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          Aven aka Demon
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        THE MERCILESS FEW MC: DEVIL'S IGNITED

        Rappahannock, Mass.

      

      

      

      I can practically read your mind.

      You're expecting my tale to be like my brother's, a predictable mix of drinking, partying, and intense, leg-numbing sex sessions. I'll tease, deny, and consume them until they're utterly at my mercy.

      There's that, yes, but there's a heartbreaking story behind the feral man. I'm not just a little broken; I'm completely shattered and feel like things will never improve.

      Compared to my brothers, I have a great deal of emotional baggage to unpack, an unbelievable amount. My capacity and openness both to give and to receive love are concerning.

      Buckle up, buttercup, and I’ll tell you why.
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      It began as a normal childhood. I grew up with both my parents in middle-class suburbia. She was a stay at home mom, and dad was a paper pusher at some corporate company. Not an executive or even a supervisor, just a low-level worker bee. His lack of initiative and ambition was a huge contributor to their arguments.

      I was an unsuspecting kid who spent summer nights outside, chasing fireflies and skinning his knees with the neighborhood kids. Because I was an only child, I made friends when I could.

      Was I jealous of my friends who had siblings? Yes, and no. Yes, to having a constant companion, if you could stand them, but on the flip side I loved having my own room, toys, and peace. Why does a twelve-year-old need peace?

      They think I don’t hear their conversations, but I do, and it gave me what I learned later in life was anxiety. I worried about being raised in a broken home. It started with Dad not being able to get that $200 party dress at the department store for the city's annual Blossom Ball. It was the blockbuster event of the year in Rappahannock, a small yet industrious town.

      I didn’t know how small the town was until I took my only big city trip with Dad. We went to Boston, the classic father/son road trip to see the Red Sox play at Fenway Park. The buildings seemed to kiss the heavens as we ventured along the harbor, the gateway to the Atlantic, and I finally saw seagulls! I didn’t know how huge they were. In the air, they were like any other bird, but when they swooped down to gather scraps on the sidewalk, their wingspan made them look like prehistoric pterodactyls. I screamed so loud! Everything was new and exciting! My love of the road began here.

      Once we got to our seats, we ate hot dogs and, in honor of the famous jingle, had peanuts and crackerjacks.

      I was so excited to tell my friends what I saw, but despite my amazement, according to them, it was pea-sized compared to other cities. That's what Ryan and Dylan told me. They were twins, and their dad was retired Army. They told me wonderful stories of cities like Athens, Milan, Seattle, and Chicago.

      Out of curiosity, one day, I asked how they ended up here because, in comparison, this town was a major downgrade.

      “Our mom and dad said they wanted a quiet life, and that included chickens, pigs, and a garden that takes up the back half of the backyard. We got stiffed on play space. We had to scrap the battlefield area from the blueprints.” They laughed as we looked out at the back half filled with fruits and veggies, beautiful flowers, coops, and pens. I thought it was pretty cool having your own mini-farm.

      Their mom and mine had become good friends, and my mom couldn’t get enough of what we now know as the homestead lifestyle. They loved lounging on the back of the wraparound porch, sipping Arnold Palmers and gossiping.

      My mom sat up from the Adirondack chair. “Are you going to the ball this year? You just have to; it’s the socialite event of the summer!”

      Miss Diane nodded. "I don't miss being an Army wife, but I loved the formals. I could never say no! You're going, right? It’d be good to have someone there I know since I’m still fairly new. I have to show you this gorgeous dress I bought yesterday. I didn't really need a new one; I could've gotten away with an old one, and no one would've known."

      My mom huffed and sat back. “If I can get Henry to let go of his wallet! I just wish he had ‌more ambition to make more money so he wouldn’t be so stingy! I missed the last two years because he'd say, ‘Nadine, you'll only be in it for a few hours. It's wasteful! We could eat like kings for two months for that price.’ I swear I'll be a social outcast! I want to belong to something exclusive. Maybe join the private garden club and Henry could be a member of the prestigious Triple Oaks country club.”

      She sighs in frustration as Diane pats her hand. “You don't need to belong. It's not all it seems to be; there are some outrageous rumors I’ve already heard.” My mom gave her a knowing look because she knew Diane and her husband were members of both clubs.

      My mom's eyes lit up. “Ooh, do tell!”

      Later that night, after dinner, mom tried to reason with dad again. I was in bed when their usual raised voices started. They always do this. ‘We'll talk about this when he goes to bed, so he doesn't hear.’ They'd say.

      Hate to break it to you, parents, but we hear everything. Especially because the walls of our traditional single-story, prairie-style home were paper-thin.

      Dad’s tone was flat, lacking any enthusiasm. “We're not going. I'm tired of arguing with you, Nadine. That's not our lifestyle; we'd be social outcasts if we went, and I'm not kissing anyone's ass to fit into what they think we should be. All they do is judge. They'll never accept us!”

      She huffed so loudly. “Ugh, they would if you'd try! They could even help with your career! You're middle management in a go-nowhere job! Don't you want to belong to something, to be better, to have a life with meaning?”

      I imagine him raising that one brow he always does when he’s questioning mom’s sanity. “What are you saying?”

      There was an intense silence, then she exploded. “This can't be it, Henry! It's the same thing over and over, day to day; it's all so…boring! I need more to life than being a stay at home wife and mother.”

      It was concerning to hear my mom confess her distaste and resentment for marriage and motherhood. Was I a mistake? Did she regret it? That seed planted and slowly grew roots that destroyed my confidence. Maybe love wasn’t unconditional.

      “Go to bed, Nadine.” He muttered in utter exhaustion before I heard his footsteps toward their room. Then the clanging of dishes. She was angry cleaning again, knowing the noise would interrupt his sleep, so neither of them would get any rest.

      Their conversation was always in the back of my mind. Mom wanted more, and dad was content where he was. She would not let this go; I know it. Mom could be very persuasive.

      At fifteen, Dad was still working hard, and by then he had finally succumbed to Mom's will in joining society events. He paid for the expensive and exclusive country club membership; he bought her an extravagant gown for the next gala and rented a limo for the night. It was the talk of the town! Like in a fairy tale, Cinderella was finally going to the ball.

      For a moment, she basked in it, being the new blood, the couple everyone was excited to find out about, but eventually they saw what they really were: poor people pretending to be rich. The clock struck midnight, and their dream turned into a festering, rotting pumpkin.

      The town socialites were shallow people who looked down on everyone. My parents went into debt for nothing. Two years in their world did not make her happy, and she was back to radio silence and flying under the radar. They didn't even speak to her in passing, almost as if she were being shunned. The worst was Miss Diane playing right along with them. She saw us, mouthed an ‘I'm sorry’ and pushed the twins toward another part of the store where they were gossiping around the artisan cheeses.

      Mom lifted her chin and walked away. She was determined not to let them see how hurt she was.

      She would find the right group of people.

      And that moment was outside the grocery store and it changed our entire world.

      The day we met The Gifted Divine, a vibrant energy emerged, igniting a spark in my mother's eyes, contrasting with the dullness that had lingered. A new chapter began. Mom looked relieved, and I was suspicious.
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      Mom and I were tackling our weekly chore list after school. I noticed the lackluster tone in her voice and the sadness in her eyes as we walked the aisles. For her, another week of tedium and monotonous tasks.

      After checkout, I struggled with the two heavy brown paper bags. “Mom, why do I always have to carry the bags from inside? That's what carts are for, to bring to the car.”

      She pinches my cheeks. I want to jerk away, but I can't risk dropping our food because we couldn’t replace it. “Because, Avery, I trust my strong, able-bodied son to do what's right, to do what his darling mother asks, besides other people need them.”

      There it was, her guilt tactic right on cue. I groaned because she still calls me Avery. Yes, it is my first name, but I prefer my middle name. Mom says I break her heart because I make it seem like I hate it. I don’t hate it, but she chose such a gender-neutral name, Aven sounds more badass! Plus, the girls at school prefer Aven.

      As the sliding doors opened, my confidence in my grip became questionable the longer I held them.

      She glanced over her shoulder at me while zipping up her wallet and placing it in her purse. “Besides your father…OOF!" My mom crashes into a man, who then quickly grabs her to stop her from falling.

      Mom straightens up, looking around herself. “I'm so sorry! I should have been paying attention and not gabbing with my son. Are you okay? We clashed kinda hard.”

      I don't like where his hands land. Everything about him is strange, from the whimsy in his eyes to the cream-colored linen outfit that other people outside seem to be wearing. A prickling sensation crawls up my spine, raising the hairs on the back of my neck. The surrounding air feels thick, heavy, and I want to get away from this weirdo.

      He finally let go. “No, I'm sorry! I was not paying attention to my alignment with the universe and present setting. Perhaps it was part of HIS plan for us to meet. My name is Beckett. I am a humble servant with The Gifted Divine.”

      He has a cheesy, exaggerated, unnatural smile and a gentle voice, as if he were already under the influence. We learned the telltale signs in school, and this guy definitely seems to be on something. He hands her a pamphlet, hands lingering on her fingertips a little too long. “You should come hear our amazing leader. He teaches the word of the Garden of Eden and the divine messages passed down through him.”

      That's it. I'd had enough of this.

      “Let's go, Mom; these bags are getting heavy, and Dad is probably wondering where we are. I emphasize she is a happily married woman.

      He gave me a small, amused smile. "You should bring your husband, too!" He suggested, his eyes sparkling with excitement. “We welcome everyone.” He raised his hand into the sky before giving my mom a smile that seemed forced.

      She takes the brochure. “Thank you, Beckett. I'll talk to him about it, but I'll definitely stop in.”

      And that's when life got…interesting.

      Mom brought up going to see what they were all about. My dad argued because it was 20 miles away in Blythe. He squeezed the brochure in his fists tightly, expressing his unwillingness to go.

      “Fine, you don't have to go. I thought we'd discover something new as a family, but guess I was wrong again, huh? It wouldn't hurt for you to hear a powerful word; maybe it'll give you the spine to do better, be better at work.” That jab made dad's brow raise, and then he rolled his eyes, not wanting to fight.

      She spun around. “Aver- Aven, will you go with mommy?” She gave me the big saucer eyes while calling me the name I preferred; she was buttering me up.

      Fucking hell.

      I grit my teeth and nod. “Sure, Ma.”

      “Ahh! Thank you, my thoughtful, loving child, for supporting me and trying something new, unlike other people. You can circle back, telling your father how amazing it was.”

      I look forward to it. Like a root canal.

      She knew nothing about this group other than it scratched her need to belong, to be a part of something big. I had never seen her so enthusiastic, not even with the rich folk.

      Once she met Heath, the chosen leader, his charm and allure was a black hole that sucked her in. He told her about the compound where only the most dedicated members lived in love, peace, and harmony.

      What began as attendance once a week, like a traditional church, turned into daily once we hit month three. The calendar filled with events, a vibrant tapestry woven from laughter and shared purpose. The aroma of freshly brewed coffee and warm pastries filled the air during meetings. Heath was very vocal about his satisfaction with Mom. She felt a surge of belonging, a sense of pride with each successful event. Heath was so impressed by her quickness to commit that he put her in charge of gatherings or outings to spread the word. He said she was ‌gifted and anointed, waiving the six-month minimum mandatory waiting period to engage in public soliciting. He kept her prominently beside him. He said that a fearless leader needed his equal by his side. I could see that his role as leader and dominance was what she wanted from dad, and she was losing herself in his bold declarations.

      I ‌attended some gatherings out of guilt, but didn't get the hype. I noticed how much he favored my mom over any other female parishioner. I was suspicious, but Mom said it was‌ group or family business. By month eight or nine, Dad ‌caved. I think he was curious because his wife was so carefree now and spouted ‘hippie nonsense’ as he called it. She also seemed happier, acting more affectionate with Dad and sneaking kisses around the house. Those kisses ‌led to more, especially when they thought I was asleep.

      Let's skip that part.

      Mom suggested we move into the compound three months after Dad started attending, emphasizing how much we would save on gas if we just stayed there.

      “There's no corporate backbreaking work, just creating with our hands, tilling the ground to grow what we need, and no bills! Only exploring love and peace with people who think like we do. What could be wrong with that? All we have to do is sell our worldly possessions, and paradise will reward us!”

      It sounded insane. Especially because…

      “Wait! I have to finish school and graduate!" Even though I didn't always enjoy going, I understood it was a necessary step to succeed in life.

      "That old way of thinking, where men are superior and expect women to settle and just be happy at home, is completely misogynistic. The inequality is just sickening." She spat, her voice filled with resentment as she continued. “At the compound, everyone’s equal. They teach you everything you need to thrive in a world filled with love and happiness.” As she said this, her voice softened, taking on a strangely innocent tone. Like those super convincing ladies you hear on kids television shows that tell you broccoli and brussel sprouts are delicious.

      I didn't put up a fight. Honestly, I'd been expecting them to split up any day, and I was bracing myself to be caught between two unhappy homes. Instead, ‌whatever this was is keeping them together.

      At this point, I just needed to endure until I was 18. But even then, what options would I have without a high school diploma?

      For now, we were on our way to the sanctuary, farm, compound, whatever.
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      Eventually, I found out why Mom had that uninhibited, carefree attitude. During a special session, while worshipping, they placed a small white tablet on their tongue. Not like a communion wafer, but a pill-shaped offering.

      Then she'd sway and hum as Heath shouted affirmations of positivity and love while holding her by the waist.

      While this was going on, as the oldest of all the children, they tasked me with keeping them occupied by taking them berry picking, swimming in the lake, and doing menial tasks like that while the adults were performing their tantric worship session.

      I don’t even know what that is.

      One day, I went to find out.

      I put the next oldest two in charge because I was curious why I couldn't take part. I was practically an adult!

      I walked around the barn, ducked behind the cabins, walking toward the sounds I couldn't quite make out. They weren't the usual worshipping sounds and chanting. No, it wasn't synchronous. The closer I got, the more I tuned in to the sound of the wind chimes, signaling that the wind had picked up.

      I made it to what was called the great love space, an open-air gazebo surrounded by sheer white curtains, the floor covered in those big floor pillows. They used it sparingly, only when the children were away.

      He told us it was an outdoor space to pray and give thanks for everything the Almighty’s given us.

      Judging by what I saw, I don’t think this is what he meant by giving thanks.

      The platform offered a wide, unobstructed view of all the movement going on. The air, thick with an unknown scent, prickled my nostrils. I scrunched up in response. I pulled myself up against the stage; the rough edge scraped my palms as I peered over.

      A wave of shock and disgust washed over me, leaving me frozen to witness what was taking place before me.

      It was an orgy.

      I discovered while the children were away that the parents played…with each other. This jarring discovery sent a cold wave through me, tightening my chest and making it hard to breathe. Moans and whispers mingled with the soft wind chimes swaying in the background. Couples were swapping, their bodies entwined in a symphony of desire.

      Heath always had a weird way of reminding us that our family should openly love each other. That jealousy and anger had no place here, only affection and desire. He concluded that greater harmony among us meant greater rewards in Heaven.

      Even though I knew I wouldn't be able to stomach it, my eyes instinctively searched for them. Dad had a much younger brunette wildly bouncing on his lap. As punishment, my mind drowned the others out to focus solely on them. His moans and her screams were like knives in my ears. It was hard to witness my dad touching someone else! I couldn't believe he'd have sex with anyone besides Mom, but perhaps her wild demeanor made him feel something he didn’t with Mom. Someone who made him feel wanted.

      Further adding to my trauma, he was encouraging her to keep going, pushing and pulling her against him, pawing at her breasts and sucking on them like a starved child while he chased his orgasm. She loved it; moaning his name made my skin crawl. Then another woman integrated herself into the mix, and I couldn't watch anymore.

      I thought I had been through enough trauma… But then I found Mom.

      It wasn’t that hard.

      Our fearless leader, the chosen one, the sacred key to Heaven, allegedly, had my mother bent over the pulpit in the middle of the altar. He slammed into her while gazing into her sweat-soaked face as she writhed in ecstasy. He proclaimed, “Love your brother and sister!” Emphasizing intimacy is essential for us to become the people He envisions, and that a physical connection with others is necessary to be divinely chosen.

      And that's what I saw. Although I had yet to experience sex, I felt a warmth of anger, a flush of heat, born of animosity and disbelief, and a strong wave of nausea. I felt my pulse hammering in my ears. Why were they allowed to swap and share when they taught me traditional values? That it should be a sacred experience between a man and a woman who were in love and, even better, married.

      Then what was this bullshit I saw with my own eyes? A bunch of hypocrites!

      I couldn’t stomach it anymore! I went back to my duties as group babysitter with a dark cloud hovering over me. A stinging, burning type of overwhelming rage!
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      That night at dinner, they acted as if nothing had happened.

      “How did the berry picking go, Avery?” My mom asked while placing Dad’s plate in front of him. He grabbed her, trying to pull her onto his lap, but she fought him off to prepare her own plate. I didn't understand how he could be so affectionate when she was getting screwed by the leader.

      I guess this marriage is just a revolving door.

      I pushed my food around. “Mom, please, I prefer Aven, and it was fine. Kids gathered two baskets full of berries, cleaned and sorted them, then played at the lake.”

      “I know you prefer your middle name, but I named you and it's a beautiful name! Fine, I’ll try to remember. We can add that batch of berries to make the special Heavenly Berry Punch for the ceremony! We can freeze them until he tells us it’s time.”

      I couldn't take this facade anymore. My fork clanged loudly against the plate. “Why am I the one who has to watch the kids? I'm practically an adult; I should be going to the adult events!” I wanted to see what excuse they came up with. They froze momentarily, glancing at each other, before Mom’s face softened. “You wouldn't want to attend those. Besides, you're a shining example to the children. You're like their chosen leader!”

      I nearly vomited, especially after learning what she does with their chosen one.

      I was in a real state of inner turmoil. While I didn't have a clue where I was headed, how I'd earn a living, or even survive, I knew this free-spirited, communal lifestyle wasn't the right fit for me.

      "Oh, Henry, you won't believe the good news our blessed leader just shared with me!" Mom set the cobbler on the table, her overly excited fanfare interrupting my thoughts as she placed it, but hearing about this guy constantly irritated me even more. I didn’t physically respond, but my intrusive thoughts screamed out:

      Was that before or after he was balls deep, commanding you to submit to him while spouting his free-love bullshit?

      “Well, he said he received guidance through deep meditation and prayer about the family's next steps! But before we proceed to the next plane, he must choose his cosmically connected wife, his Eve, as he has been deemed our Adam by HIM. And he chose me! Isn't that wonderful news, Henry? This is it, my purpose in life, my meaning! To guide us into eternal bliss!”

      That doesn't even sound right.

      “What joyous news and such a great honor, dear.” Dad said, sounding so proud of something none of us knew what it meant. I accepted I had lost the concept of a normal family long ago. But this was insane!

      We had packed up the car, sold our house, and emptied our bank accounts to hand it over so we could belong to some sex-obsessed orgy group? Nothing about this makes sense!

      What was the spiritual point? Or were they just brainwashed fools?

      I found myself by the lake throwing the biggest rocks I could find, not skipping them but aggressively slamming them into the water as hard as I could.

      “Bullshit, it’s all just…bullshit!” I chucked another with more force and cursing.

      “You know, you ain't supposed to chuck ‘em like that, you're supposed to skip ‘em.”

      Following the sound of the voice, I see one of the newest members standing there. I remember because she had fire-red curls and a cute Southern drawl when they made her introduce herself.

      “I'm not trying to skip them; thanks for your unsolicited advice.” I said clipped.

      She held her hands up, but I saw in her eyes the opportunity to tear me a new one. Instead, she took pity on me.

      Realizing my misplaced anger, I sighed hard. “I'm sorry; you didn't deserve that. I'm just frustrated.” I slammed another.

      She stepped closer, standing right next to me, and I tuned in to her scent. It was a clean smell, like fresh linens or baby powder. Whatever it was, I liked it, and it seemed to have a calming effect, or maybe it was just her presence.

      “It's okay; we all have bad days. I didn't mean to interfere with your way of relieving stress. You throw them however you like to feel better. Sorry, my name’s Cadence.” She held out her hand, and I shook it. “Aven.”

      “That's different. I like it. So, what's got you feeling all upset?”

      I chuckled. “Where are you from exactly?”

      “The great state of Alabama! Mobile, to be exact. Why? Is it my Southern twang? Mama says it will go away in two or three years, but I don't plan on being here that long.”

      “Really?” She sounded like she had the same idea as me. Run like hell.

      “Ma and pa are into this nonsense, not me. I'm here ‘til I turn 18.”

      Curiosity got the best of me as I stared at her long legs in those leader approved linen shorts. Happy she was at least 17, like me.

      “And when is that?”

      “Next week, actually.”

      “Do you have an escape plan?”

      “Working on it. How old are you? I haven't been here long, but you always seem to be stuck with them demon children, like you’re freaking Mary Poppins.” She laughed so loudly. Glad one of us finds my babysitting duties funny.

      My mom thinks I’m the great Messiah for the youth, the sheep to my flock. It makes me physically cringe.

      “It's because I’m the oldest. I'm also 17, but I'll be 18 in two days.” I chuck another rock, angry because there would be no celebration of my milestone. No, our ages didn't matter here; we were ageless in HIS eyes.

      Cadence gives me a small smile before skipping a rock. It bounces four times before sinking. I was impressed. I wonder how good I was?

      I found a nice flat one, and it skips twice before the thunk. She laughs as she tosses another, five skips this time. I see where this is going. I take my turn and really concentrate on my form…six skips!

      “Yes!” I exclaimed, holding my hands up.

      “Hmm, someone's competitive. Well, at least you didn't throw them in anger, right?"

      “I suppose you're right. I guess I'm disappointed because there will be no celebration or even acknowledgement of my birthday. It was something I was looking forward to, the journey to manhood.” I puffed out my chest before my shoulders slumped. There was silence between us. She didn't know what to say, and I couldn't fault her for that. She'd experience it next week; maybe it wasn't a big deal like it was to me. Maybe her freedom was her gift.

      Which made me wonder what my plan was…
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      Cadence and I's friendship began then, and I was happy to have someone with me while looking after the kids. It was nice to have someone my age; the next oldest were two 11-year-olds, one always asking me about my favorite type of Hot Wheels cars. I'd bullshit my way through the conversation, but when he asked if I liked the alfalfa and beet cauliflower pizza more than the tofu, broccoli, and goat's milk cheese pizza, I burst out laughing. Nothing beats a good pepperoni and mushroom pizza. That would be my freedom meal…or maybe tacos…or both. The possibilities were endless.

      “Hey.” I felt her sharp elbow in my side. My breath hitched, a sudden, involuntary gasp. A warmth, tinged with a prickling sensation, spread from where she touched me, radiating outward through my arm.

      “Ouch! Huh, what?”

      "You spaced out! I don't think it's wise around this rowdy group. Look at them!” She points to about 20 children running around. Some girls came to Cadence and she told the girls about hopscotch. They looked confused by the explanation, so she used a stick to make the grid and numbers. Then showed them how to play. They loved it.

      The youngest girls, though, were content with playing with their homemade dolls, and it reminded me that most of them were born here, seeing nothing of the real world beyond the fence. It all but guaranteed another generation of brain-washed adults.

      I turned back to her. "Guess you're right. I was thinking about proper food, you know, not this constant supply of rubbery tofu, lentils, and grass."

      Cadence laughed. “Don’t worry, I do that, too. I miss nachos loaded with jalapenos and rum raisin ice cream, yum!” She rubbed her stomach, causing her t-shirt to lift. She cleared her throat, shaking me out of another fantasy and into her eyes. She smirked at catching me. That familiar heat flushed my cheeks. My pulse quickened, the giddy feeling bubbling up from my stomach. My palms began to sweat, and I could feel the muscles in my jaw clench, struggling to contain the involuntary, goofy grin threatening to overtake my face.

      Then I thought about what she said and rolled my eyes. “Rum raisin? What kind of old-people flavor is that? The greatest flavor is obviously rocky road.”

      “Eww, marshmallows should never be in ice cream. That should be a crime.You belong in jail!”

      I scoff, “Says the girl who likes oddly textured, dried grapes in hers. Need more fiber?” I laughed, and she poked me. I grabbed her hand, feeling its warmth, and a quiet calm washed over us.

      She cleared her throat. “Alright, no more flavor shaming.” She leaned against me. I relished ‌the gentle pressure of her head against my shoulder and the scent of her perfume. A subtle mix of flowers and something sweet, like nectar, filled my nostrils. Warmth bloomed in my chest, quickening my pulse with ‌nervous excitement.

      She sighs, “What time is it?” I checked my leader-approved watch, which had a cheap tan-fabric band that might disintegrate if it got wet. We were supposed to live in simplicity and not flaunt worldly riches, says the man who pocketed tens of thousands of dollars, if not more, from everyone who lived there. What’d he do with that money?

      “It's after 4 pm, they should be done.”

      “Is it really true…what you told me?” She was the only person I told about what I saw that day. Her eyes were as big as saucers, and then the horrible realization that her parents were taking part. She was equally traumatized, even though she did not witness it and I didn't go into detail.

      “I wasn't even there, but from your description, I might need therapy.”

      “I know I will. Now my mom is this guy's Eve or cosmic wife, and my dad basically gave her away, but hey, he gets to bang whoever he wants. The irony is that she may be his Eve, but he has five other wives. How divine and spiritually sound can you be?”

      “Sounds like brainwashing.”

      “You might be right.”
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      Today was the day, my official passage into being a man. I was 18.

      Mom made me buckwheat pancakes and elderberry syrup before kissing my temple. “May the light of the divine shine upon you today and always. I pray your heart be filled with joy. May the divine's love nourish your soul, filling you with peace. The light of the universe will guide your path.”

      I miss the days she would sing happy birthday and call me her heartbeat. Now, it was empty rhetoric. I sigh, “Just say happy birthday, Mom.”

      “But it's much more than that. You're a man in HIS eyes. Soon he will deem you worthy to join in our sacred activities.”

      No way in hell!

      “I'm fine being the inspiration and blueprint for the kids. Speaking of which, I have to take them to get more berries and gather more milk from the cows for the grand celebration, or whatever it's called. I'm going to grab Cadence.”

      A smile formed. I know she wanted to ask, but I’m confident it was a one-sided crush. My heart fluttered with the simplest gestures. The way she always randomly touched me or held my hand while taking walks under the stars and talking about what we would do when we were free from here.

      She was the only one I wanted to spend my birthday with.

      I walked around looking for her. Some women were hanging the laundry out to dry. The recruiting group was already at their assigned location to spread the word to the poor, unsaved souls. The new flock of the truly dedicated were moving onto the ranch after proving themselves worthy.

      After searching for a bit, with no luck, I ended up back at the lake, simply gazing at the peaceful water. I was so certain I'd walk away this day, the very second I turned 18, under the cover of darkness, but things have changed. I'd be leaving her here to take over duties all alone, hindering her plans of escape. My heart couldn't do that.

      As dusk crept in, the sky blushed‌ pinkish-purple, a stark contrast to the inevitable darkness. Crickets chirped their evening song as I watched birds fly West. I sighed, the air cool on my face. I tossed a stone; the splash broke the water's glassy peace. I was trying to suppress the disappointment that formed a lump in my throat.

      I spent my birthday alone.

      Then I heard rustling that startled me.

      “Happy birthday to you, happy birthday to you…happy birthday dear Aven…happy birthday to…you!” Cadence sang softly while kneeling down next to me with a cupcake in hand, a single blue and white striped candle lit.

      “Wait, how did you…”

      “I'm not wearing this crap for fun.” She's in the signature linen dress and sandals, her hair in two braids. “My mom made me do recruitment with her even though I said I was helping you watch the kids; she insisted. While we were at the grocery store, I swiped this and a lighter to light the candle. You deserve to be celebrated.”

      She moved it closer toward me and smiled. Biting her lip.

      How I wanted her.

      “Make a wish.”

      I didn't think a single candle could hold the weight of all that I wanted.

      I indulged her, closed my eyes and simply wished for forgiveness for leaving my parents here; they were too far gone.

      I blew the candle out, and my eyes flew open when her lips slammed against mine! I separated us because now it was technically a crime.

      She looked shocked. “I'm sorry! I shouldn't have done that. You probably see me as a sister or just a friend. I was stupid for tryin’.” She sank back, looking embarrassed.

      I grab her by her neck, kissing her like I always wanted to, how I dreamed it. When we separated again, she was blushing hard across her cheeks and bridge of her nose with the widest smile, her pupils dilated, and her breathing slightly shallow as if she'd been running. I bet her heart was racing, like mine, a physical echo of the joy and excitement that had surged through us during the kiss.

      “No, it's because it's technically illegal. Me being an adult and all.” We both laughed.

      “Yeah, well, so are orgies and a few other activities around here.”

      I rubbed her cheek. “I want to do this right…when we're both 18.”

      She snapped her fingers. “I should have kissed you while we were both 17.” She confessed.

      “But I still would have done this. Patience, grasshopper.”

      She raised an eyebrow, then nodded. I could tell she was disappointed. I kissed her hand and smiled. “Four more days.”

      She nodded while removing the candle, handing the cupcake to me. I split it to see it was chocolate with vanilla buttercream icing, giving her one half.

      “Cheers to the unknown.”

      “Together?” She asked.

      “Together.” I assured her. I spent the rest of the night listening to the logistics of how she kept the cupcake intact in the back of the truck and joked she was now a hardened criminal.
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      For her birthday, I gave Cadence a handmade journal. While I was making it I personalized it to show her how much she means to me. I think I did a decent job.

      “Look inside.” I instruct her.

      Untying the leather ribbon, she spoke in a near whisper. “‘To the most beautiful girl, who makes me smile every single day. Happy birthday from Aven.’ Oh, I love it! Thank you!" Clutching it to her chest, her smile softened into silence, a silent wish conveyed by her intense green eyes.

      “I want you to take my virginity.” She slid her dress up, and I'm looking at more skin I had not seen yet as she straddled my leg. The blood roared in my ears, a primal pulse drowning out every other sensation. My breath became shallow and rapid as the world narrowed to the space between us. A jolt, a mixture of fear and a desperate, hungry excitement, slammed through my chest, tightening my muscles and making my hands clench into fists at my sides instead of grabbing onto her soft flesh. Heat flushed my cheeks, spreading down my neck and chest, a burning sensation that threatened to consume me entirely.

      “Cady.” Her lips curved into a smile hearing how desperate I sounded. The air crackled with an unspoken heat that I could practically taste.

      “I know what I want, and I want you. I like you a whole lot, Aven. I've always really liked you.” She stated confidently. There was an innocence about that confession. I always hoped she liked me too.

      “I like you too, Cady, but that's a big decision. Are you sure? Why me?” Doubt gnawed at me. She could have chosen anyone, a guy from the real world, someone with experience, but I had none of that.

      She grabbed my hand, the warmth of her skin a stark contrast to the cool air. Our fingers met, a perfect puzzle. I turned her hand, soft and smooth beneath my lips, and kissed its surface, then each fingertip, tasting the faintest trace of her vanilla lotion.

      “Because you make me feel special. I feel so comfortable ‌sharing even my most intimate thoughts, dreams, and secrets with you. You're the only one I trust.” My breath deepens, and a lightness settles in my limbs. The corners of my mouth tilt upward, a subtle, involuntary curve mirroring the joy blooming in my heart. My pulse slows, a steady rhythm reinforcing the feeling of safety and peace. The world seems brighter, and surrounding sounds are softer, as if pure happiness filters everything.

      She leaned forward while staring at me. I couldn't take my eyes off her. I knew then and there that she was my dream girl.

      “Say it again, that you like me too? That you want this…” She whispered, her sweet breath fanning my lips.

      I didn't answer; I reacted. Pulling her closer onto my lap, my hands found her waist. Then, her lips met mine. My first French kiss. Her taste, like that buttercream cupcake from my birthday, swirled on my tongue, but I broke the kiss.

      “But I'm 18 now.” She insisted, then pouted.

      “I know, but not here.” As I looked behind her, I saw a stark reminder of our current predicament.

      She followed my gaze around all the little huts of the compound, the garden, the farm, and the altar of carnal sin. “I don’t want to be here. I want to leave. Now.”

      The offer is tempting, but we need a plan. “Let's gather what we need and figure out where to go before we disappear. You have to be sure. You may never see your parents again; are you comfortable with that?”

      “Are you?” She asked pointedly.

      It hurt to admit, but I needed to say it aloud. “My parents died long ago. I love them, but I don’t know these people. This life isn't for me. Something about it is so wrong, and I can't prove what it is I’m feeling or make them see. So I have to leave them behind.” I sigh hard while running my hand across her skin. She comforts me by rubbing my cheek. Her touch makes me smile, and I continue. “I always wanted…to be on the open road. Travel the highways, see the mountains while winding down the roads. See anything other than these fields. Guess I will have to learn how to
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