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As he sat in his preferred quiet spot away from the rest of the world's population, Christian Shaw stared at the flames of the small fire in front of him. He knew he had no need to worry about anybody wandering into the cave and interrupting his thoughts. Nestled into the side of a high cliff face, even if any other human saw it there, it would take some serious climbing for them to reach it. Oh, it was, of course, possible, and he did expect that one day that very cliff face would indeed attract an eager rock climber. For the present moment, however, the space was just his ... and that was just the way he liked it.

At certain times of the year, the cave he'd claimed as his own was a dark, cold place. At the current time of day, the sun shone into it at just the right angle to cast additional warmth over Christian's bronzed face. He'd been going to that particular spot for more than seven years. If anybody else knew how much time he spent there, they might say it was his home away from home. He preferred to think of it more as just home.

As he lifted his head to face directly into the sunlight, he closed his eyes and breathed in deeply. The action was a form of peaceful meditation. It was what calmed him when the outside world seemed aggressive and determined to invade his tranquility. Deep inside of his mind, heart, and soul, he kept two secrets well hidden. Neither seemed wise to be voiced. If he spoke of such things, he considered he might find his freedom taken from him completely. Christian could think of nothing worse. He was a free spirit. He couldn't let anything happen that could result in him having to look at four walls all day long. He'd had a short period of that already. He had absolutely no desire to go through it again.

No, keeping quiet was the right thing to do. It meant that he had to remain as being seen and regarded as a criminal. That wasn't ideal, especially since he hadn't done what he'd been accused of. To tell what he knew and what he'd seen, he'd have to reveal other truths. Those truths would never be believed by anyone. Even to him, they sounded crazy, and it was his own existence he'd be talking about if he ever spoke of such things. 

For a long while more, he sat as he was, silently nudging his mind to rest and clear. Soon he would return to his regular life. That was the life he'd always known, with friends and family. Until the day he'd turned fourteen, everything had seemed normal. He'd lived a happy and peaceful life, just like everyone else around him. In his existence, there had been no drama. There had been no stress. His family had been happy. His friends had been happy. For the most part, they still were. None of them knew anything about the change in him. He'd learned quickly to keep it hidden, the thing that made him different. Although only fourteen at the moment it had happened, his instinct had immediately told him to not share anything about the change. To this day, still nobody else knew about it. He just knew, in the absolute core of his heart, that it was vital his secret remain just that - a secret.

His fourteenth birthday. That was the day something inside of him had seriously changed. Now he was normal no more. His determination to keep that quiet had paid off. No-one else knew. No-one else had any idea what was inside of him. To everyone else, he was just the same Christian. Older now, although not necessarily any wiser. They were the words he often heard people say when he stumbled upon them talking about him. He was twenty-three years old. It was time to grow up. The same words were thrown at him over and over again. They came from all angles. Friends and family all felt driven to make him aware of the seriousness of his crime. Sometimes it felt as if no-one seemed able to believe, even to this day, that it was a crime he didn't commit. The heaviest weight of that reality was that the real perpetrator was free and had never been charged. That was the cause of the greatest conflict inside of Christian. By keeping quiet and accepting what had been said about himself, a real criminal was still out there in the world, and that was all his fault.

The entire situation wasn't ideal. He'd served time for what he'd been accused of. He could live with that. In some ways, he had deserved it, so he had accepted it. He'd served his time in prison, and he was back to getting on with his life. People still looked at him with that look on their faces. It was the same look that rarely changed. It was the look that shouted to him that they were whispering to one another, 'that's him, the criminal'. He hated that, but he was deserving of it. He hadn't done the crime, but he equally hadn't prevented it. That was something he would have to live with for the rest of his life. 

Glancing into the flame before him, he resolved that it served no purpose to keep going over that time in his mind. The past was gone. It couldn't be changed. The future was before him. How he lived out that future was fully in his power. 

He took one more deep breath before standing and throwing a handful of dirt over the small fire to extinguish it. It had been necessary to find some solitude again. Now it was time to go home. He walked to the mouth of the cave. For a moment, he paused, standing still while he looked down. He suspected anyone scared of heights would fear standing on the very edge of a cliff like he was. It was incredibly high up. All anyone else standing there would see would be treetops and the lake in the distance. 

What he could see as he glanced below was every detail. Under the water of the lake, he could see fish and frogs, darting this way and that as if completely unaware of predators eyeing them up for their next meal. At the base of the trees, he could see small critters scuttling around. In the vast distance, he could see the town that he lived in now and had always lived in. Even from where he was, he could see the people and cars on the streets. To anyone else, even if they could get up to where he was, from that distance, they would see nothing but an array of buildings of all colors and sizes. 

His exceptional eyesight was one of the things he was thankful for. It had been perfectly fine before the change. The distance and detail he could see had only grown and become more enhanced since that day of his fourteenth birthday. The only downside of it was that, in addition to all the wonderful things it allowed him to see, it had also allowed him to see something horrific. That something, he could never speak of. There was no point. No-one would believe him.

With a huge sigh, he readied to go to the place others regarded as his home.

He closed his eyes, raised them to the sun once more, moved till his uncovered toes rested over the very edge of the cliff ... and stepped off.
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"Where have you been?" Christian heard his mother's boyfriend call out as soon as he entered the house. It was the family home Christian had grown up in with his brothers, mother, and father. Now he lived there with only his brothers and mother - oh, and her no-good asshole of a boyfriend.

Christian cringed. Why his mother felt she needed to be with such a deadbeat slob, he had no idea. Sure, she'd been heartbroken for a long time after his father had died in a car accident seven years earlier. In Christian's mind, that heartbreak didn't equate to her having to accept the jerk she'd chosen to then bring into her life. 

Watching his mother deal with the horrific nature of how her husband had died had been almost unbearable for Christian. He'd loved his father and grieved for him, but he had equally grieved for his mother during that time. Seeing her pain had been almost as painful as knowing that he would never again see his father. Growing up, both of his parents had been incredible. He'd always appreciated that. Every time he'd gone to the homes of friends and saw how much their parents didn't get on, Christian had been thankful for having the parents he had. 

During his school years, his friends had slowly but surely started spending more and more time at his house rather than their own. The Shaw household had been a happy one. They had never shouted. They had never abused. That had been the cool house to hang out at. That wasn't because of things to do or things to play with. It was simply because it had been a house of peace. 

It wasn't the fact that his mother was now with another man that bugged Christian. It was the fact that she was with Pete that upset him. His mother was a really good person. She was loving, strong, and kind. She deserved much, much better than what she had to put up with from the lazy abuser she referred to as her 'partner'.

"I asked you a question!" the voice boomed out as Christian walked by. It only made Christian walk that much faster past the jerk. He knew it would probably take Pete ages to actually get out of the chair he seemed set on sitting in until the day he died. To Christian, it sometimes felt as if Pete had walked into their lives, sat down ... and just never moved. 

Christian ignored the voice and walked through the house. His mother's retreat was the garden in the back yard. Knowing her as well as he did, he knew the brilliance of the day wouldn't be ignored by her. She had been a mild gardener before his father had died. Since that time, she had become almost obsessive about it. He supposed it was her way of coping with her loss. Seven years on, she hardly ever mentioned the man she'd loved and lost anymore. Christian suspected that even though that was the case, she still thought about his dad a great deal. 

As he looked around the yard shrubbery, he caught sight of the back of her gardening shirt. With its deep yellow color, it always made it easy for her to be seen. At different times, Christian had wondered if she wore that color for that exact reason. Perhaps her intention in wearing it had been to provide a way for him and his two brothers to always find her easily amongst the mostly green foliage of their back yard. It was like her beacon - her way of shouting out to all three of her sons, 'I'm right here, and I'm here for whatever you need from me'. Christian loved that yellow shirt. It was a much of a home to him as their actual house was.

Once his eyes settled on her, he made his way over to where she knelt on the earth. As always, she wasn't just sitting idle and pretending to garden. She was hard out, weeding, planting, and pulling things out while continuing to look around at other plants. Even from a distance, Christian could tell from her body stance that she was assessing things to do and things to change. It was now her way. He knew she did love it. That didn't stop him from worrying about what was bubbling inside of her, just under her surface, that had driven her to such an obsession.

"Hey," he said quietly and carefully so as to not startle her. 

Amanda Shaw turned and saw her oldest son approaching. She smiled sadly. She loved him, as she did all of her sons. There was no doubt about that. On many occasions, she'd found that she wanted more for him than he ever seemed to get. He'd made one mistake when he'd been younger. On some days, it felt like he'd be paying a price for that forever. He was shunned. He was whispered about. No matter how much good he did for the people of their community, there were still those who judged him unfairly. The thought did not make her happy.

"Hey, yourself," she said as she watched him kneel beside her. "You'll get those new jeans dirty if you sit here."

Christian shrugged. "You know I don't care about things like that," he said. "I like it out here. It's peaceful."

"It is for now, but your stepfather..." Amanda started to say with caution in her voice. 

"He's not my stepfather!" Christian said, cutting her words short. "Please stop calling him that. I had one father. You had one husband. Now you have a boyfriend. Can we please just leave it at that?"

Amanda sat back on her heels and looked squarely at him as she wiped her brow. The movement resulted in a smudge of dirt appearing across her face. As he had done so many times before, Christian reached forward and lightly wiped it away.

"Christian, you know as well as I do that it's time for you to move out and start living your own life. You are old enough now to be able to support yourself. You're earning your own income. You are ready," Amanda said as she gently placed a hand on his arm.

"I know," Christian said, nodding. He agreed with her. He did know. What he didn't want to tell her was that the main reason he kept living in their home was that he really didn't want to leave her alone with the lazy slob who was no doubt still sitting in that chair. Sure, Christian had two younger brothers. As much as he loved them too, he had no doubt that they would be completely useless in the face of any real need of their mother. 

Amanda looked at his face but said no more on the matter. He was her eldest son. The combination of wanting him to be independent but also wanting to hold him close and never let him experience any pain in the world sometimes made her question everything about being a parent. It hadn't been easy for any of her boys to adjust to her welcoming a new man into their home. They'd all had to change how things worked and make allowances for a new way of living. 

In hindsight, a small part of her wondered if she'd done the right thing. Pete didn't instill in her any great emotion like the boys' father had. Their father, Steven, had been honorable. She wasn't entirely certain yet, but now and then, she got the impression that Pete was anything but. That hadn't been enough reason for her to kick him out, though. He was company, and she wanted that. She needed that. It wouldn't be long before all of her boys would be out in the world. She didn't want to be alone when that happened. She didn't think she could bear any more loneliness after the depth of it she'd felt when Steven had died. 

"Did you pick up some milk?" she asked, trying to make more of an effort to smile. Sometimes a change of subject was just needed.

Christian nodded. "Sure I did. I picked up some of your favorite cupcakes, too," he added with a smile. 

Amanda laughed softly and nodded. 

"Thank you, Christian," she said as she looked at his face. "Got any dates this week?" she asked, teasing him. 

Christian rolled his eyes at her but didn't mind the question. She'd been asking him that question since he'd been in high school. Apart from a couple of blind dates that friends had organized for him from time to time, he'd never dated or had a real girlfriend. He remembered thinking at one stage that he was looking forward to it. It was going to be something that he'd do when he was just a little bit older. Then something inside of him had changed, and now he couldn't face even the possibility of being involved with someone. If he found love, he'd have to live a complete lie with whoever that person was, and that just wouldn't be right. No, he'd never look for love or welcome it if it ever threatened to strike him down.

His mother smiled but said nothing more on that subject either. She didn't know why her oldest son didn't go near girls. For a while, she'd wondered if he preferred boys. If that had been the case, she would have been just as happy. She'd said that to him once. The response hadn't been exactly favorable. She'd been left no wiser about why he never dated than what she'd been before that conversation. His only passion appeared to be fitness and weight training. He seemed to spend hours every single day at the local gym, and his physique showed the results of his hard work. She often found herself wondering what that was even for. In regards to Christian, building all that muscle sure didn't seem to be a way to attract girls.

"It must be time for a cup of tea," she said as she stood. She felt calm from her gardening. That was always the way. It helped her cope with emotions that sprung up about so many aspects of her life. Fresh air and sunshine. In her opinion, nothing else worked quite as well for keeping her calm and relaxed. 

Christian stood and hugged her. "You wash up, and I'll make the tea."

Amanda nodded, smiled that sad smile once again, and walked off. 

As he entered the house, Christian was met by his younger brothers, Anton and Brady.

"Hey, bro. Bench pressing 300 pounds yet?" Anton asked, giggling as if he'd actually said something funny. 

With three years between each of the brothers, it was past time that Anton moved out of their family home as well. He'd never said why he was still at home. Christian suspected it was for the same reason he was. His younger brothers weren't as expressive about their feelings. They talked to their mother far less than Christian did. Despite that, he did believe they also felt that leaving their mother with her deadbeat partner wasn't something they wanted to do either. 

Christian grinned at Anton but ignored him. Sometimes - often - there was just no way to respond to the stupid things his younger brothers said. Ignoring them, he turned into the kitchen, filled the kettle, and flicked the switch to boil the water. After he readied his mother's favorite cup with one of the many types of teabags she had spread around the kitchen, he realized something was missing.

"Hey!" he called out, making Brady and Anton both turn back. "Get your asses back here!"

Not knowing what their brother was going to have a go at them about, they obeyed. 

"What?" they asked in unison. Their faces looked honestly surprised and confused.

"What the hell did you do with the cupcakes I bought for Mom?" Christian asked and saw both of his brothers shrug in response. 

"We didn't see any cupcakes," Anton said. 

"Honest!" Brady followed up in support.

Christian kept his annoyance hidden as he watched them leave. When his mother entered the kitchen, he looked at her, apologetic. 

"Sorry, Mom. The boys must have grabbed the cupcakes I bought for you, although they swear they didn't..." he started to say. His words drifted off as he saw his mother walk toward the living room. 

When he followed her, he couldn't believe what he was seeing. That fat, lazy slob was sitting in his chair with the cupcake packet in hand. Five of the six cupcakes were already gone. 

"What the fuck!" Christian screamed without thinking. 

"Christian, don't..." he heard his mother say as she quickly placed her hand on his arm. 

"No!" he said, pulling away from her and moving closer to Pete. "Who the fuck do you think you are? I bought those for my mother..."

"What's your mother's is mine," the slob said. 

The look on his face said he knew full well he was on the path to making Christian angry. That knowledge appeared to be accompanied by a healthy dose of wanting to make him angry.

Christian was savvy enough to see it. There had been plenty of times since Pete had moved in that he'd tried to bait Christian into anger. Why he wanted to make Christian mad was unknown. All Christian did know was that he had no intention of giving in and reacting like Pete wanted him to. He was, however, going to seize back the one remaining cupcake and pass it to its rightful owner.

So he did. 

"Why do you stay with him?" he asked his mother quietly after they'd moved outside again. 

Sitting down at the outdoor dining table, Amanda turned to him.

"I know you don't understand, Christian..."

"Of course I don't," Christian replied. "Mom ... I mean ... would you want me or Brady or Anton to have a partner who treated us like that?"

Amanda hung her head. "No, of course I wouldn't. But please don't make waves. It will only lead to stress."

Christian once again resolved to remain silent on the subject from that moment on. 

"Okay," he reassured her. The situation frustrated him. "I'm going to go to the gym."

"Haven't you already been there today?" his mother asked. She'd assumed he'd already spent most of the day in that horrible, sweaty place.

"I ... I have to go," he said, excusing himself rather than lie. He did spend a lot of time at the local gym. He just spent more time up in the cave, alone. That was something his mother definitely didn't need to know about. Telling her that would surely prompt questions such as, 'why?' It would also prompt the more awkward question, 'how do you get up there?' That was something he never wanted to be asked.

"Hey, Rambo," he heard his lifelong friend, Matt, call out as he entered the room of weights and other fitness equipment. 

Christian turned as he shook his head. 

"Stop calling me that, asshole!" he said, all the while grinning. He wouldn't normally talk to anyone like that. Having known Matt since kindergarten, he felt like he had certain privileges. 

"Yeah, yeah, you know you like it," Matt said, chuckling. "Isn't that why you keep making those muscles bigger? So you live up to the name?" 

"Haha. You know perfectly well that I do this so that I can just keep on beating you in arm wrestling," Christian said, returning the jibe. Matt's reputation for being a weakling physically had plagued him right through their school years. He hated being reminded of it but was able to turn a blind eye to it when it was Christian who was teasing him. Give and take, their friendship genuinely was, insults and all. "What's up?"

"Well, I am gonna head over to Bailey's Bar after this. Wanna come with?" Matt asked.

Christian smiled wryly. "Which one are you chasing this time? Briana? Debbie? Oh, no, wait ... Jacqui?"

Matt laughed out loud. "How well you know me, my friend. So, you gonna come and keep me company?"

"Will you need me for company? Really? With all those lovely ladies crowded around you, each vying for your attention?" Christian asked cheekily.

"Yeah, of course," Matt replied. "What am I supposed to do if I'm rejected? You're my wingman ... my protector ... my savior..."

"Okay!" said Christian, laughing. "Stop begging, you mutt. I want an hour here, and then I'm going to have a decent shower. If you're walking out right when I am, I'll come to Bailey's with you."

Matt grinned, saluted, and walked off to do his workout. He didn't even ponder whether Christian would go to the bar with him or not. He knew his friend. Despite what others had grown to believe about him since the arrest, Matt knew Christian was a good person. He'd never let anyone down, and he'd sure as hell never hurt anyone. Anybody who thought he would, surely did not know Christian Shaw at all.

After a great workout, Christian took his time showering. He took pride in his body and loved being in peak condition physically. He knew his mother had some weird belief that if a guy worked out at the gym, it was to attract attention from members of the opposite sex. Every time he thought about that belief of hers, he chuckled to himself. For her, he did wish that he could find someone to fall in love with and settle down with. He imagined that she would love to have a daughter in law. She'd probably love to have a couple of grandkids too. It saddened him to think that he would never be in a position to be able to give her that. It just wasn't a possibility, not being the freak that he was.

As he walked into Bailey's Bar with Matt, he questioned what he was doing. He loved spending time with all of his friends and didn't really mind being Matt's 'wingman'. It was being in bars that didn't make him happy. He wasn't a drinker. He wasn't even a guy who particularly enjoyed socializing. Being in bars made him paranoid. It felt like everyone was looking at him. Overall, it just wasn't a great situation. Still, that was one of Matt's passions, and as a general rule, Matt had always been there for Christian. In whatever way Matt needed him, in the present or in the future, Christian would hang around and do him the favor. 

"Hi, Christian," he heard a familiar voice say from behind him. Turning around, he found himself face to face with his other long-time friend, Kelly. He smiled at her and did his usual appraisal of what she looked like. Sometimes she'd had periods of time where she maintained one look for months on end. At other times, she changed her look every week. At that moment, her long hair was brilliant red - not normal red hair color, but primary red color. The effect of that, in contrast to her bright blue eye shadow and black lipstick, made for an interesting look indeed. 

"Hey, you. How are you doing?" Christian asked. "What's the gossip in your court?" he continued. 

Kelly blushed. There was no need to. She had grown up with Christian, Matt, and a handful of other friends right from when they were young kids. They'd hung out together almost every day that she could remember - except for the time during which Christian was put away, of course. That time hadn't been easy, but she'd visited him as much as she could. It hadn't been often enough to stop her feeling of loneliness while he was no longer around every day.

As they stood facing one another, she wasn't surprised she could feel herself blushing. That didn't mean she liked it. It was a pointless thing to happen. She knew she'd pretty much been considered one of the guys her entire life. That didn't stop her now and then finding her cheeks heated whenever Christian chatted to her. She knew he saw her as a good friend. That was nothing to take lightly or be regarded as unimportant. His reserved nature meant that although he was always polite and well mannered, true friendship was something that Christian didn't hand out lightly to just anybody. Now and then, though, Kelly looked at his spiky hair, unshaven jawline, and muscular arms and just wished...

"Oh, nothing. You know me," she said chirpily. "My life is boring as. Nothing ever changes."

"Kelly, you live a great life, and you definitely aren't boring. Quit fishing for compliments," Christian teased her. 

His cheeky grin only made her blush more. As always, she appreciated that if he saw the effect he had on her since they'd passed through puberty, he was enough of a gentleman to never tease her about it. 

"Come on, what's happening with that guy you were dating?" he asked, and watched as Kelly made her usual over-that-guy expression. 

"God, Christian that was sooooo last week," she replied. She wasn't at all a girly girl, but she did like doing some pretty funny impressions sometimes. 

Christian laughed softly. As he did, in the distance, he saw a new face enter the bar. The woman was tall with blonde hair. She was older, but she was immaculate. Groomed with utter perfection, she looked absolutely stunning. At first glance, Christian felt a strong need to go to her, to talk to her ... to be with her. Her well-fitting red dress seemed out of place in the bar, and yet she didn't look out of place. 

As Kelly saw his face change, she followed his line of sight. Seeing him look at a woman like he was made her heart ache deeply. She'd never wanted to feel anything for him except friendship. Only now and then, she conceded to herself that she might have failed in that wish. Gracefully she turned away from him to give him a polite reason to go to the person who had caught his eye. One thing she knew for sure was that it was pointless trying to force someone to like her. The truth was that if Christian felt nothing for her when he knew her as well as he did, it was most likely that he was never going to feel anything for her. That was just something she accepted she had to live with, perhaps forever.

"Hey, come on! We came here to drink!" Matt said as he came back with three beers. "Christian!" he called out when he saw his friend starting to drift away. 

"Yeah, hang on," Christian replied. He felt like he was slowly being pulled to where the stranger stood, like she was a magnet and he was a tiny metal object, wanting to rush to her exact spot. By the time he reached the space he was sure she'd been standing, she was gone. He looked around, wondering if he'd been seeing things. All he could be certain of was that she definitely was nowhere to be seen.

Set on keeping an eye on the bathroom doors in case she'd gone in there, he returned to his friends. 

"Sorry, I thought I saw a woman, but I think I must have been seeing things," he said. 

"No, she was definitely there," Kelly said with some reluctance. "I saw her too. She was wearing a red dress, right?"

Christian looked at her. "Yeah! I thought I must have been dreaming..."

Matt laughed out loud and clapped his hand firmly on Christian's shoulder as he handed him a beer. 

"You, my friend, are well overdue to find yourself a girlfriend!"
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