 
   “The girl that you’re friends with,” said Kate Connors. “Emma. She cannot be trusted.”
 
   Emma… can’t be trusted?
 
   Ben didn’t say anything. Every moment that went by with the two of them in the tiny closet felt like it raised the stakes in some invisible poker game, with the chips on the table representing their control. 
 
   Is she bluffing? Can I risk calling her on this?
 
   “How do you know that she can’t be trusted?” he finally asked.
 
   “I can’t tell you just yet.”
 
   “Then how am I supposed to-“
 
   “Let me make this simple for you, Ben.” Kate leaned in even closer, and an excited, hot chill ran down Ben’s spine. “I’m sure Emma is offering you what she can to keep your trust. Whatever she’s offering you, I’ll outdo it.”
 
   Ben didn’t have to wonder long about exactly what she meant by that. One of Kate’s hand slipped down and slowly began to cup his already hardening cock with gentle, practiced touches.
 
   “Her or me, Ben,” she whispered. “I’ll actually answer your questions and tell you what’s going on.”
 
   Ben started shake his head and answer her, but before he could, Kate had set one of her fingers against his lips. She pushed forward, letting her soft breasts mash into his chest, and then slowly slid herself down to the ground.
 
   He was confused, but his body acted like it knew exactly what was going on. The blood rushed to his cock and turned it into an achingly hard rod as Kate began to unbutton and unzip his jeans.
 
   “I’m very serious about this job, Ben,” she whispered. “You’ll understand why soon enough, but for now, just lean back… and enjoy.”
 
   Ben couldn’t clearly see what she was doing in the dark, but the sensation was unmistakable, if still a little new to him. Kate Connors had worked his erection out of his boxers and was slowly rubbing her lips against the tip of it. His cock throbbed and stood at full attention as the older woman slowly began to plant kiss after kiss on it.
 
   “Oh god,” moaned Ben. “This is…”
 
   This is wrong. What would Rachel say, if she knew this was going on? Or Emma?
 
   He had almost summoned the willpower to put a stop to the strange seduction when Kate brought the head of his penis into her mouth. She sucked on it with practiced coordination, and soft, wet, wonderfully pleasurable control.
 
   “Jesus…” Ben was breathing heavily, his breath light in his lungs, and his heart beating as though in a race against a metronome.
 
   Lewd sucking noises came from below as Kate worked her head back and forth, pleasuring the teenager as though making him cum really was part of her official assignment. Ben felt for the wall behind him and slowly leaned back on it, and Kate responded by setting one of her hands against his thigh and pushing herself into even closer contact.
 
   Maybe I’ll just let her keep going for a few more seconds…
 
   Her technique was unlike anything Ben had experienced before, though his examples for reference were admittedly very limited. She would open her mouth wide as she pushed her head forward, taking his cock in as though letting a bird enter a cave. Then, she’d close her lips, push her tongue up against the underside of his shaft, and slowly pull back, sucking Ben off like a practiced tease.
 
   “Oh man,” Ben moaned and felt the private investigator begin to intensify her pace. The pleasure building in his crotch and cock was becoming almost overwhelming in it intensity. He tapped her on the back of the head as he felt himself cross over an invisible line in the sand, but Kate just kept sucking.
 
   Ben’s hips jerked forward involuntarily as he began to cum, pushing the head of his cock against the back of Kate’s throat in a way that was almost rude. She didn’t even flinch, and continued sucking as string after string of Ben’s seed blasted into her mouth.
 
   The pleasure made Ben feel as though he’d just slipped into a warm bath. He leaned back against the wall and closed his eyes, feeling good at first, and then suddenly very guilty. 
 
   This was a betrayal, of both Emma and Rachel. This… shouldn’t have happened.
 
   “Have we reached an understanding, Ben?” asked Kate. “I want you to work with me. With my help, you’ll be able to get your memories back, and all I ask for in exchange is a little trust.”
 
   Ben didn’t say anything and spent a minute or two just breathing and looking through the darkness at Kate.
 
   “I… don’t know,” he finally said. “I just need a day or two to clear my head.”
 
   He watched as Kate’s silhouette nodded back to him.
 
   “So be it. I’ll be waiting.”
 
   The private investigator opened the closet door and walked off down the hallway. The fire alarm was no longer blaring in Ben’s ears, but he still hurried as he made his way towards the school’s entrance. Students were already on their way back inside, and he spotted his class headed straight towards him. Mr. Evans did not look happy.
 
   “Explain yourself, now,” said the teacher.
 
   Ben scratched his head.
 
   “I uh, was stuck in the bathroom,” he said. “A bad case of diarrhea.”
 
   Mr. Evans sighed and shook his head. 
 
   There was only about a half hour of class left after the disturbance. Ben sat through it, unable to focus over the clutter of his distracting thoughts. 
 
   Who the hell can I trust, at this point? Everybody has an agenda... except maybe Rachel.
 
   For a while, Rachel was all that Ben could think about. He could picture her soft smile and motherly demeanor so clearly in his mind’s eye, and he wanted nothing more than to be with her, to hug her, and to kiss her. His thoughts shifted into dangerous, forbidden territory, and he did his best to clear his head.
 
   The final bell rang, and after heading to his locker to drop off his books, Ben headed towards the school’s exit as quickly as he could. The day had only made his situation even more confusing, and he wasn’t interested in trying to sort through the mess that awaited him.
 
   He let out a frustrated sigh as he walked out into the parking lot and saw Emma sitting on one of the school’s short stone walls, waiting for him. He shook his head as he walked over and tried to keep his emotions in check. 
 
   “Ben,” she said. “I thought we could walk home together, if you wanted…”
 
   “How am I supposed to trust you, Emma?” Ben couldn’t stop his anger from leaking into his voice. “Am I supposed to just brush off the fact that you won’t tell me anything about my past and take your cryptic excuses at face value?”
 
   Emma looked as though his words had cut into her like daggers.
 
   “Ben, what’s wrong?” she asked. “I thought-“
 
   “I talked to the private investigator some more.”
 
   “Wait, what?” Emma stood up and walked over to him. “When did you talk to her? You mean after lunch?”
 
   “During the fire alarm,” said Ben. “Emma, she told me I couldn’t trust you. Why the fuck would she tell me something like that?”
 
   Emma opened her mouth to answer him, but it took a second before her vocal cords actually started to make any noise.
 
   “She… Ben, the fire department said that the alarm was probably triggered by somebody as a prank. It was probably her, but it doesn’t make sense. I mean, why would she go through the effort of pulling the fire alarm, just to get a chance to talk to you some more? Why wouldn’t she just wait until the end of the day?”
 
   That’s a really good question.
 
   “Maybe she wanted to talk with me without you around,” said Ben. “Maybe she knew that you’d come and find me after school.”
 
   “And maybe she was trying to catch you off guard, get you into a situation that she was in control of.”
 
   Emma took a step back from Ben and held up her hands defensively. It was hard for Ben to ignore the depth of emotion in her eyes, and the way it felt as though she was looking into underneath the surface.
 
   “It’s up to you whether or not you decide to trust me, Ben,” she whispered. “But I’m not ever going to hurt you, or betray you. I never could. Never.”
 
   Ben was silent. He felt a flicker of emotion that hadn’t been there before as he looked back at Emma, and for a moment a strange sense of déjà vu washed over him.
 
   “You need to tell me more than that, Emma,” he said. “If you don’t help me remember, you might as well just be hurting me in the long run.”
 
   Emma took a deep breath and then exhaled.
 
   “What do you want to know?” she asked, in a soft voice. “I can’t tell you everything. That would be just as much of a betrayal.”
 
   “Tell me…” Ben thought carefully for a moment. “Tell me what happened after I killed the wolf. What did they make me do next?”
 
   Emma flinched back and suddenly closed her eyes tight.
 
   “I… I don’t want to tell you about that Ben,” she said. “I don’t know how to tell you about that… the man in the cell.”
 
   The man in the cell… my god.
 
   Ben’s legs suddenly felt weak. He took a step forward and sat down hard on the stone wall as a rush of forgotten memories swept him back in time. 
 
   ***
 
   Ben was pushed into a cell, one that looked a lot like the one that he’d been in before. This one had a man that he didn’t recognize in it, in his mid-twenties and still wearing clean clothes and a clean shave.
 
   “A kid…” said the man. “I ask to speak directly with Lenka, and they send in a fucking kid? Enough jokes!”
 
   The man stood up and walked towards Ben, his body language full of the type of puffed up aggressiveness that only someone with a lifetime of getting their way can pull off. Ben flinched back slightly. His arm had healed over the past few weeks, but it still hurt to move it quickly.
 
   I have to do it. I don’t have a choice, it’s just like before.
 
   “Listen, I don’t care if Lenka is your boss or your fucking mom!” The man was shouting and gesturing with his hands as he spoke. “Tell her that I had nothing to do with my dad’s business. Let me go and he’ll make sure that all of you are substantially rewarded.”
 
   I remember… Lenka already talked with his father. He refused to pay a cent.
 
   “Lenka says that… your father needs some encouragement.”
 
   The man walked away from Ben and shook the metal bars of the cell roughly.
 
   “So figure out a way to fucking give it to him!” he screamed. “I just told you, I’m not involved with my father or his finances. So yeah, maybe on occasion I’d have some fun with the women that he’d buy and sell. Maybe I wasn’t always gentle with them, but it’s none of you and your vigilante leader’s goddamn business.”
 
   Ben gritted his teeth. He’d already heard about the man and his father from Lenka. They were a dynasty of human traffickers, modern day slavers, evil and unrepentant. Part of Ben had hoped that the man would act exactly as he had, full of vitriol and belligerence. It made following through with what he had to do next much easier.
 
   The last few weeks have changed me. There’s no turning back.
 
   Slowly, Ben walked over to the man, who still gazed out through the gaps in the bars, away from him. He pulled out both of the tools of the trade that Lenka had given him from his belt, the taser and the knife. The man turned as the stunner sparked to life in Ben’s hand, but it was too late.
 
   “What? No, hold-“
 
   His plea was cut short as Ben gingerly touched the electric arc to the man’s arm. He shook for a moment and then dropped to the ground in a limp heap.
 
   “Lenka has talked to some of the women that you used and then threw away.” Ben spoke in a whisper as he set the taser down and pulled the man across the cement floor. “The ones that you let live… they told us that they wished that you’d killed them.”
 
   “You’re… just a kid…” The man spoke to Ben in an insubstantial, wispy voice. Ben shook his head.
 
   “I am one of Lenka’s children,” he whispered back.
 
   Ben brought the knife down hard on one of the man’s fingers. He prepared mentally for cutting through the tough joint and sinew, putting more force into the motion than he thought he needed to. The man’s scream was more of a dull moan than anything, but it still made tears of disgust begin to crest in Ben’s eyes.
 
   I have to do it… I am one of Lenka’s children.
 
   ***
 
   “Ben! Ben! Are you okay?”
 
   He had passed out. As Ben slowly opened his eyes, he saw Emma’s face in front of him. He had fallen over into her lap, still sitting on the stone wall, and she cradled his head gently, staring at him with worried eyes.
 
   “Yeah, I…” Ben paused. “I’m fine.”
 
   Am I fine? What have I done? How could I have done something like that?
 
   Emma shook her head and looked as though she was on the verge of crying.
 
   “Ben, this is why…” she whispered. “Do you understand now? You shouldn’t have to remember some of the things that you’ve… That both of us, have had to do.”
 
   Ben sat up. He sighed, and then made a noise that was a mixture of a laugh and a sob.
 
   “Emma, I’m sorry,” he said softly. “I’m sorry…”
 
   “You haven’t done anything wrong, Ben. It wasn’t you. It… wasn’t us.”
 
   Ben took her hand into his and rubbed it gently between his fingers.
 
   “I should get back to Rachel’s. Let’s go to the football game tonight.”
 
   “Are you sure? We could just relax, do something a little less public.”
 
   He shook his head.
 
   “No, it’s like you said. Let’s try to be normal teenagers, even if it’s just for a night.”
 
   I was a normal teenager… Up until meeting her. What the hell is going on?
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 15
 
    
 
   “Yo, wait up!”
 
   Ben was halfway home from school when the sound of Danny calling to him pulled him out of his trance. He turned to watch as his friend jogged to catch up and took a second to force the tense, introspective look off his face.
 
   “Hey,” he said. “What’s up man?”
 
   “That’s what I want to know,” said Danny. “Lately, it’s like you’ve been in your own little world. Or should I say, you and the new girl have created your own little world.”
 
   Ben started to answer, feeling a little guilty at the truth in Danny’s accusation. 
 
   What can I say, he’s right…
 
   “Oh come on man, don’t take it personally.” Danny smiled and clapped him on the shoulder. “I didn’t mean it like that. It’s just that I’ve barely seen you this week.”
 
   “Sorry, man,” said Ben. “I’ve had a lot going on. It’s just been a confusing couple of days.”
 
   Danny lifted one of his eyebrows and looked as though he was picking up on a message that Ben hadn’t intended to impart.
 
   “It’s all good man,” he said. “At least one of us is getting laid.”
 
   Ben smiled and playfully pushed his friend’s shoulder. 
 
   This is exactly what I need. Normal friends, a normal life, as a normal teenager.
 
   “Are you going to the football game tonight, Danny?” he asked. “I was going to go with Emma. It would be a good chance for all of us to hang out together and relax for a bit.”
 
   “Yeah, I’ll be there,” said Danny. “Ben… If there’s anything else that’s been eating you, you can tell me, you know. I have your back.”
 
   “Of course…” Ben’s voice had more sorrow in it than intended, but he forced a smile on his face anyway. Danny had always been there for him. He found himself wishing that his problems were a bit more relatable, and he could let his friend in on them as he had so often done in the past.
 
   “It’s not Cliff, is it?” asked Danny. “After what happened with you, Emma, and him, I would have figured that he’d give you guys a wide berth.”
 
   “No, it’s not Cliff,” said Ben. “I’ve just been having some really bad dreams lately.”
 
   Danny didn’t say anything, but he put one of his arms around Ben’s shoulder and walked by his side. It was a small, good-natured gesture, and it actually did help Ben relax a little bit.
 
   “I gotta meet up with my dad at the hardware store, but let’s talk more about this tonight,” said Danny. “If it’s bugging you that badly, the least I can do is give you an ear to vent on, even if I can’t help.”
 
   “Thanks man,” said Ben. “I appreciate that.”
 
   Danny clapped him one more time on the back and then split off around the corner. 
 
   An ear to vent on, huh? I guess given everything that’s happening, that’s all I can really ask for.
 
   When he made it back to Rachel’s house, he was a little surprised to find that her car was already in the driveway. Her work schedule had been unpredictable for the past few days, almost strangely so.
 
   He walked up the steps and headed inside, kicking off his shoes as he scanned the living room. Rachel was curled up on the couch with a blanket over her, watching TV.
 
   “Ben, hey,” she said. “How was school?”
 
   “It was fine, I guess.” Ben walked over to the couch, and Rachel pulled her feet back enough for him to have room to sit down.
 
   “You sound a little down.” Rachel pushed her foot against his leg and sat up. “What’s going on?”
 
   As Ben turned to look at her, he noticed that she’d already changed out of her work clothes and into some that were a little more comfortable, a purple t-shirt and black yoga pants. Her hair was pulled back into a simple bun, and it was hard for him to look at her without feeling his heart begin to beat dangerously fast.
 
   “Rach… A private investigator came to the school today.” He paused and watched her face shift in concern. “She asked me some questions about my life before I came here.”
 
   Rachel moved closer to him on the couch and took his hands into hers. The side of her body pushed against him, and for a moment all Ben could think about was leaning into her embrace, and feeling her soft warmth. 
 
   She’s the only one that’s always been here for me, that I know for sure I can trust.
 
   “Oh sweetie,” said Rachel. “What did she ask you? Did you remember anything?”
 
   Ben nodded, and then slowly began to describe the memories he’d regained over the course of the day. Rachel began to trace her fingers across his scars as he told her about the fight with the wolf, and held one of her hands on his chest as he talked about the man in the cell.
 
   “Ben, I’m so sorry.” She looked more upset than he felt, and for a moment, he almost regretted worrying her with the truth.
 
   “It’s fine,” said Ben. “I’m fine. I’ll probably end up remembering more. It’s just a part of my life I’ll have to work through. I’m just glad that I could talk to… well, that I could talk to Emma about it, and feel a little less crazy.”
 
   Rachel’s expression flickered for a moment, and Ben saw a glimmer of jealousy in it. Her hand began to move across his chest and stomach, slowly tracing the outline of his muscles and abs through his shirt.
 
   “Ben… Are you and her…?”
 
   Ben shook his head.
 
   “I don’t know what we are.” 
 
   And I don’t know what you are to me either, Rachel.
 
   “Well… she is your age,” said Rachel softly. “And you both clearly went through a lot together.”
 
   “Yeah, I guess we did.”
 
   The room suddenly felt a couple of degrees hotter, and a strange tension seemed to hang on the air. Ben became acutely aware of how close she was to him on the couch, along with the fact that they were alone in the house. The memory of what had happened the night before was vivid in his mind and his body began to react as though it was happening all over again.
 
   “Ben, I’m here for you,” said Rachel. “If you need somebody, that is.”
 
   Ben nodded and felt the tension skyrocket as the room grew quiet again. Rachel shifted even closer to him, and one of Ben’s hands slid off her shoulder and onto her arm.
 
   “Rachel…” His cock was growing into an illicit, iron hard bar inside his pants. 
 
   Are we really about to do this? Is this right?
 
   Rachel’s eyes expressed the very same concerns. Ben could feel her breath on his neck, hot and ragged, as though they were already in the throes of ecstasy. She locked eyes with him and let her hand drift lower and lower until it came to a rest on his cock. A shiver of excitement and pleasure shot through Ben, like he’d won a prize in a contest.
 
   “Ben, sweetie,” whispered Rachel. Ben nodded ever so slightly. He was at a loss for words, too overwhelmed by the intense pleasure of giving in to temptation. Rachel leaned her head into his, and their lips slowly came together, sending fireworks through Ben’s body as they kissed.
 
   Ben ran his hands over Rachel’s seductive body, feeling her breasts and her butt, feeling all of the perfect curves of her perfectly proportioned frame. He kissed Rachel’s neck and then felt her move him down underneath her on the couch as she began to rub his package.
 
   There was something about kissing Rachel, about getting hard for her and feeling her touch, that made Ben feel like he’d violated some cardinal rule. It was as though he was in the midst of a bank robbery, but instead of taking off with cash, it was her sexy, seductive, off-limits body.
 
   She slowly began to move her crotch against Ben’s hardness, grinding into him and watching the pleasured reaction on his face. Ben lifted his hands up and kneaded her breasts through her shirt. She had no bra on underneath, and it was easy to feel the warmth and softness with his fingers.
 
   “Ben…” Rachel’s voice was a conflicted whisper. He could see the same struggle on her face that he felt in his heart, her lust doing battle against responsibility and reason.
 
   Apparently her emotions and the heat of the situation won out. Slowly, with shaky, but deft movements, Rachel unzipped Ben’s jeans. His cock pushed out against his boxers, and she pulled those down, too.
 
   It all felt like it was happening in slow motion to Ben. He watched as Rachel’s hand slowly closed around his cock, sending an almost tickle-like blast of pleasure into his crotch. She held his cock like it was the hilt of a sword, the mighty excaliber, and it was her job to pull it from the stone.
 
   She was still straddling his thighs as she slowly began to pump her hand up and down, teasing him with slight, loving movements. Ben let out a moan and leaned his head back.
 
   Rachel… is touching my cock?
 
   “Ben…” Rachel moved off the couch and stared at him as she slowly began to wiggle out of her tight yoga pants. She had taken him in, cared for him when he’d needed it most, and now was stripping her clothes off in front of him, with eyes full of lust and desire.
 
   Her panties were black with a tiny gold bow embroidered on the front. She climbed back onto the couch and straddled Ben again, and this time his cock probed against the fabric, the last barrier between them and something that would change their relationship irrevocably.
 
   “Oh god, Rachel!” Ben leaned up, groping her breasts and pushing his hips towards her crotch. His cock pressed against her panties and then bounced away, deflected like a blocked shot on goal. Rachel moaned and then leaned in and kissed him, one of her hands wrapping itself around his hard, throbbing dick.
 
   “Hold on.” whispered Rachel. “We…”
 
   She trailed off without finishing her sentence, but Ben knew what she was trying to say. 
 
   We can’t. We can’t, because you’ve been a mother to me for the past four years? Because it’s sick, and wrong, and terrible, and giving in would make things between us more complicated than either of us would be able to take?
 
   Ben kissed Rachel without restraint, letting his tongue push into her mouth as he let his cock do the same in between her legs. It hit against her soft panties again, but this time Ben pulled them ever so slightly to the side with his fingers, and went a little further.
 
   Oh my god.
 
   The head of his cock pushed up into Rachel, just the tiniest bit. It was only barely enough for him to be able to feel her, to feel how warm and insanely pleasurable her cunt would feel if he went all the way. And then Rachel pulled back.
 
   “No, Ben!” Her chest was heaving up in down, just like Ben’s was, and her cheeks were blushing a deep red. “We can’t”
 
   “Rachel, I…” Ben couldn’t say what he wanted to say, but the words reverberated in his head, the truth of them unmistakable. 
 
   I love you.
 
   Rachel began pumping his cock with quick, almost angry movements as she shook her head.
 
   “We can’t…” She pumped Ben’s cock with gentle intensity, looking at it as though she thought that it was a loaded weapon, just waiting to go off. “We have to go back to the way things were.”
 
   Ben opened his mouth. He wanted to warn her of what was about to happen, but it felt so incredibly good, and her boobs bounced each time she stroked his rod up and down.
 
   “I’ve taken care of you for years, Ben,” she said in a lusty, whispered voice. “You’re part of my family… I love you, as a-“
 
   “Oh fuck!” Ben tried to pull his cock away from her at the last second, but all it ended up doing was pushing it closer. He began to explode, his cum spraying out forward, onto the one person he cared about and loved more than any other. Strings of seed blasted out onto Rachel, onto her tight purple t-shirt, and onto her face.
 
   “Ben!” Her voice sounded far off, but he could still hear the shock and surprise in it. Ben had never felt pleasure so intense, the warm glow of it threatening to melt him in the couch. All he could do was shake his head back and forth. 
 
   I’m sorry, Rachel.
 
   She stood up and stepped back from the couch. Ben looked up just in time to see her wiping cum off one of her cheeks and pulling another glob from her hair. He caught her eye for a second and felt an almost overwhelming shame take hold of him. Rachel hurried off to the bathroom, and after a minute, Ben stood up and walked to his room.
 
   It was midway through the afternoon. Ben sat at his desk, feeling a little unnerved by what had just happened. 
 
   Has whatever this is always been there between me and Rachel, just brimming and boiling, under the surface?
 
   He spent a while on his computer, doing his best to put a dent in the homework assignments that she'd been neglecting all week. When it became clear that it was impossible for him to focus on anything outside of the chaos of his life, Ben turned it off and stood up from his desk.
 
   He headed outside. There was still half an hour until the football game started, but Ben decided that there was no point in hanging around Rachel's house, waiting for the awkward confrontation that loomed on the horizon. Danny was outside mowing his parent’s lawn when he arrived.
 
   "You’re early," said Danny. "Did something happen? I wasn't expecting you for a little bit."
 
   Ben shrugged.
 
   "Yeah, I guess you could say that." Ben walked over to one of the chairs that Danny's parents had on their patio and sat down in it.
 
   “You want to talk about it, champ?” Danny’s voice was sarcastic, but in a way that was good natured and only made Ben smile.
 
   “Just girl problems, man. I’m sure a player like you knows how it is.” Ben’s reply met Danny’s in tone, and his friend playfully punched him in the shoulder.
 
   He hung out and waited while Danny finished mowing the lawn, trying not to think too much about all of the drama and emotions that were suddenly on his plate. It felt a little bit like he’d taken a small plate through a loaded buffet. 
 
   I just need to do what I said I wanted to do tonight. I need to go to the football game and be a normal teenager.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 16
 
    
 
   By the time that Danny had returned the gas powered push mower back into his parents garage, the sun was beginning to set over the horizon. The game still wouldn’t be starting for at least another hour, but football games in Emerald Hills were more a social event than anything, and the two of them set out early.
 
   “Emma should be meeting us on the way,” said Ben. “She invited me to hang out with her at the game earlier today.”
 
   “You still haven’t given me a decent explanation of why the new girl is so obsessed with you, bro,” said Danny. “Nothing against you as a person, but compared to Emma, well, it’s just a bit of an odd match up.”
 
   If you only knew the half of it…
 
   Ben started to answer when he saw the girl in question turn onto the street in front of where he and Danny were walking.
 
   “Perfect timing, Emma!” Ben called out to her and watched as she looked back at the two of them, a radiant smile spreading across her face as she recognized him.
 
   “Ben, hey…” Emma slowed and waited for him and Danny to catch up with her, and then casually looped one of her arms around his. “I’m glad that you decided to come out tonight, in the end.”
 
   “Yeah, well, things were a bit weird back at home.” 
 
   That’s putting it lightly, for sure.
 
   “Hey Emma, can I ask you something?” Danny continued before waiting for a response to his question, clearly intending it to be rhetorical. “Why are you so infatuated with Ben, anyway? Not that it’s, well, I know it’s really none of my business, but…”
 
   Ben smiled as he watched Danny begin to blush and fumble his words. Emma had that effect on all of the guys at school, except for him. It was hard to look into the type of eyes she had and not be distracted, almost like having a set of brilliant sapphires flashed in front of your face, except with more warmth and more intensity.
 
   “It’s… a little hard to explain.” Emma’s voice was quiet, and Ben wondered if he should step in and save her. “Let’s just say that there is something special about Ben, something that I’m not sure that even he realizes.”
 
   All three of them were silent for a long, awkward moment. The school loomed ahead of them on the street, and Ben cleared his throat and directed his attention towards the football field.
 
   “Jeez, it looks like they’re prepared for a ton of people tonight,” he said. “All of the food vendors and security staff are out and about.”
 
   “Yeah, it’s a good thing we got here early,” said Danny.
 
   They headed through the ticket line. Without really thinking about it, Ben pulled out his wallet to pay for both him and Emma.
 
   “Oh, Ben, you don’t have to.”
 
   “It’s fine,” he said. “My treat.”
 
   Emma had a strange look in her eyes, almost like she felt bad for letting him pay, more so than she should have. 
 
   Does she have money of her own? She must, if she’s renting that house. Why didn’t I ever stop and think about that, before?
 
   Ben wanted to ask her on the spot, but Danny was still there, and the last thing he wanted to do was complicate his already complicated social sphere any further.
 
   “Come on,” said Danny. “Let’s go hang around behind the bleachers.”
 
   “The bleachers?” asked Ben. “That’s where people sneak off to smoke weed, isn’t it?”
 
   “There isn’t going to be anything else going on at this time of night,” said Danny. “We might as well see if we can find anything interesting.”
 
   Ben shook his head but didn’t object further as he followed his friend along towards the area behind the seats. It was also where the football team kept some of their training sleds. Ben’s looked towards one of them which had two girls from his school on it, hidden in the shadows and making out with each other passionately.
 
   “Told you,” whispered Danny. The girls hadn’t noticed the three of them. Ben glanced over at Emma, expecting her to be put off by the display, but instead finding that she was watching with just as much curiosity as they were.
 
   He opened his mouth to tease her, but before he could, the sound of laughter and loud male voices approached from behind them. Ben slowly turned around, only to see that it was Cliff and a decently sized group of his wrestling buddies.
 
   “So where are these chicks at, anyway?” bellowed Cliff. “It sounded pretty hot from what Mike was saying…”
 
   His face shifted as he saw Ben, Danny, and Emma standing there, eyes lowering into a glare and the sides of his mouth turning up into a thin-lipped smile.
 
   “Well, look who we have here!” Cliff looked back at his friends and then held up his left hand, which had a splintered index finger. “I’ve been looking everywhere for the two of you over the past few days. Man, am I glad to see you!”
 
   His gang started laughing. Danny set one of his hands on Ben’s shoulder and started to pull him back, but he shook his head. 
 
   Not this time, not tonight.
 
   Emma slid in closer to Ben and brought her face close to his ear.
 
   “We should probably just leave it be,” she whispered. “We don’t want to attract too much attention.”
 
   “No.” Ben shook his head and stepped forward, waving a hand in a mockingly cordial gesture at the wrestlers. “What’s up, Cliff?”
 
   “I think you know what’s up, fuck face.” Cliff was visibly angry as he stomped forward, but it wasn’t enough to make Ben back down.
 
   “If you’re going to try something, go ahead and try it.” Ben had a resigned, confident smile on his face. He had an unusual feeling in his chest, as though the events of the past few days had pushed him to his limit and submitting to Cliff’s bullshit even just one more time would be too much to bear.
 
   Cliff walked towards him, fast. Ben didn’t notice that Danny was moving to stand between the two of them until it was too late.
 
   “Hold on a second, how about we all just talk about this?” Danny’s hands were up, and he had his most conciliatory expression on his face. “I’m sure we can find a way to-“
 
   Cliff lashed out with his fist, punching Danny square in the jaw and dropping him to the ground with the single blow. Ben heard Emma yell something from behind him, but he couldn’t hear, and almost couldn’t see anything, outside of Cliff and the color red.
 
   This is so familiar.
 
   The jock was underneath him. He had tackled Cliff, and somehow held both of the large wrestler’s arms against his chest with one hand while he rained down powerful blows onto his face with the other.
 
   “Ben, stop!” Emma’s voice rang out again, but he still couldn’t hear her.
 
   Cliff managed to get one of his hands free and reached up, as though to wrap his fingers around Ben’s neck. He twisted out of the way and struck him across the face with his fist again, following it up with a hard elbow to the jock’s neck. Cliff stopped moving, but Ben continued his onslaught.
 
   It was Emma’s panicked cries that finally brought him out of it. Ben looked down and saw what he’d done, saw the blood on his knuckles and Cliff’s face, and felt sick.
 
   How did this just happen?
 
   “We have to get out of here!” yelled Emma. “The security guards are going to try to hold you, arrest you.”
 
   Ben barely heard her but followed as she took his uninjured hand and pulled him forward. Instead of heading back towards the main entrance to the field, where there were already some authority figures approaching from, they went towards the back fence.
 
   “Come on!” Emma struggled to climb over the fence, which was just high enough to be difficult for her. Ben set his hand on her soft waist and lifted, feeling a little torn by the way his eyes were drawn to her butt as it wiggled in front of him as she made her way over.
 
   I just destroyed a boy, and now I’m ogling a girl’s butt? 
 
   “Hurry up!” Emma yelled. Ben snapped out of his reverie and threw himself over the fence.
 
   The Emerald High baseball field was right next to the football field, and the two of them sprinted across it as quickly as they could, heading for cover under some nearby trees. Ben was completely out of breath by the time they’d made it, and collapsed against one of the thick tree trunks as he dropped to a sitting position.
 
   “Are you okay?” asked Emma. Ben took a couple more deep breaths and then nodded his head.
 
   “Yeah,” he said. “I hope Danny is, too. I don’t know what happened, I just… lost it, all of the sudden.”
 
   “Ben…” Emma’s voice was worried, and as she moved in close to Ben and pulled him into a side hug, he could see the concern on her face. “This isn’t the first time that I’ve seen you fight like that.”
 
   “What?” asked Ben. “What are you…”
 
   The shift was sudden and without warning.
 
   Oh god…
 
   ***
 
   “But he’s just a boy, isn’t he?”
 
   Ben was in the pit again, and across from him stood a lanky, young teenager, who leaned back against the wall defiantly.
 
   “He’s no more of a boy than you are, honey.” Lenka’s voice came from the top of the pit, soft and sweet. 
 
   As soft and sweet as a woman’s voice can be when she’s in the midst of explaining why a person needs to die.
 
   “It just doesn’t seem right.” Ben was having trouble getting words out, let alone making a convincing case. He could feel the weight of the many violent, terrible things that he’d done in the time he’d been with The Syndicate weighing down on him, but this was different.
 
   He saw himself in the boy across from him. He saw eyes that had seen too much, and a body and mind that were both equally scarred.
 
   “He was one of their assassins,” said Lenka. “They called him Trojan. They would send him in, looking like a poor, helpless child, and he would take advantage of their good will and kill without remorse.”
 
   How is that any different from what I am, from who I am?
 
   “Lenka, please!” Ben turned away from the boy for a moment to call up to her. “I can’t-“
 
   Something, or rather, someone, slammed into Ben hard from behind. He felt his fists begin to swing automatically as he fell to the ground, Lenka’s training deeply engrained in his muscle memory. And then he saw red and heard screams.
 
   ***
 
   “It happened again, didn’t it?”
 
   Emma was sitting against a tree trunk, cradling Ben’s head in her lap. She ran a hand across his forehead and gazed down at him with soft, loving eyes. Ben forced himself back up into a sitting position.
 
   “Let’s just go,” he said. “I need to get away from here.”
 
   Do I need to get away from here, or from my memories?
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 17
 
    
 
   The two of them took the long way back to town, not speaking much as they went. Emma grabbed at Ben’s hand and held it, but it was all he could do to limply squeeze back. It was too hard for him to relax, to let his guard down.
 
   “Let’s head back to my place,” said Emma. Ben glanced at her a little skeptically remembering the photos and the guns. 
 
   I’m still not entirely sure if I can trust her or not, but it doesn’t look like I have much choice.
 
   “Fine,” said Ben. “But only for a bit.”
 
   “I just want to get your hand cleaned up,” said Emma softly. “And get you calmed down.”
 
   Emma’s house was just down the road from them. She brought Ben inside, and again, he was momentarily taken aback by the sparse decorations and crumbling décor.
 
   “Emma, how are you renting this place?” asked Ben. “Tell me the truth.”
 
   The question had been on his mind for a while. Emma froze in place on her way to the bathroom and slowly turned back to him.
 
   “With the money that I took with me…” she whispered. “…When I left the syndicate.”
 
   Just as I expected. Does that mean what I think it means?
 
   “Money that’s going to be missed?” asked Ben. Emma shook her head.
 
   “Money I was paid, over the course of my time there.” She dipped down the hallway towards the bathroom and came back with a small first aid kit. “Ben, you had money too, you know. We both took what we could with us when we left.”
 
   Ben was surprised by how easily Emma seemed to be opening up to him after she had gone to such a length to keep her guard up for the sake of letting him remember on his own. He sat down on the drab, stain covered couch and waited as she walked over to him and began bandaging his hand.
 
   “I still don’t remember most of it. Being their prisoner, and having to do the things that they made me do, it’s only coming back in bits and pieces.” Ben paused and looked at Emma’s beautiful face, her eyes focused on his hand as she wrapped gauze around it. “Emma, I’ve always remembered a bit of the night before I lost my memory. The storm, and the water…. What happened that night?”
 
   Emma wordlessly opened her mouth and shook her head back and forth. Ben took one of her hands and squeezed tightly, staring into her eyes without flinching or doubting.
 
   “Ben…” she managed. “I can’t tell you that.”
 
   “Emma, you have to tell me!” Ben felt his voice becoming intense. 
 
   I need to know!
 
   “You will remember on your own eventually, Ben,” said Emma. “Please…”
 
   “Tell me!” A strange anger took hold of Ben He grabbed Emma tightly by the shoulders, feeling the softness of her body underneath his hands. Her breasts pushed out against her shirt like tantalizingly forbidden globes of fruit. She represented everything that he wanted in his life, and yet kept all of it just out of his reach.
 
   He could see tears in her eyes, but they weren’t enough to quell the frustration that Ben was feeling. He pushed Emma onto the couch, and without thinking about it, climbed onto her, pinning her arms down against the cushions.
 
   “Ben…” whispered Emma. “Go ahead. You can have me…”
 
   Her words turned Ben on, though deep down inside, he felt as though they shouldn’t have.
 
   It’s not her that I’m mad at, not Emma, with her gorgeous body and layers of secrets.
 
   Ben leaned in and kissed her on the neck, feeling a chill run through her body as his lips made contact. He kept kissing her, letting each one trace a path across her cheek, all the way to her mouth, where the two of them met faces in passion.
 
   His hands pawed at her body, pulling her shirt up and over her head. Ben wanted her, needed her, in a way that he’d never felt before. She was the only one that understood the part of him that he couldn’t see. He wanted her body and her mind.
 
   “Oh god, Ben…” Emma gasped in shock as he roughly pulled down her pants. It was impossible for Ben to slow himself down and he felt a little bad at the energy that poured out of his movements, keeping him from being totally in control as he moved her around on the couch like a ragdoll.
 
   He grabbed at her breasts through her bra, squeezing them and feeling their size and softness through her bra. Emma stared at him with submissive, loving eyes. 
 
   I could do anything to her, and she would go along with it…
 
   Emma’s legs wrapped around him slowly, voluntarily, and she unhooked her bra. She let it fall to the side almost as though she was giving him a strip tease, her large, perfect breasts coming into view and making Ben’s cock even harder for her.
 
   “Emma…” Ben leaned forward and began to plant kiss after kiss on her chest. His hips were moving against her, grinding his cock into her, almost with a will of their own. He couldn’t have stopped himself if he had tried, the momentum and gravity of his arousal and Emma’s beauty beyond control.
 
   Emma reached down and quickly began unzipping and unbuttoning his jeans. Ben clumsily pulled them down and kicked them off his legs, and then pushed his boxer covered hardon up against Emma’s panties.
 
   “Yes,” whispered Emma. Her eyes were set, and she nodded her head ever so slightly. “Please fuck me, Ben. I’ve been waiting for so long…”
 
   Ben didn’t need her to ask twice. He felt like a beast, a dog that had found a bitch in heat. He pulled her panties down in a rush and ripped his boxers off with the same frantic need for release.
 
   Emma let out a silent gasp as Ben pushed the head of his cock up into her pussy. She was tight, much tighter than he had been expecting, and at first all he could get in was just the tiniest tip.
 
   “Yes!” Emma moaned, and Ben felt her fingernails rake his back. “Do it, Ben! Make me yours!”
 
   He pushed a little further, feeling her wet cunt engulf his cock with a tight, unrelenting grip. It was as though he was trying to fit his foot into a sock a size too small, and as he pushed his dick further in, he was creating the room it needed to move as it went.
 
   “Damn, Emma…” moaned Ben. It was beyond where he’d gone with Rachel, and he felt his inexperience becoming a factor. 
 
   The sensation was far more than what he’d been prepared for, more than anything he’d been expecting. He began to feel as though his body was on autopilot, moving forward and pushing deeper and deeper into Emma on its own.
 
   Emma let out soft, rhythmic moans. She still had her legs wrapped around Ben, locking him in as though trying to make them into a harness. Her body was shivering with pleasure, and she stared at Ben with eyes full of love and devotion of an intensity that he’d never seen before.
 
   The sounds of their lovemaking echoed throughout the dingy house. It was just the two of them, Ben and Emma, enjoying each other’s bodies without any regard for anything else. 
 
   I could be with her, really be with her. We could stay together, for as long as we wanted.
 
   Sweat glistened on Emma’s chest as Ben began to pump into her harder and faster. His hips slapped into her crotch and thighs each time he pushed forward, sending lewd slapping noises into the air. His cock throbbed with pleasure that was almost mind-numbingly good, intense enough to make him forget about anything other than the gorgeous, young, naked body underneath him.
 
   “Ben…” whispered Emma. “You’re going to make me…”
 
   She didn’t finish her sentence, and she didn’t need to. Emma’s body suddenly locked up, her muscles all tensing at once as she let out a high-pitched squeal of pleasure. Ben didn’t stop, too caught up in his own body’s reaction to be able to hold back.
 
   “Emma…” He stared at her and saw something in her eyes that was so familiar, almost nostalgic to him. His entire body was humming with blissful, sexual pleasure. She was his, she was however he wanted her to be, and Ben had never understood that fact on such a profound level before.
 
   He couldn’t hold out any longer. Ben slammed forward a few last times, not slowing down even as his cock began to blast cum deep inside of her pussy. Globs of sticky white seed overflowed from her folds and Ben finally stopped, coming to a rest on top of her.
 
   The two of them lied there together, their naked bodies entwined as they slowly caught their breath. Ben’s head was clear of any and all thoughts, his confusion having been pushed back by carnal pleasure.
 
   "Do you still want to know?" Emma's voice was soft, almost a whisper, but Ben could hear the depth of emotion in it through her chest. He pushed up from the couch and took a look at her, finding it hard to meet the intensity of her eyes, which bordered on tears.
 
   "What?"
 
   "What happened that night... the last night that we were together for, before you lost your memories?"
 
   Ben slowly nodded. It almost felt as though he was opening pandora’s box, pushing forward into a hidden realm that promised a cursed form of enlightenment.
 
   "Ben..." Emma shook her head and began to sob silently, her chest heaving up and down. "We... Ben, I'm so sorry. Please don't hate me."
 
   "Sorry for what?" he asked. "Emma, just tell me what happened. I won't make any judgments." 
 
   "We made each other a promise..." Emma's voice was quiet and understated, and tears flowed down her cheeks. "We promised each other that if they ever caught up with us, if they ever found us, we wouldn't let them take us alive."
 
   A... suicide pact?
 
   Ben stared at her blankly for a moment.
 
   "The cliff..." He whispered, feeling the pull of long forgotten memories beginning to work on the corners of his mind. "We jumped off it, together? We did, didn't we?"
 
   Emma nodded and then began sobbing.
 
   "Hey, hey, it's okay," said Ben. He reached his hands over and took one of hers into his, rubbing it reassuringly. "That was a long time ago. And we both survived."
 
   "Ben..." whispered Emma. "They're still after us."
 
   What happened next felt like it played out in slow motion. Emma bent down over the couch and reached underneath it. It took Ben only a split second to see what she brought out in her hand, but much, much longer to process the significance of it.
 
   "Emma..." whispered Ben. "Emma, put the gun down."
 
   It looked to Ben as though it matched with the set that he'd seen in her room the day before. A voice began to scream inside his head as he watched Emma's unstable eyes focus on him, her arm slowly lifting and pointing the barrel of the weapon at him. 
 
   How the fuck did I not see this coming?
 
   "They are still after us Ben," said Emma. "They've found us! And this time, it's going to be so, so much worse."
 
   Ben tried to scream out, tried to say something, anything, but it was too late. Emma's finger reached forward and slid into the finger guard, and all that he could do was watch in shocked silence.
 
   "I won't be long," said Emma. "I'll meet up with you, if there is an afterlife, or if we're reincarnated. We'll be together again Ben, I promise."
 
   "Emma, you're not thinking clearly!"
 
   "I am," she whispered. "This is the most sure I've ever been about anything before, and it’s all because of you."
 
   "I don't remember, Emma!" Ben was shouting, still rooted to the couch by the threatening barrel pointed his way. "I don't remember whatever happened to bring us to the point where we thought this was a good idea. Emma... I don't remember you."
 
   Emma shook her head, and for a moment she squeezed her eyes shut tightly.
 
   "Ben, please don't say-"
 
   He saw his chance, and he took it. Ben hurtled forward and slapped the pistol to the side, pushing it out of his threat radius. Emma let out a surprised squeal and tried to turn the weapon back to him, but it was too late. Ben was grabbing at her hand and twisting it, trying to pry it loose.
 
   "No, Ben!" Emma was screaming, and it hurt Ben to listen to, someplace deep inside of him.
 
   "Emma, please, just put the gun down!"
 
   "I'll go first," cried Emma. "If that's what it takes!"
 
   "No, wait!"
 
   “Come find me.”
 
   She was quick, and managed to work her small arm away from by sliding about within Ben's grasp. Before he could do anything to stop her, she'd turned the barrel on herself. Ben stared into her eyes for the briefest of seconds, seeing so much that was so familiar and yet so incomprehensible.
 
   The gun went off, and Emma fell to the ground in a limp heap.
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 18
 
    
 
   Ben was on his knees. He wasn't sure how long he'd been there, staring at Emma's dead body. He felt as though his eyes were being burned out from the intensity of the scene, as though he'd been captivated by an eclipse and couldn't look away.
 
   This can't be happening. I need to... I need to call 911.
 
   With slow, shaky hands, Ben pulled his phone out of his pocket. There were several missed calls on it from Rachel, along with a text message that made his stomach twist into an even more sickening state.
 
   "Ben stay away from the house! People showed up, people who say they know you. They are trying to"
 
   The message cut off abruptly, but Ben didn't need it to be any longer to understand what was going on. They had found him, just as Emma had been so sure that they would. They had found him, pushed Emma to suicide, and now had Rachel.
 
   "Fuck! Fuck!" Ben screamed at the floor, and then slowly stood up and paced around Emma's living room. The air smelled metallic, and he flinched back when he saw the pool of blood forming around the body of his former friend and lover.
 
   There's so much blood... But that's not surprising to me, is it?
 
   ***
 
   "Please, put the knife down."
 
   Ben was standing with his arm around someone much taller than him, an adult that would have easily been able to overcome him and his child's frame if it wasn't for the knife he held against their throat. Emma was close by him, right there at his shoulder, and at the end of the dark, damp hallway stood Lenka and several other people.
 
   "I've had enough," said Ben. "I've stolen for you, killed for you, done everything for you, and none of it matters. It's all pointless violence and destruction."
 
   Lenka shook her head and smiled a warm, mother's smile back at him.
 
   "Nonsense," she said softly. "We're doing good work here Brandon, punishing people who need punishing. Put the knife down, and let's talk about this."
 
   Ben pushed the blade more tightly against the man's throat and was surprised to feel blood quickly oozing out, flowing over his fingers. 
 
   It smells like a coin, or rust.
 
   "There's nothing to talk about," said Ben. "You only took me in the beginning as a bargaining chip. A nice little hostage to extort money out of my father a bit more easily. But when that didn't work out, I became your dog. Your fucking wolf pup, a trained killer, still too young to drive but old enough to take lives."
 
   "Don't do this," said Lenka. "It doesn't have to be this-"
 
   At that moment, Emma revealed the second part of their escape plan, the ace in the hole that the two of them had been counting on to catch The Syndicate off guard. She pulled out the tiny pistol she'd been hiding in her cell for months, and started unloading round after round down the hallway.
 
   "Let's go!" screamed Ben. It was hard for him to hear his own voice over the intense ringing from the shots, but Emma followed along down the now empty hallway as they raced toward the exit, toward their freedom.
 
   "I won't let this be the end!" screamed Lenka. "You are my property, boy, and I won't stop until you're on your knees in front of me!"
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Ben's heart raced in his chest as he pushed his way out of Emma's house. It felt like he was leaving the scene of a horror movie, with Emma's lifeless body as the main attraction. 
 
   Rachel's going to be next, if I don't hurry!
 
   He was surprised by the strange emotional conflict that was taking place inside of him. Part of him, the part that had been in control for the past four years, was screaming out in fear and disgust. However, another part of him, a much older part of him, was calm and unfazed, much more logical in the face of chaos and despair.
 
   I will miss Emma... but I never touched the pistol. The police will believe me if I tell them the truth.
 
   There was a second layer to the death that pulled at Ben's heart rather than his mind. He had been falling for Emma, almost completely. She had been everything he'd wanted in a friend, in a girlfriend, and now she was nothing.
 
   The depth of memories, those that he could he remember, along with those that he couldn't, had been almost limitless. Ben wished that he could have seen her for who she was from the beginning, done more to help her, and maybe changed the course of events.
 
   I can't think about that now. Rachel is still in danger!
 
   He was completely out of breath by the time he'd made it through the moon and star lit night and back to the small house that he and Rachel had shared. Her car was outside, and several other cars were parked along the street that Ben didn't recognize. His hair prickled on the back of his neck when he saw them.
 
   If I rush into this without thinking, I'm going to get both of us killed.
 
   Ben stood there for several long moments in the dark. He regretted not taking one of the extra weapons from Emma's house and bringing it with him to use to even the odds. There was no time left for that, not now. He had to face what was waiting for him, the true physical representation of his past sins.
 
   After taking a deep breath, Ben walked up the steps to the front door and casually rang the doorbell. A couple of seconds went by, and then the door opened.
 
   "Brandon," said Lenka. "We've finally found you."
 
   She looked much like she had in Ben's memories, except a little older and a little softer. She wore a white robe similar to the one that Ben was so used to seeing, one still evocative of angels and innocence. Her breasts pushed out against the fabric, hanging nicely for a woman in her early forties.
 
   "Ben!" screamed Rachel from further inside. "They'll kill both of us. Run!"
 
   "I would do no such thing," said Lenka softly. "Brandon is of my brood. You know nothing of this boy, the boy you stole from us, harpy."
 
   "I didn't steal him!" yelled Rachel. "I... I love him."
 
   There was the sound of a slap from the living room, and Ben tried his best to hide his instinctive wincing from Lenka as he stood on the doorstep, playing his part.
 
   "I remember everything," said Ben. "Well, almost everything. But I remember enough. I'm back, Lenka, and I'm ready to continue my work."
 
   Lenka smiled and slowly nodded. She gingerly reached her hand out and set it on top of Ben's, sending a soft, loving chill through his body.
 
   "Come. Let us talk more about how things have been for you, Brandon." She pulled his hand forward, leading him into the house and up the stairs.
 
   "Ben..." Rachel whispered from where she was being held on the couch, her face streaked with tears. Pointing the gun at her was someone that Ben recognized, Kate Connors, the private investigator from earlier in the day. She smiled at him as though her subterfuge and betrayal had been something she’d decided to take pride in.
 
   "Lenka, we should leave the woman be," said Ben, as he followed her to the second floor. "She's done nothing other than feed me, and house me. I didn’t have any memory of what I'd been before in my life, and without someone like her, I would have died."
 
   "Nonsense, Brandon," whispered Lenka. "She is not your real mother. I... am your real mother."
 
   As though to underscore her point, Lenka stepped into Rachel's room, pulling Ben along with her and shutting the door behind them. She pushed him onto the bed and then stood in front of him, her fingers running across the fabric of her robe.
 
   "I never allowed any of them to stop looking for you." Lenka leaned forward over him as she spoke, and as much as Ben tried to keep himself under control, he began to get a little excited. "It's been so long. You are a man now, so big and strong."
 
   "Lenka..." Ben watched as she slowly opened her robe, revealing her soft, mature body. Her breasts were big, and though they sagged a little, they still looked shockingly good.
 
   "Shhhhh..." whispered Lenka. "You're back now, Brandon. You're one of us again."
 
   She slowly pushed her body up against Ben's and slid down, towards the floor. She paused as her hands reached the button on his jeans, undoing it and unzipping them as she pulled them down.
 
   Ben felt his cock responding to her movements with a will of its own. He remembered seeing Lenka as both a mother and a woman, but only in faint, fading memories. She wrapped her hand around his member, and Ben let out a soft moan.
 
   I can't get distracted. I have to do it if I'm going to save Rachel.
 
   "Just relax, Brandon," whispered Lenka. "This is something I've dreamed of doing with you for a very long time."
 
   It was hard for Ben to not feel a little aroused as Lenka took her lips to his member and slowly began to suck. He remembered both sides of her, the frightening boss of The Syndicate, and the soft, loving mother figure. In both instances, he never could have imagined her ever doing something like what she was doing now.
 
   Her tongue was soft and wet, and she moved it across the skin of Ben's dick with swift, balanced flicks. His heart was beating out of his chest, and he could feel an orgasm building in his crotch almost immediately after she started.
 
   There was something almost unnervingly comforting about watching her work his rod back and forth. Part of him wanted to give into it, to let her just keep going, and to forget about all of the horrible things that had happened to him, the things that were still happening.
 
   And then he thought of Rachel, and her unconditional, motherly love.
 
   I need to focus. Her guard is down, I have to go now!
 
   Lenka was still sucking Ben's dick enthusiastically when she saw the look he had in his eyes. She paused, staring up at him and pulling his cock out of her mouth with a pop as she frowned.
 
   "Brandon... why are you looking at me like-"
 
   Ben kicked his foot up, catching her square in the jaw from where she was, crouched down in front of the bed. The blow merely stunned Lenka, but before she could react any further, he kicked again, hard, hitting her in the temple and knocking her out.
 
   Lenka fell to the ground in a heap. Ben hurried to the door and stood directly behind it, straining his ears to hear the approach of footsteps. 
 
   "Lenka? Are you okay in there?" Kate Connor's voice came through the door, which opened a second later. She quickly moved over to Lenka's body, forgetting about Ben just as he'd hoped that she would.
 
   He was on her in a second, grabbing the pistol and twisting it out of Kate's hand. Kate screamed, but she was caught by surprise, and could do little to stop him.
 
   "Wait!" said Kate. She held her hands up defensively. "You don't have to kill me! I'll let you go!"
 
   Images of people flashed through Ben's mind’s eye. He recognized some of them, the man from the cell, the boy from the pit, and was mystified by others. He knew deep down that they all had one thing in common. Their blood was on his hands.
 
   "I'm not a killer," said Ben softly. "Not anymore."
 
   He drew the pistol back and slammed the butt of it into Kate's head. She dropped like a sack of potatoes, right next to where Lenka lay on the ground. Ben didn't waste any time and rushed down the familiar stairs and into the living room.
 
   Rachel was on the couch, with her hands duct-taped behind her back. Ben rushed over, helping her up and pulling her hands loose. She looked shaken up, but other than a bruise on her cheek and eyes sore from crying, it didn’t appear too bad.
 
   “Ben...” she said. “You saved me.”
 
   He smiled at her.
 
   “I’m just returning the favor.”
 
   ***
 
   "Where am I?"
 
   He lifted his head up and did his best to look around. The room he was in was antiseptic white, clearly a hospital of some kind. A man stood against one of the walls, tall and wearing a long doctor's coat that was slightly too small for him. A beautiful woman sat in a chair right next to his bed, staring at him with worried, curious eyes.
 
   "You're in the hospital, young man," said the doctor. "You washed up early this morning. I can't imagine that swimming out in yesterday's storm was your first choice of things to be doing."
 
   "I..." The boy searched his memory. "I don't know."
 
   "What's your name?" It was the first time that he'd heard the woman's voice. It was beautiful, like a clear bell on a warm spring morning.
 
   "I..." His head hurt, worse than any headache. "I... don't know."
 
   "Amnesia," said the doctor. "Most likely you knocked your head on one of the rocks on your way down. It's probably only temporary."
 
   The woman looked as though she was taking the doctor's diagnosis much more seriously than the boy. She took the boy's hand into her own and gave it a tiny squeeze.
 
   "It's going to be okay," whispered the woman. "My name's Rachel. I'm the one who found you. I'll keep you company until you remember who you are, okay?"
 
   The boy slowly nodded.
 
   "My name..." he said softly. "I think it starts with a B."
 
   The woman smiled and kissed his hand.
 
   "Was it Ben?"
 
   The boy smiled back and slowly nodded. He wasn't sure, but more than anything, he wanted that to be his name. He liked seeing her smile.
 
   ***
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 19
 
    
 
   The hotel room was much cleaner than what Ben had been expecting, but also much smaller. The two of them had seen worse over the past couple of days, and as usual, just having a spot to rest made him feel a sense of peace and relaxation.
 
   Ben walked in and set his bag down inside the door, happy to be free of the weight of the supplies and clothes they'd bought in their rush out of Emerald Hills.
 
   "Compared to the one we stayed at last night, it doesn't look so bad." He turned and smiled at Rachel, who nodded to him and took a seat on the bad.
 
   "Yeah," she said. "It’ll do."
 
   Ben opened up the curtains and peered out into the parking lot. It was the middle of the night, and the car that they had rented was the only one that he could see nearby. He wondered just how long it would be before they were in a place to return it.
 
   “Maybe we can stay here for two nights, instead of just one?”
 
   "Ben, we have to keep running." Rachel had walked up behind him and begun massaging his shoulders. "They aren't going to just give up. At least for now, we have to keep moving. We can settle down once we're sure that we've found somewhere safe.
 
   "I know. I'm sorry."
 
   Rachel gave both of his shoulders a light squeeze.
 
   "Don't be, it's not your fault." She slowly turned Ben around so that he was facing her and then gave him a light, loving kiss on the forehead. "I would do a lot more than just go on the run for you, sweetie."
 
   How much more can I ask her to do? Emma would have done anything for me, and look how things worked out for her.
 
   Rachel looked as though she could read Ben's mind. She took his head into her arms and brought his cheek to her soft bosom, running one of her hands through his hair.
 
   "It's not your fault, Ben," she whispered. "None of this is your fault. You left your old life behind. You were a new person when it all caught up with you. It's not your fault."
 
   "Rachel..." He wanted to argue with her, but her embrace was so warm and so loving that all he could do was give himself over to it.
 
   "Come on honey, we should get some sleep." Rachel let go of him and walked over to the bed. Slowly and unabashedly, she began stripping off her clothes, letting her sweatpants and t-shirt fall to the floor. 
 
   Ben couldn't resist drinking in the sight of her in half naked body, her dark gray bra and panties only covering just enough flesh to keep from being irresistibly seductive. Rachel's body was more attractive to him now than it had ever been before. It represented something, but he couldn't quite understand what. It was similar to how he felt about what Lenka had been, both a mother and something more.
 
   "Come on," whispered Rachel. "There's only one bed and it doesn't look like there is a cot underneath. We'll have to share."
 
   In all of the other hotels and motels that the two of them had stayed at, Ben had insisted in keeping their sleeping arrangements separate. They hadn't shared any of the beds, and he'd been so grateful for it. He felt closer to Rachel than he'd ever felt before, but along with that closeness came a strange feeling of tension.
 
   "What are you so afraid of, Ben?"
 
   I'm afraid of change. I'm afraid of what I want. Rachel... I'm afraid of you.
 
   He let out a defeated sigh, turned off the lights, and then slowly made his way over to the bed. Even as he started to take his shirt and jeans off, he could feel his cock rustling to life. He hunched over awkwardly as he pulled down his pants, doing his best to keep the half-formed lump between his legs from poking out in front of Rachel's face.
 
   "The covers are soft," she whispered. "Climb on under."
 
   Ben lifted up the blankets as Rachel slid over to make room for him. The bed wasn't huge, only just barely big enough for two people, and he could feel the heat coming off her body, and smell her soft perfume.
 
   "There you go," whispered Rachel. "You've been so nervous around me lately."
 
   Ben turned in the bed so that he was facing her. Rachel's silhouette was just as beautiful as she was, busty and with long, sensual hair.
 
   "We've been on the run," said Ben. "We don't know who is following us, or how far behind they are."
 
   "That's not what I mean, and you know it." Rachel reached one of her hands over and let it come to a rest on Ben's chest, sending a hot pulse through his body. "You've been so against the two of us sharing a bed, and you've kept yourself at such a long distance."
 
   "Rachel, I'm just..." Ben trailed off as he tried to find the words he was looking for.
 
   "Shhhhh..." Rachel's hand moved from his chest, down his stomach, coming to a rest on his semi-erect cock. "This is what I mean."
 
   "Ohhhh, Rachel." Ben let out a moan that was a long time in the making. He wanted her to touch him so badly, but at the same time it felt so wrong. 
 
   She's like a mother to me...
 
   "Just relax, Ben," whispered Rachel. "I know you want this, too. We can both have it... together."
 
   She slowly began to pump her hand up and down Ben's girth. It had been days since he'd last gotten off, and his cock was excited and ready even as his mind still struggled with the conflict.
 
   "We're both adults," she whispered. "Don't think of me as a parent, Ben. Think of me as who I am - Rachel."
 
   Hearing her directly address that one thing, the elephant in the room, made Ben's cock begin to throb with illicit, forbidden pleasure. 
 
   She is Rachel, the same woman who took me in from the hospital, and helped me get back on my feet. I was just a boy back then...
 
   "Rach..." Ben could feel her breath on his neck, hot and humid. He heard the blankets rustle as she shifted in the bed, moving one of her thighs over as she shifted to straddle him.
 
   "Ben..." whispered Rachel. "Don't you want to feel all of what I have to offer you?"
 
   Ben paused for a moment before nodding, feeling his heart being pulled in two very different directions. It was dark in the room, but he could still see what she was doing as she pulled the fabric of her panties to the side and lowered herself down.
 
   "Oh god..." moaned Ben. The head of his cock probed at Rachel's warm entrance, hovering on the precipice of entering the ultimate forbidden territory. She was the woman who'd taken him in, taken care of him, and now the two of them were meeting again for the first time, as adults, man and woman.
 
   "Shhhh, it's okay, honey." Rachel let out a moan of her own as she started to lower herself down, her juices dripping onto Ben's rod as she went.
 
   This is so wrong... isn't it?
 
   The feeling was indescribable. Rachel's cunt was wet and ready for him, but it still took a bit of coaxing to slide Ben's cock into it. She dropped fractions of inch lower at a time, engulfing Ben slowly and sending insane pleasure coursing through his body.
 
   Ben grabbed at her breasts with his hands. They were soft, and after a moment he deliriously unhooked her bra, fumbling wildly with the clasp in a rush to free Rachel's boobs and feel the flesh of them up close.
 
   The bra came down, and Ben began to grope at her chest just as Rachel began to move her hips back and forth. The two of them were connecting in a way that neither of them would have ever imagined possible.
 
   It felt as though all of the shame and embarrassment that Ben harbored over who he was and the nature of the relationship he shared with Rachel was transfigured. All that mattered was pleasure, and love. All that mattered was how they felt for each other, and how they chose to express it.
 
   "Oh god, sweetie!" Rachel moaned and let herself drop the rest of the way down, sheathing Ben's cock completely inside her pussy.
 
   She's taken all of me in. I'm really doing it. I'm fucking Rachel.
 
   Ben set his hands on her waist and slowly began to help her up and down. The two moved slowly at first, with cautious movements, as though they were slipping their toes into a cold lake. But the water was warm, so warm, and it pulled them into its depths with a magnetic attraction.
 
   Rachel cupped Ben's cheek with her hand. He felt his face heat up and was glad for the darkness of the room. She had touched his cheek so many times in that same way over the years. It was a sweet gesture, a sharp contrast to the lustful lovemaking that was happening with the rest of their bodies.
 
   "I love you, Ben," whispered Rachel. "I just want to take care of you."
 
   He could hear the truth in her words, and for some reason, it made him feel aroused almost to the point of sickness. Ben used all of his arm strength to begin bouncing her up and down on his shaft, listening to the tiny, lewd noises that would escape her lips with every thrust.
 
   "Rachel," whispered Ben. "I... I love you, too."
 
   Those words had always been so difficult for him to say. It had been weird with Rachel when he'd first settled in with her, and it was weirder than ever now that their relationship was twisting into something new. But through the weirdness, through the perverse pleasure, he could still see how he felt and what they had.
 
   They began to move faster, fucking with furious speed and caressing each other's bodies as they went. Ben licked and sucked on Rachel's nipples, and she ran her hands through his hair in the same motherly way that she'd always had. The two of them began to cry out in unison, feeling each other from the inside out.
 
   "Oh god, Ben!" Rachel pulled his head tight against her chest as her body began to tense up. Ben was right there with her and felt as though a bomb was going off inside of him as his cock began to blast out strings of sticky cum deep inside of her. 
 
   It was beyond any orgasm he'd ever experienced before, beyond anything he'd thought possible. He had just fucked Rachel, the only woman in his life who had ever truly loved him like a son, and his body was shocked by the unbelievable pleasure of it.
 
   The two of them breathed in rhythm, clutching each other tightly for several long minutes of afterglow. Even after Rachel had slid off him, back to her side of the bed, she still pulled Ben up against her bosom, into a cuddle.
 
   "I don't mind running," whispered Ben. "As long as you're with me, Rachel, I don't mind."
 
   She caressed his hair and kissed him on the forehead.
 
   "I'll always be here with you Ben," she said. "I took you in, and I'll keep you safe."
 
   Ben suddenly thought of Emma and what had happened right before she'd taken her life.
 
   She loved me, too. But the way she chose to express it, the choice she made in the end, it was completely different.
 
   Ben kissed the space in between Rachel's breasts and then buried his head against her. He felt sleep approaching, and for the first time in over a week, he welcomed it with open arms.
 
    
 
    
 
   THE END
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FREE EXCERPT FROM DEPTHS OF DESIRE
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 1
 
    
 
   Leon still had a hangover from the night before. It was hard for him to shake it off, and made even harder by the rough waves and bouncing of the speed boat. He sat in the back of it, watching the driver shoot the craft forward across the open ocean as though he was in some type of movie chase scene.
 
   “Yeah, we got lucky with the weather today,” said the man sitting next to him. He had been Leon’s escort ever since they had debarked from the small, remote Polynesian island which he had been flown out to the day before.
 
   Leon didn’t say anything. The man was loud, brutish, and had a case of body odor that seemed to make his headache flare up every time he caught a whiff of it.
 
   “The captain wouldn’t tell me why we were bringing you out, least you could do is speak up, boy,” said the man. “It’s pretty rude to take a free ride without respecting your elders.”
 
   Leon sighed, and rolled his eyes. He had no intention of opening up to the man about anything. His dad was dead, and he was on his way to comfort his step mom, and to help her through it. And none of it was anyone’s business but his.
 
   “Why don’t you focus on doing your job?” asked Leon. He shot the man a look that he had given many times before throughout his life.
 
   “Hey, fuck you kid!” yelled the man. “You better hold your tongue if you-“
 
   “Charles, relax,” said the boat’s captain from the helm. “Just let him be.”
 
   Leon barely even registered any of the exchange. At that moment, it was hard for him to think about anything, be it the weather, or his eventual destination, or all of the liquor he had drank the night before in a desperate attempt to calm his mind and forget everything that had happened.
 
   His father was, or had been, Max Anderson, and he was now dead. Leon had heard the news about a week ago, in a brief and concise email from his step mom, Julia. Dead of a heart attack at the age of 45, it had been almost unbelievable when he’d first read it. But Julia didn’t lie about anything, and he could tell from the brevity of the message just how badly she was hurting.
 
   A phone call would be nice, but as far as he knew, they didn’t have any down below, just a basic internet connection which they all shared, and which left much to be desired in bandwidth capacity. It probably meant that their beverage selection would also be limited, Leon realized. He immediately felt bad for having such a base and simple concern take the forefront of his mind.
 
   The relationship between Leon and his father had never been perfect. The elder Anderson had remarried almost immediately after the death of Leon’s mother when he was 12, and it had been hard for him to adjust to having Julia as a parent, though she had always tried her best.
 
   Three years ago, Leon had been eager to get out of the house and off to college. It had been less to do with his academic pursuits and more to do with his frustration towards his family. Julia wanted to be his mom, but she had entered Leon’s life at a time where he was just beginning to become a man. His relationship with her had never been straightforward, and the complexities concerning the way he saw her, and the way he felt towards her, were a major motivating factor in his departure.
 
   The speed boat seemed to hit bumpier water, and Leon had to grip the edge of the hull in order to keep himself steady. He looked over at the captain and saw the man sporting a wild grin, the type that only the saltiest of seadogs can pull off effectively.
 
   “We’re almost there,” he said to Leon. “You’re arriving pretty late on the scene, aren’t you? The rest of them have already been down there for a month, and the last shipment for the year is the one you’re headed down on.”
 
   “It’s a complicated situation,” said Leon. This much was true. Julia had told him about how difficult it was to convince the Blue Vision Company upper management to allow him to come down, even given the extenuating circumstances. As the submersible he’d be getting transport from became visible on the horizon, he began to better understand exactly why that was.
 
   It looked like something out of a futuristic sci-fi movie. The only thing he could compare it to in his mind was a giant military submarine, but that wasn’t quite right. The shape of the thing was similar to one of the old airships that predated planes, except it had several large spheres attached to the side of it, and one huge one that seemed to trail a short distance behind.   
 
   “I hope you have a really good reason for heading down to that dome, kid,” said the captain. “They say on the news that a couple of the scientists are already starting to lose it.”
 
   Leon nodded to the man slowly. He had heard the same reports, and had gotten emails from his mom and his dad, while he was still alive, fleshing out the details behind them. While the situation was not quite as sensational as the media liked to portray it, not everything was going to plan in the undersea outpost.
 
   Project Cobalt, as it was called, was an experimental sustainable living and science station in the form of a gigantic dome, pressurized to regular atmospheric conditions a kilometer below the surface of the ocean. About 100 people, mostly women aside from a few male scientists and undersea excavators, were living within it, and would continue to do so for a 10 month period.
 
   The captain steered the speedboat over to a small loading platform on the side of the submersible. There was a crewman standing on the edge of it, and the captain threw him a line as they approached. The boat was tethered close to the platform, and Leon climbed up to it, feeling his feet adjust to the much more stable movement of the large submersible.
 
   “You are Leon Anderson, right?” asked the crewman. Leon nodded. “Finally, you’re over an hour late. We can’t exactly wait all day for you, kid.”
 
   ”Well, I guess you’re lucky that you don’t have to, then,” he replied. The captain turned the speedboat away from the larger craft after saying his goodbyes, and Leon watched him zip off into the distance.
 
   There was only blue on the horizon, along with a sun that was slowly beginning to set in the sky. Leon took a moment to take in the view, knowing that it would have to last him a while. It felt like he was getting ready to head off to another world, and in a practical sense, he almost was.
 
   “Come on, buddy,” said the crewman. “The pilot is waiting inside. We have to get moving.”
 
   Leon nodded, and then stepped through the hatch that the man was gesturing towards. The submersible was surprisingly cramped and claustrophobic for a vehicle that looked so large from the outside.
 
   “It’s mostly just a cargo transport vessel, sorry about that,” said the crewman, as if reading his mind.
 
   “It’s fine,” said Leon. “About how long will it take to drop down to Project Cobalt?”
 
   “A couple of hours,” said the crewman. “We have to go slow, this thing usually doesn’t carry this many tons of supplies.”
 
   Leon closed the door behind him, and twisted the handle until a resounding click let him know that it had locked into place. The crewman walked forward, and he followed him into the main section of the transport.
 
   He was expecting it to look more like a submarine on the inside. It did have a good amount in common with one, but overall, the interior decorators seemed to have had employed a much more ergonomic design philosophy. There was a long, bus like corridor with lots of cozy looking seats. He settled into the one closest through the door that opened into the cockpit, feeling very odd about being the only passenger on the ship.
 
   “We’ll be getting underway in just a moment,” said the crewman. “Feel free to come up to the front if you want to watch through the feed of the cameras.
 
   Leon nodded. After a couple of minutes, the ship began to shake and creak. A loud claxon was sounding from somewhere above him, and in his mind it was almost interpreted as though it was a bell in a clock tower, announcing the beginning of a new day.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 2
 
    
 
   Leon headed to the front of the ship, and found the crewman staring at what looked like a screen displaying the ocean outside the ship. There was also a pilot, or a captain, Leon couldn’t tell which, sitting in a chair staring at a complicated array of monitors and controls.
 
   It seemed like an extravagant amount of effort to put into getting him and a couple of tons of supplies down to the ocean floor. Leon had been familiar with the assets of his parent’s company for all of his childhood and adult life, but he had never seen them in action so directly.
 
   “This ship is still a prototype,” said the crewman. “A working one, but a prototype, none the less.”
 
   “How exactly is this thing going to dock with the dome?” asked Leon. He’d been thinking about it since he’d first laid eyes on the behemoth submersible.
 
   “Did you ever watch any science fictions movies when you were a kid? It’s a lot like that, except in high pressure instead of low pressure.”
 
   Leon turned his attention towards one of the screens. It almost seemed more like a window than a piece of technology. Fish could be seen racing by the camera in massive schools, and the water had a bluish green hue to it that was slowly fading into darkness as the descended. 
 
   Leon looked over his shoulder, and realized that there was another screen in back of him that was focused on the surface. It took him a second to recognize a small splotch of circular color in the image as the sun, reduced to nothing more than a spot in the sky.
 
   “It’s a different world down here, buddy,” said the crewman. “If you look into that one, you can see the dome coming into view.”
 
   He pointed towards another monitor. Leon could see what looked like a ring of lights in it, with half of a sphere pushing out from the center.
 
   “It looks so…unnatural,” he said. “I don’t know, I guess I expected it to be a little more…mundane.”
 
   “Yeah, it’s tough. Let me tell you, I’m glad I don’t live down there. I hope you know what you’re getting in for, kid.”
 
   Leon didn’t say anything. He had never been the type of guy to bemoan his own circumstances, and he wasn’t about to start right then. What he really found himself being suddenly concerned with was Julia, and her emotional state. He realized that he hadn’t even considered what had happened to his father’s body. The ship seemed to be descending gradually and deliberately, as if to give him plenty of time to get himself in the right mindset for what was to come.
 
   Slowly but surely the domed city began to come into view. The light from the surface was dim, and almost nonexistent. The ring of lights that he had seen before appeared to be the main illumination for the translucent structure, which was composed of pieces that interlocked into a geodesic dome shape. Several support structures at the very bottom seemed to serve as both a base and as entrances and exits.
 
   The captain piloted the submersible into a close docking position with the dome, and let it settle down to the ocean floor. Leon watched on one of the screens as tube extended from the side of the ship and locked into a hatch on one of the entrances.
 
   It took several minutes, and it was a surprisingly loud process, but a light flashing on one of the main monitors and a chiming noise similar to an elevator door signal let him know that the connection was complete. The pilot in the front stood up from his chair, and Leon walked out of the front cabin with the two men.
 
   “Alright, we’ve reached our destination,” said the crewman.
 
   “Great, thank you,” replied Leon. He felt strangely ambivalent as he walked towards the main exit hatch.
 
   “We’ll spend the rest of today unloading the supplies, and then we’re heading back up,” said the pilot. “You’ll be here for the next 9 months, kid. I hope you’re a fan of the scenery.”
 
   Leon wasn’t really listening. He waited for the crewmen to unlock the hatch and open it, and then he stepped through it into the connecting tube, ahead of the men. 
 
   The surface of the hatch on the other side had a couple of small, flat sea barnacles attached to it. It began to click as Leon stood in front of it, and after a moment it slowly began to turn, rolling to the side and revealing a tiny, antiseptic white behind it. He walked into it, and immediately heard a voice speaking from a soundbox on the wall.
 
   “Welcome to Project Cobalt, please take a seat in one of the chairs provided while the entry guidelines and criteria are explained.”
 
   The voice was female, and clearly artificial. Leon followed its directions as it began listing off the rules of the dome, most of which he had already expected. The voice mentioned that the dome was a no smoking, and he found himself wondering if he’d be able to find a decent beer with in the circular confines of the underwater station.
 
   “Please enjoy your stay aboard Project Cobalt. Any further questions may be directed to the station manager on site.” 
 
   The door in back of them closed, and then the one leading to the interior of the dome slowly began to open. Leon could see people standing directly on the other side of it, ready to greet him and the crew of the ship. His heart jumped a beat when he realized that Julia was among them.
 
   She smiled at him, and a wave of unwanted emotion washed over Leon. The last time he had seen her had been right before he’d moved away from home 4 years ago, shortly after his 18th birthday. He had not been kind to either of his parents in the way he had left, and to see Julia’s soft, beautiful face and accepting, motherly eyes, made all of the memories come back in a flood.
 
   “Leon…” she said to him as he walked forward. “It’s been…so long.”
 
   “Mom, I’m sorry,” he replied. “I…I’m so sorry.”
 
   There were a couple of other people waiting outside the entrance, and most of them moved by him to begin unloading the ship. Leon’s mom was wearing what appeared to be standard issue for the science team women, a tight blue t-shirt that clung nicely to her large breasts, thin leggings, and a medium length white overcoat.
 
   He stepped forward, and Julia reached out with her arms to wrap him into a hug. Leon had been torn on accepting her affection back when they had lived under the same roof, but he forced himself to reciprocate the gesture, and pulled her against him. She was warm, and her petite body felt strangely vulnerable pushed up on his chest.
 
   “Thank you for coming, sweetie,” she whispered. “Your father…it’s been so tough, without him around.”
 
   “I’m so sorry, mom,” he said. “I just can’t believe it. It doesn’t make any sense.”
 
   “Not now. We’ll talk about that later.” Julia pulled a couple inches back and stared into his eyes. Leon could see her pain and her strength, but something else was layered on top of it, something that looked like love. Julia leaned in and surprised him with a kiss, not on the cheek as she had so many times before during his upbringing, but on his lips.
 
   Hot fire seemed to spread through his body as their mouths met. Julia ran her hands up his side, and Leon felt his body responding in a way that he was ashamed of. He ran his hand through her hair, and after a moment, managed to summon up the will he needed to break from the embrace.
 
   “I’m sorry, honey,” said Julia. “I’m just so glad to see you.”
 
   “It’s fine, mom, I understand,” he replied. He looked up and took around the dome, letting his eyes feast on the sight of it for the first time as a way from distracting himself from the guilty arousal his body had been stricken with.
 
   What he saw seemed foreign to his eyes, as though he had touched down on a new, alien landscape. The ground was a mixture of sand and clay, pale white, almost as if the color had been bleached away. It felt strangely stiff against his feet, absent of the gentle give and sink of the regular earthen surfaces he was used to.
 
   The dome wrapped around the science station like a physical horizon. The ring of lights he had seen on the way down were suspended in the water outside and above, and had the effect of shining light through the translucent composite shell material with a teal tint, with flowing shadows and patterns from the movement of the water and sea life being cast across the ground.
 
   All of this made it seem as though the tiny enclosed area was all that existed, a little island of life and civilization within a broad expanse of dark nothingness. If he had awoken there without any prior knowledge, Leon was sure that he would have thought that his body had passed into another realm, where things worked very differently and the rules of existence were fundamentally altered. He realized that for the most part, those assertions were not all that far from the truth.
 
   “Welcome to Project Cobalt,” said Julia.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 3
 
    
 
   Leon followed Julia as they made their way into the area. There was a gentle hum coming from a machine installed above the entranceway he had come out through, and he assumed that it was either an air recycler or dehumidifier.
 
   “Let me take you on a tour,” said Julia. “It won’t take long. This dome is more of a pilot project than the finished product.”
 
   Leon had never seen anything quite like it. The shell of the dome stretched out high overhead, and he could see that the sides of it created a smooth seal with the base of the ground.
 
   “What happens in the event of an earthquake?” he asked.
 
   “The dome is actually a complete sphere,” replied Julia. “It was set into a hole dug out by automated submersibles. There’s only a thin layer of ocean sand and clay on the ground, underneath that we have storage space and thermal generators.”
 
   She led him towards a large, industrial looking building in the center of the area. Overall, the dome was no more than maybe a kilometer across, maybe even less. Leon found himself thinking intently about the logistics of such a living situation. Julia seemed to pick up on his concern just from the expression on his face.
 
   “It’s not bad here,” she said. “Your father…your father and I really enjoyed it.”
 
   “I’m sorry Julia,” he said. “I don’t mean to stir up any bad emotions, but I have to know…dad’s body, is it…?”
 
   It was hard for him to even get the words out. Julia stopped and turned back towards him. He could see pain on her face, but along with it, there was something else.
 
   “I…I had him cremated. I was hoping you could scatter his ashes, if you wanted.” Julia pushed a strand of hair out of her face and looked deep into Leon’s eyes. “We weren’t that close, in the last few months. In the last few years, even. Leon, your father’s death hurt me, it hurt a lot…but so did what came before it.”
 
   He didn’t know what to say in reply to that. Instead, he just looked up at the lights above, outside of the dome. The lack of wind on the inside reminded him of the artificial nature of the set up.
 
   “It’s okay, mom,” he said, not knowing what else to say. Julia smiled, as though that was all she had needed, and rubbed his shoulder.
 
   “Come on, I want you to see the science station,” she said.
 
   The main building looked a little like a mixture between an observation outpost and a factory. Julia led him in through the main door, which was made of polished aluminum. Inside, about a dozen scientists wearing similar outfits to her own were hard at work.
 
   “This is where most of our research happens,” said Julia. “We’re investigating everything from ocean acidity, salinity levels, to methods for extracting resources from the sea bed, and even ways to improve the sustainability of the entire operation.”
 
   “Well I never doubted for a second that you were a hard worker,” said Leon.
 
   “We’re actually short on manpower, always,” said Julia. “If you don’t mind, it would be nice to have some help with some of the more hands on, brute force tasks we have on our plate.”
 
   “Of course,” he replied.
 
   Julia led him back outside, and they headed over to a grouping of buildings on the far edge of the inside of the dome. There were two larger ones, and at least a couple dozen smaller domiciles in rows behind them.
 
   “This is the main meeting hall and cafeteria,” said Julia, pointing. “And that’s our recreation and simulation center. It’s the only place in Project Cobalt that serves a non-scientific purpose.”
 
   “Sounds like where I’ll be spending most of my time,” Leon joked.
 
   Julia stepped up to the entrance of the meeting hall and pulled the door open. It was surprisingly spacious inside, with rows of cafeteria style tables and at least twenty or thirty residents eating dinner. She walked over to a kitchen counter with treys and some cafeteria workers behind it, and Leon followed her.
 
   “Hey Jamie,” she said to a woman working in the kitchen. “Meet my son, Leon.”
 
   “Oh wow, I didn’t realize he’d be arriving today,” said the woman. “Nice to meet you, Leon. I’m so sorry about your father. He was…a good man.”
 
   “Thanks,” he said. “And it’s nice to meet you too.”
 
   His mom encouraged him to load up a plate with food, and he did, feeling his hangover in remission and his hunger back in full force. The two of them headed over to a table and sat down. Leon noticed that he appeared to be the center of attention, and tried to ignore it as he began to dig into his dinner.
 
   “Don’t take it the wrong way, sweetie,” said Julia. “Visitors down here are essentially non-existent. Give it a day or two and the novelty will wear off.”
 
   “To be honest, I’m not complaining,” he replied.
 
   A tall woman with piercing green eyes and short blond hair smiled at Julia and walked over to their table. She sat down in one of the nearby chairs with a confidence that told Leon what he needed to know before she had even said anything.
 
   “You must be Leon, our new arrival,” said the woman. “My name is Elizabeth. I’m the Project Cobalt Operations Manager here inside the dome. I’ve gotten to know your mom, and your dad, rest his soul, quite well over the course of the last month.”
 
   “It’s nice to meet you,” he replied. “I’m grateful to be allowed down here, this is a rough time for my family. I’ll help in any way I can with the project.”
 
   “I appreciate that, Leon,” she said. “There’s more than enough work to go around. Come find me tomorrow morning and we’ll add you into the fold.”
 
   He nodded, and the tall woman walked over to his mom. The two of them whispered to each other for a moment, and then she walked back towards the table she had been sitting at before.
 
   “What was that?” asked Leon.
 
   “Oh, nothing honey,” said Julia. “Come on, if you’re done with your food, we should head back to my domicile for the night.”
 
   The two of them walked outside of the meeting hall and over towards the rows of small habitats that Leon had noticed before. Julia stopped in front of one near the back, close to the edge of the dome, and unlocked the door.
 
   “Here we are. I shared this one with your father, but he was barely ever in it. Most of the time he would just sleep at his work desk in the science station.”
 
   She stepped inside, and Leon followed behind her. He was surprised by the efficiency of the setup, which had a small kitchen, living room, a bed, and a bathroom, almost in the style of a one bedroom apartment, except much nicer.
 
   “This place looks great, mom,” he said. “I can see how the Blue Vision Corporation managed to get so many people to sign on for this mission.”
 
   “It’s a small perk, but a perk, nonetheless.” Julia yawned, and sat down on the bed. She patted the spot next to her. “Come over here, sweetie. We haven’t really had a chance to be alone yet today.”
 
   Leon walked over and joined her. His mom was silent for a moment, and she looked at him with eyes that made Leon feel confused, and hot. Julia leaned in towards her son, letting her large breasts rub against the side of his body.
 
   “We’ll have to share the bed, honey,” she said. “I hope you’re not too put off by the idea of climbing under the covers with your stuffy old mother.”
 
   “Mom…” said Leon. “I should probably…just sleep on the couch.”
 
   She set her hand down on his thigh, and Leon felt his cock begin to stiffen and ache for attention. Julia rubbed her hand back and forth, letting her fingers draw closer to his package, and Leon couldn’t help but let out a soft, guilty moan.
 
   “Baby I just want to take care of you,” she whispered. “You came all the way down here for me, let mommy do something for you.”
 
   Her palm came to a rest right on top of Leon’s hard rod, and he almost gasped with pleasure. Julia quickly began unzipping his pants, and reaching her fingers down into his boxers. Her touch was warm, and caused a shiver of pleasure to run up Leon’s spine.
 
   “Mom, you can’t,” he whispered. “I mean…this, this isn’t right.”
 
   Julia ignored his appeal to logic and reason, and started to work his cock out through the flap of his underwear. Leon wanted nothing more than to let him stroke him, and bring him right to the brink and past it, but he couldn’t. There was too much guilt and shame involved in the act, and no matter how much he tried, he couldn’t rationalize it away.
 
   He stood up and fixed his pants, his face blushing hot red as he looked at his mom.
 
   “I’m sorry, mom,” he said. “This…it’s not okay. What would...dad think?”
 
   “Honey, you don’t understand,” said Julia. “It was never like that between your father and I.”
 
   She stood up, and stepped close to him. Leon flinched back, thinking for a second that she was going to try to make another move on him, and not knowing whether or not he’d have the willpower to be able to stop him. Instead, she brought her face close to his ear and spoke quiet words into it.
 
   “I didn’t want you down here to just help out with the project, Leon,” she whispered. “I need emotional support. I need you to help me get through this, to comfort me, and help keep me safe.”
 
   “Mom, I-“
 
   “It’s okay sweetie, you’re my son, and I’m your mom, no matter what.” Julia kissed him on the lips, and the action seemed to make the words she had just spoken seem dirty and illicit. Leon wanted her, as ashamed as he was to admit it, but his confusion was almost paralyzing in its power.
 
   She didn’t say anything else, and climbed into her bed. Leon thought about joining her for a moment, but instead, he made his way over to the couch in the living area and collapsed down on top of it. Sleep did not come quickly, that night.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 4
 
    
 
   Leon only managed to doze off for a few hours before his mind forced him back into a wakeful state. He could hear Julia’s gentle breathing coming from the bed. The room was dimly lit, with the shadows cast across the floor reminding Leon a little of his apartment back on the surface.
 
   He quietly got out of bed and made his way outside. He was surprised to see that the upper ring of lights had been dimmed, making the dome close to as dark as it might be on a typical night back up top. Leon walked across the area that his mom had shown him before, all the way over to the far side of the dome.
 
   Leon stood in front of the shell and ran his hand across the material. It felt almost like glass, but sturdier, and colder. He could see dark shapes moving in the water on the other side, some of them small, and some of them larger. There was an entire world out there, and he could only see the vaguest hint of it.
 
   “It’s made out of a carbon fiber reinforced plastic matrix.” Leon turned, and saw that there was a woman walking towards him from the recreation center.
 
   As she got closer, Leon noticed her more. She was younger than most of the other scientists he had seen, about the same age as him. She was short, and had a modest figure, smallish breasts and toned hips.
 
   “My name is Kimberly,” she said. “You can call me Kim.”
 
   “Nice to meet you. I’m Leon, I came down on the transport earlier today.”
 
   “Yeah, I figured as much. We don’t get new faces around here very often.” She walked over to him and leaned against the dome next to him. The two of them were silent for a moment, and then he turned towards her.
 
   “Can I ask you something, Kim?” He looked at her, and she smiled and nodded back at him. “This entire operation, it just seems so…grand, almost ludicrous in its scope. What’s the endgame here?”
 
   “Wow, Leon, you jump straight to the point, don’t you?” Kim seemed interested in him in a curious sort of way. “A lot of the funding for Project Cobalt came from small island nations, places that consider themselves to be at high risk when it comes to the rising sea levels. If their land gets swallowed up by the ocean, there will be nowhere for them to move to, at least nowhere unclaimed by other countries.”
 
   “So this is a sneak preview of the world of the future, then?” he asked her. “It kind of reminds me of a space station, a proof of concept along with lofty promises.”
 
   “The difference here is that it’s actually happening. The Japanese government is building another dome a little bigger than this one a couple of kilometers away from here. Within traveling distance by submersible, or even on foot if you’re wearing a WAVE suit.”
 
   “A WAVE suit?” Leon asked. Kim just looked at him and smiled, clearly amused by his ignorance.
 
   “You’ll be introduced to one of those soon enough,” she said. “I think that will probably be part of the work you’ll be doing. I’m the station communicator for expeditions, so we’ll be working together if you do end up putting one on.”
 
   A large, dark shape moved quickly in front of where they were looking outside of the dome, and Kim let out a frightened squeal. She jumped back a little, and it was Leon’s turn to be amused.
 
   “Scared?” he asked. The scientist rolled her eyes and then shot him an exaggerated glare.
 
   “It seems a little strange to me that they’d send somebody down here that was afraid of sea monsters…” he said. Kim blushed a little, and gave him a playful swat on the shoulder.
 
   “You are a pain! Julia’s going to have her hands full.” The two of them shared a laugh, and then it was silent again. Kim looked over at him as though she had something that she wanted to say, and after meeting her gaze and nodding, she stepped closer to him and crossed her arms.
 
   “Your dad…I just think you should know, he was an amazing guy. One of the few people I really liked, and could talk to down here in the dome.” she said. “He was really focused on his research. To tell you the truth, I think the stress is what took him out. I never saw that guy take a break, he focused on his research in a way that bordered on obsession.”
 
   Leon nodded, and was surprised to find a strange surge of sadness and nostalgia flood over him. Her description of his father perfectly matched the one he had in his mind, and he remembered feeling the same way about him throughout his childhood.
 
   “What was he researching, anyway?” asked Leon. “He never talked about it with me, not that we spoke all that often…”
 
   “It was all very secretive,” said Kim. “He was one of the independent scientists here on the station. He mostly did his own thing, and seemed to have independent funding.”
 
   Leon stepped away from the dome, and tried to shift his thoughts elsewhere. He had never really known his father, he realized, and apparently neither had anyone else.
 
   “Anyway, I have to head back to my domicile,” said Kim. “It’s the one in the row closest to the meeting hub, all the way over on the side closest to the dome. You should drop by sometime, I like talking with you.”
 
   Leon nodded, and the female scientist watched off, her hips swaying from side to side girlishly with every step that she took. He looked back out into the darkness outside the dome for a moment, marveling at what lay out beyond the composite shell. All he could see were vague, unidentifiable shapes, and it felt a little like trying to see the stars or moon on an overcast night.
 
   He made his way back towards Julia’s house, thinking intently as he went. He was curious about what Kim had said about his father’s research, and wanted more than anything to know more, and to gain some insight into what had preoccupied him during his last days. 
 
   Leon stepped quietly into the domicile, and made his way over to a small desk in the corner of the living area. He moved slowly to avoid waking Julia, and began to open up the drawers of the workstation, looking for anything that would shine light onto the situation and satisfy his interest.
 
   It was mostly full of books, and none of them seemed to be topical. There was a piece of paper, really just a small scrap, but it had a couple of words written on it that caught his eye.
 
   “Ancient…civilization,” he muttered. Julia stirred in her sleep and let out a tired moan.
 
   “Is everything okay, honey?” she said, half asleep.
 
   “Yeah mom, I’ll turn in soon,” he said.
 
   Leon found himself having trouble believing that those words could have anything to do with his father’s obsession. This was the same man that had always advocated looking at the facts and trusting in science over belief. He wondered if his dad had changed in the years he’d been away, and stumbled into ideas that had fueled his emotions into chasing after them.
 
   He sat back down on the couch, and thought about it for a while. Then, without realizing it, he drifted off to sleep.
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