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        A Lifetime Ago

      

      

      

      “Mommy, I’m hungry.” Four-year-old Thaniel eyed the blue-frosted cake on the counter. It looked so yummy.

      “I know, but we need to wait for Daddy. He’s taking us for supper for your birthday.” Mommy stared in irritation at the clock on the wall before sitting down at the table. “Go watch out the window. He should be here by now.”

      “Oh-kay.” Thaniel’s shoulders slumped as he made his way to the couch and climbed up. He leaned over the back and craned his head to look up and down the street. Night had fallen, and large snowflakes fell from the sky, making it hard to see. Thaniel mashed his face against the chilly glass. It fogged up. Thaniel wiped it with his sleeve before leaning close again to search the night.

      He could almost feel his mother’s irritation growing stronger by the minute, until after what seemed like forever, a shiny black car pulled into the driveway. “Mommy, he’s here. Can we go eat now?”

      Mommy didn’t say a word.

      The front door opened and a tall man walked in.

      Mommy glared angry eyes at him. “Where have you been?”

      “Daddy!” Thaniel squealed.

      His dad ignored them both and hurried through the kitchen and down the hall.

      “Daddy?”

      “Be quiet,” Mommy said angrily before following Daddy to their room.

      Bewildered, Thaniel trailed after them and stood in their doorway. His heart beat hard as his mother ranted. Daddy ignored her as he pulled clothes out of his dresser and closet and shoved them into a suitcase. A chill rushed through Thaniel.

      “We’ve been waiting hours. You could have called,” Mommy said.

      His daddy didn’t say a word or even look at her as he packed.

      “Garret, what are you doing? What’s going on?” Mommy shouted.

      Anger flared in Daddy’s eyes before he moved past her and wheeled his suitcase toward the door.

      Thaniel pressed against the wall as Daddy flicked his gaze over him on his way down the hall to the kitchen. Mommy followed right behind him.

      Dread pinched Thaniel’s tummy as he trailed after them.

      “Why are you doing this?” Mommy asked, but Daddy didn’t answer. “Please, don’t go. I’m sorry for getting mad. Please.”

      At the front door, Daddy picked up his briefcase and went over to the kitchen table. “You want to know why?” Mommy nodded. Daddy pulled some papers out and tossed them at her. “This is why. You are a liar. I’m done.” Daddy pointed at Thaniel. “And that is not my son.”

      Thaniel felt as if he’d been slapped.

      “What?” Mommy blinked, then shook her head and tears rolled down her face. “No. No, please. I’m sorry, but Thaniel, he’s yours. I promise.”

      Thaniel trembled. He didn’t understand Daddy’s words. Daddy didn’t want him anymore?

      “You betrayed me.” Daddy grabbed his suitcase and turned away.

      Heart racing, Thaniel hurried over. “No. Don’t go.” He latched onto his daddy’s leg. “Daddy!”

      “Let go!” Daddy growled and tried to shake him free.

      “I’m sorry! I’ll be better so you want me. Please don’t go,” he cried, tears streaming down his face.

      Daddy snarled in a way Thaniel had never heard. “Get. Off. Me.” He reached down and pried Thaniel’s arms from around his leg. Then, though he’d never spoken a harsh word to Thaniel in his life, he roughly shoved him aside. “Get away from me.”

      Thaniel fell back and hit his head on the hardwood floor. His ears rang, and it took a few tries before he was able to catch his breath. Tears ran unchecked as a terrible heartache overtook him. What did he do to make Daddy so angry? The pictures on the walls rattled as the front door slammed. His mother collapsed to the floor, wailing. With difficulty, Thaniel choked back his own sobs, sat up, and wiped his face. Hurt and confused, he crawled over to his mother. “Mommy.” He tried to climb into her lap.

      “No.” She shoved him away. “Get off me. This is all your fault. I hate you. I wish you’d never been born.”
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      Thaniel held perfectly still as a pesky but familiar itch made the fine hairs on the back of his neck stand at attention. He couldn’t see her, didn’t even know how he knew it was her, but he did.

      All his life, he’d often sensed someone watching him, but this was more than a feeling. Even over the reek of greasy food, asphalt, and car fumes, he was able to catch her scent on the warm July breeze. It was the faintest hint of jasmine mixed with a feminine musk. No. There was no doubt that his stalker had returned.

      Thaniel shivered and not from cold, but rather from a generic vision of his future based on his past. Cold and bleak and without hope. Though he may have once believed in unicorns and fairy tales, that childish innocence died a brutal death when he turned four years old.

      Sixteen years later, he knew that whatever reason she had for trailing his every move, it couldn’t be good. Nothing in his life had been, and he didn’t expect it to change now. He scanned furtively up and down the empty lamp-lit street. A block away, he caught the brief flash of headlights before the car turned and drove out of sight. He continued to search, but didn’t see a soul.

      The logical part of his mind tried to convince him she was a figment of his imagination. The other part, the part that seemed to know things, believed differently. Really, though, what earthly reason would she have to stalk him? He’d often pondered that, but came up with nothing.

      His stomach rumbled, and he turned to stare longingly at the soup kitchen across the street. The thought of mashed potatoes, soup, and the other food they served made his stomach pinch—the place would be closing any time now.

      He wished he had the guts to just go in and get something to eat, but without his big, surly friend by his side, he didn’t dare. For some reason, Thaniel always attracted the unwanted attention of thugs and bullies. The wrong kind of attention, as he’d learned the hard way.

      Sure, not all the homeless were bullies or thugs. In fact, many were just people down on their luck who really only desired to be left alone. And yes, a lot of the homeless had some sort of mental illness too, or were addicts of one sort or other, but there were also the runaway teenagers. Something of which he was very familiar with since it was how he ended up on the streets himself years before.

      He supposed that not all foster homes were bad either. Unfortunately, the one’s he’d been lucky enough to get put into where, and the older he got, the worse they became. As a small, scrawny kid too scared to even speak up, he had no defense against any of the abuse. The last home had been the final straw.

      Though he was the same age as his foster parents’ twin boys, they outweighed him by at least eighty pounds each, and never hesitated to let Thaniel know how much they resented his presence in their home. When he finally got the courage to say something, his foster mother grew angry and called him a liar. Then one day he walked in as his foster brothers were watching one of their father’s forbidden videos. Before he could get away, they pinned him down. Then they told him what they planned to do to him later that night when their parents were asleep.

      They laughed when he threatened to tell on them, and Thaniel knew he was done. There was no way either of his foster parents would believe him.

      That night when his foster parents retired to bed, he went into his room and closed the door. He shoved some clothes in his backpack, then quietly lifted the window. Glad his room was on the first floor, he slipped outside and ran. As bad and scary as the streets were, he’d much rather take his chances on his own.

      Most of the time, the homeless didn’t even notice Thaniel, but he quickly found out that things could be just as bad alone. It seemed no matter where he went, there was always someone who thought it their right to do what they wanted, especially once they laid eyes on him. Even filthy and smelling like grime and garbage didn’t deter them from him.

      Across the street, the door to the soup kitchen opened. Thaniel eased back into the shadows of the building where he hid and watched a small group emerge. Most went their separate way without a word, though one man of about thirty with a scruffy beard and long unkempt hair stopped and stared across the street—straight at him. Thaniel sucked in a breath and held perfectly still, though he couldn’t stop the tremble that ran through him.

      Finally, the guy turned and walked away. Thaniel still didn’t move. A moment later, one of the volunteers from the kitchen pushed the door open partway, checked that no one waited outside, then closed the door and locked it before disappearing back inside.

      Thaniel waited until he didn’t see or sense anyone lurking about. He wasn’t even sensing his stalker. With a relieved sigh, he hurried away from the facade of safety the shadows had lent him. He’d really hoped that Real would be here tonight. Though his silent friend never said much of anything, he often met Thaniel at the kitchen.

      At the corner, he turned and darted past buildings and across the next street. He made his way behind a burger joint to check out the dumpster only to spot two men wearing aprons standing outside the back door. Cigarette smoke curled around them, as if it could disguise the scent of what they’d been smoking before that. Thaniel moved on.

      Two blocks further, he started past the next alleyway when the aroma of steak and seafood activated his salivary glands. The fancy restaurant that backed onto this alley was high-end, not the usual greasy spoons he often dumpster-dived behind. His stomach cramped in hunger. How he’d love to eat here just once. Wishful thinking because it was never going to happen.

      Except the sound of garbage bags being tossed into a dumpster stopped him. This particular restaurant usually put their garbage out much later in the evening.

      He crept into the alley. A young, clean-cut guy wearing an apron tossed the last bag in and then went back inside the restaurant. Thaniel heard the door close and was about to make his move when a shape peeled itself away from the wall fifty feet in front of him. He froze as a man staggered down the alley in the other direction.

      Being cautious had saved Thaniel more than a few times when he’d been chased from a dumpster. On silent feet, he slipped between the grungy brick of the building and a beat-up sedan. He crouched down and made himself as small as possible while the drunk shuffled away, only to stop in a dark corner and take a piss. It seemed like forever before he zipped up and continued on his way.

      Thaniel began to blow out a breath of air when the hair on the back of his neck stood up. Of course she was back. Furtively, he scanned around his temporary shelter toward the entrance to the alley and saw nothing but more shadows hugging the stained and mouldy walls. Nothing moved, not even a breeze.

      A belch from the drunk caught his attention. Whoever was behind him could wait. She’d been stalking him for months now, so if she planned to hurt him, she could have done so already. The drunk finally stumbled around the corner and out of sight.

      Thaniel peered through waist-length hair, that when clean, was a whitish-blond. Right now, it was a dingy grayish-brown. He hated letting it get so nasty, but if it kept others from pestering him, he was all for it. He knew he should cut it off, but it was all he had and somehow, for reasons he didn’t understand, he couldn’t bring himself to let it go. Besides, he and Real were due to head over to the shelter and get cleaned up next week. It was something they did once a month.

      Thaniel would have liked to go more often, but it wasn’t wise for him to look or smell too clean. For about the millionth time, he wished he were bigger. He didn’t understand why he drew others to him. He was ugly. Scars lined his body along with his mind, and no matter how many times others told him how pretty he was, he knew it for a lie. They just wanted someone to control, to use, and then discard without a thought.

      How nice it would be not to fear everyone. No one looked at Real as if they wanted to eat him up. But then Real was over six feet of raw muscle. Large, with feral, yet desolate green eyes, Real was the ultimate depiction of intimidating. No one messed with him.

      Thaniel shivered as he recalled how Real had rescued him when he was fourteen. He’d been living on the streets for a year, barely surviving, when a couple greasy-haired men had chased him between two buildings.
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        * * *

      

      Cornered in a narrow alley with old broken furniture and garbage everywhere, Thaniel thought he was going to get away, until he ran into a tall chain-link fence. With a quick look back, he saw the men gaining on him and began to climb. A moment later, two hands grabbed onto his legs in a painful grip.

      “Ain’t nowhere to go, little mouse,” a gruff voice said before Thaniel was yanked to the ground. One of the men, skinny as a toothpick, danced around and chuckled like he had a few screws loose. The other man, who had a hold of Thaniel, leered down at him.

      “Leave me alone.” Thaniel struggled against the guy. He had to get away, but his fight was to no avail. The man was stronger than him, which he proved by shoving Thaniel up against the brick wall of the building between the fence and a stack of pallets. No—no—no! Think! Find a way out of this. Thaniel swallowed and searched around, looking for anything that would help, but there was nothing. Finally, he turned and stared fearfully up at the man who was now looking him over. “Ain’t you pretty, even all dirty like a rugrat.”

      “I like rug rat,” toothpick piped up with some kind of drawl. Chuckling, he hopped from one foot to the other like he couldn’t hold still. Thaniel felt ill. Why couldn’t people just leave him alone?

      The man who held him grinned. His mouth was full of rotted teeth and the stench of his breath made Thaniel want to gag. The whites of his cruel, watery-blue eyes had a yellow tint, like he was sick. Thaniel caught a glint of insanity and knew he was done for.

      “This will go easier on you if you don’t fight it,” Cruel said and licked his lips.

      “But I likes hens they fight,” toothpick whined. Darting forward, he touched Thaniel’s hair, making him jerk back.

      “Let me go!”

      Toothpick laughed and Thaniel doubled over when Cruel punched him hard in the stomach. His breath whooshed out of him.

      Bent double, Thaniel tried to get away.

      Cruel snickered and shoved him back against the wall. “Now where you think you going?”

      Before he could open his mouth, something caught Thaniel’s attention where the alley opened to the street.

      “I’m talkin to you, pay attention.” Cruel slapped him, making his buddy giggle and dart in with his own slap.

      Thaniel swallowed hard, gaze darting between Cruel and the giant bearing down on them.

      Cruel followed his gaze. “What the—?” He let Thaniel go and faced the behemoth bearing down on them.

      “Wah’s that?” Toothpick stopped jumping around and moved in close to Cruel.

      Thaniel cringed, certain the giant with shaggy black hair, beard, and mustache was here to join his tormentors.

      Instead, the giant tossed the stack of pallets out of the way like they were nothing. “Leave him alone.”

      Thaniel stared, not sure what was happening. Did he want Thaniel for himself?

      “This ain’t none of your business,” Cruel said, sliding a switchblade out of his pocket and releasing the blade. The giant growled, showing a row of shiny white teeth.

      Toothpick rocked back and forth from his heels to his toes as he parroted his buddy. “Yeah, this all ain’t none ah your bidness.”

      “I said, leave him alone,” the giant repeated.

      Cruel and Toothpick shook their head, not wanting to give up their prize. Thaniel pressed against the wall as the giant made mincemeat of the pair until his bullies lay in painful-looking heaps on the ground, groaning.

      “They’ll hurt you no more,” the giant said. He was at least six tall, or more.

      Thaniel realized the man was talking to him, but fear kept him frozen.

      The giant watched him for a moment, then turned and started back down the alley. When Thaniel didn’t move, he looked back. “You going to wait for them to get up?”

      Thaniel cautiously peeled himself from the wall and hurried after the giant.

      “They probably deserve more than what I did to them,” the large man said.

      Thaniel hunched his shoulders. It wasn’t nice to wish another person ill, but he was tired of people hurting him. At least they’ll feel the pain tomorrow, he thought with satisfaction.

      Thaniel peeked through the tangled strands of his hair at the large man, making sure not to make eye contact.

      The giant glanced down at him. “Come on, I won’t hurt you.”

      Thaniel hesitantly followed and as they neared the mouth of the narrow alley, he gathered his courage. “Thank you.”

      The giant’s bushy brows pulled into a frown. “You’re pretty small to be out here alone.”

      Thaniel shrugged but said nothing. What was there to say? He was small and alone, but there wasn’t anything he could do about it.

      The giant sighed. “I’m Real.” It sounded like Ree-el. “Come. No one will bother you if you stay with me.”

      Thaniel furtively studied the guy. The idea sounded great, but everyone always wanted something, and as much as he’d like the protection, there were certain things he wasn’t willing to do for it.

      “I give you my word. You won’t come to any harm from me, but it’s up to you.” Then Real walked away.

      Though still skeptical and afraid to trust, Thaniel somehow felt the guy was sincere. He followed Real that day and had been with him ever since.
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        * * *

      

      Thaniel knew he wasn’t anything like his big friend, and wishing he was would do no good. At twenty years of age, he was still scrawny—skin and bones due to a lifetime of having to scrounge for every morsel. So, he really didn’t see the appeal for anyone to pay him any mind or stalk him.

      He searched for anyone else lurking nearby. Anyone besides his stalker. Tonight, luck seemed to be on his side. The alley in front of him was empty. With caution, he rose to his feet.

      He stuck close to the walls, ready to run at the slightest noise as he made his way over to the large dumpster. The aroma drifting from inside the restaurant made his stomach growl.

      The only time he’d ever approached the back of this particular restaurant, two other scavengers had told him in no unnecessary words that this dumpster was claimed. He’d never heard of such a thing. Then again, it was one of the most expensive eating places in the city, so anything was possible.

      The knowledge that he couldn’t win a fight against them had Thaniel backing off, and never went near the place again. Tonight, the garbage had been thrown out early and there was no one in sight. It was a risk he normally wouldn’t take, but he was too hungry to care.

      Thaniel peered back over his shoulder, looking for his stalker. It was weird. The only other person he sensed like this was Real. It was like there was something more to the big guy, something Thaniel couldn’t quite grasp.

      With another wary glance around, he quickly climbed up the dumpster and lowered himself inside, steeling himself against the nasty, rotting stench. He needed to search swiftly. There was no telling how soon others would show up.

      Careful of where he put his feet, he moved a couple of cardboard boxes, one stained with tomato sauce, out of his way. It wouldn’t do to get cut on broken glass or the sharp edge of a can. The bin was filled with all kinds of trash, as not only the restaurant but also the small apartment next door utilized the dumpster. But it was the garbage bags on the top that interested him.

      Ripping into the thin plastic, he found garbage, along with rice, scattered throughout. He pulled cans, cartons, and plastic wrap and other useless items out, finding bits and pieces of veggie here and there. Thaniel grabbed a large carton as he popped a piece of broccoli into his mouth. He chewed quickly and picked more veggies out, dropping them into the carton.

      A moment later, he hit the jackpot—the ultimate in dumpster food—a large hunk of steak. Saliva filled his mouth at the sight of the delicacy. What’s more, it only had a couple of chunks cut out of it. Who would order a steak only to eat a couple of tiny bites? He couldn’t imagine.

      Next, he found a large half a chicken with the leg attached, a baked potato, and one … no, three, untouched dinner rolls. Unable to resist, Thaniel raised the steak to his mouth.

      “Hello?”

      The hairs on the back of his neck prickled. It was her.
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      Thaniel’s heart began to race and fear swamped him. With caution, he peered and over the top of the dumpster.

      A young woman with bright gold eyes stared back at him. She was exotically pretty in an almost feral way. She blinked and whatever he’d seen that made him think feral went away. A light touch of musk and jasmine floated faintly around her and Thaniel breathed the scents in, hardly believing what he was seeing.

      There was no doubt that this was his stalker, but she looked more like a petite, dark-haired angel.

      She decided emerge from the shadows and make her presence known. He frowned, wondering why now, and why had she been stalking him? He didn’t understand. He was nothing.

      A streak of dirt marred her cheek as a slight frown drew one brow up, and he realized she was staring at the food clutched in his hands. Ah, now he understood. She was hungry.

      “Ah … hi,” he said, ignoring the warning bells telling him not to trust her. Just because he’d caught a glimpse of something deep inside of her, who was he to judge? He didn’t know anything about her life or what made her the way she was.

      Without taking his eyes off her, he climbed out of the dumpster, and although his heart was still racing, he pushed the fear away. Still, he didn’t get too close, even though she really didn’t look scary. In fact, she was shorter than him and he was only five-foot-five. “Are you hungry?” He winced when his stomach rumbled loudly.

      Thaniel held the food out. “Here.”

      Surprise flickered in her bright gold eyes as she studied him.

      He knew she must think him disgusting.

      “I’m Elianna,” she finally said, with a touch of conceit in her tone.

      Thaniel didn’t think she meant to sound that way, though he couldn’t have said why he thought that, but wondered if it was a defense mechanism. “I-I’m Thaniel.” He took a tentative step forward and offered her a choice of steak or chicken.

      She shook her head, and her black, shoulder-length hair gave a slight swish.

      Her hair was shiny, clean, unlike his dull and dingy mess.

      After a slight hesitation, Elianna reached out and took one of the dinner rolls from him. “Thank you.” She bit into the still warm bread.

      He watched, perplexed. He thought her a street rat like him, and her faded, ripped and torn jeans, and worn long-sleeved black t-shirt added to the look. Her shoes did not.

      In fact, her sneakers looked almost new. Maybe she’d stolen them. Something about her didn’t ring true, but then he could just be overthinking things. Maybe she was just new to the streets. He wanted to ask, but didn’t dare. He’d learned long ago to keep his curiosity to himself.

      A noise at the mouth of the alley made him tense. “You’ve been following me. Why?”

      Elianna shrugged. “I was curious about you.”

      There had to be more to it, cause really, what was there to be curious about? He was a street rat, nothing else. Then another sound snapped him out of his musings. “We should get away from here.”

      Elianna glanced behind them, and for a moment Thaniel thought she was going to resist, but she didn’t. “All right.”

      She followed really close as he began to head in the same direction the drunk had gone. Uncomfortable, Thaniel sped up and put a little distance between them and didn’t stop until they were a few blocks away. He checked to ensure no one was following them, and then offered Elianna finished another dinner roll. “More?”

      “No, you eat.”

      She obviously wasn’t that hungry. Feeling self-conscious and sure that he looked like a savage, Thaniel ripped into the steak. He had to stifle his moan at how good it tasted. Cooked with just a hint of seasoning, it was divine—the tastiest thing he’d eaten in a very long time.

      Elianna stared off down the street.

      Though he could have eaten more, he shoved the other dinner roll along with the chicken into the carton for Real.

      “What are you doing?” She indicated the food.

      “I’m saving this for my friend and—” He stopped speaking. From how long she’d been watching him, he figured she probably knew who he was saving it for. After all, Real was pretty hard to miss.

      “Why?”

      “My friend looks out for me and never asks for anything,” he said quietly, with no idea what drove him to explain himself.

      “Oh.” She looked pleased, though at what, he had no clue. Then suddenly fatigue lit her eyes. “Well, I gotta go. Bye, Thaniel.” With a little wave, she turned and hurried off.

      Thaniel still didn’t know what Elianna wanted. The idea that she was hungry had been wrong. Even though she ate the dinner roll, he got the impression she didn’t really want to. With an inward shrug, he started to walk. There were shelters and other places to sleep, but both he and Real preferred to keep a bit of distance from others.

      Thaniel cautiously made his way toward the overpass, slowing and keeping his eyes peeled for trouble as he neared the three trees behind which their home—a small tent—was hidden.

      When he didn’t see anyone lurking about, he unzipped the front flap and climbed inside, glad it was still summer. He zipped it almost all the way back up, leaving a small opening at the bottom before sitting down on his makeshift pallet.

      A moment later, he heard a meow and a furry head pushed through the bottom of the tent. Then the rest of the black-and-gray tabby’s body followed.

      “Peanut,” Thaniel said with relief as the cat climbed up into his lap and began to purr. Thaniel fished some of the chicken out of the carton and fed it to his friend. “Hey,” he whispered, stroking the cat’s back.

      Though now almost a year old, Peanut was still tiny, just like Thaniel. Although, judging by the bones of all the mice Peanut left outside of the tent, Thaniel suspected his little friend ate better than he did. Still, he couldn’t resist bringing his furry buddy treats.

      When he’d first found the young kitten, a scrawny but scrappy thing, Thaniel thought Real was going to say they couldn’t keep him. The big guy had surprised him. “At least he can hunt for his own food,” Real had said indifferently before turning away.

      “Where you been?” Thaniel asked Peanut like he always did. This time Peanut had been gone for the last two days and Thaniel had been worried.

      Though he couldn’t do anything about it, Thaniel dreaded the day when Peanut might not come back. As his only source of comfort, he’d miss his furry companion.

      As he sat on his makeshift pallet, petting Peanut and wondering where Real was, he took the rest of the food in the carton, set it on Real’s pallet, and covered it with an old shirt.

      Then he pulled Peanut to his chest, lay down and thought about his giant roommate. He liked to think Real was his friend, but the guy kept to himself and wasn’t very friendly with anyone. Thaniel was often surprised that Real tolerated having him around as much as he did.

      Most of Thaniel’s foster homes had been somewhat bearable until the one he ran away from. He still marveled at how he’d survived that first year on the streets alone. It had been so hard—scary, and more than a few times he’d almost given up—let whatever was going to happen, happen. He shuddered whenever he thought about Cruel and Crazy. If Real hadn’t stopped them, there was no telling what they’d have done to him.

      Ever since Thaniel was four, Real had been the only person who had ever attempted to help him. The social workers claimed they wanted to help, but Thaniel noticed their relief whenever they dropped him at the next home. They’d quickly head back to their fancy cars and perfect lives. And why should they care? He was nothing to them but a job—a scrawny, silent child for whom they needed to find another home.

      Unable to sleep, Thaniel listened to the sounds of the city at night. Cars raced by on the interstate, while exhaust fumes lay heavy in the breezeless air.

      The sound of stealthy footsteps caught his attention, and as they grew closer, his pulse began to race, as it always did. But he’d always had a good sense of smell and he relaxed when he caught Real’s scent. The zipper slid up and Real’s giant, scruffy form crawled inside and to his pallet. Thaniel’s relief was immediate. He watched Real devour the food he’d left for him. Then, the big guy lay down and moments later he was snoring. With his protector home, Thaniel shut his eyes and drifted off to sleep.

      When he awoke the next morning, Thaniel stretched and sat up, noticing that neither the cat nor Real were inside. That was not unusual. He opened the flap of the tent and spotted Real sitting on an upturned milk crate. Crawling out, he re-zipped the tent and stood up. “Breakfast?”

      With a grunt, Real stood and Thaniel took that as a yes.

      His stomach growled with anticipation as he walked beside Real to one of the better soup kitchens. Thaniel often wondered where it was that Real always disappeared to after they ate. He had asked once, but Real never responded and the desolation in his friend’s lime-green eyes made Thaniel uncomfortable, so he never brought it again.
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        * * *

      

      That afternoon, when Thaniel emerged from the tent, the hairs on the back of his neck stood up. He hadn’t heard a sound, but somehow he knew that Elianna was back. Still not sure about her intentions, he turned to face her, ready for anything. She just stood there, watching him with a strange, puzzled expression on her face. “What are you doing here?” he asked, then felt rude at the question.

      “Just wanted to see you again.”

      Although he was still leery, he also found he wasn’t averse to seeing her. In fact, it felt kind of nice. Real had left him to go do whatever it was the big guy did, and Thaniel couldn’t remember when someone wanted to see him, or just be around him for the sake of it.

      “Will you walk with me?” she asked, surprising him even more.

      A warning tingle shot down his spine. Thaniel didn’t understand what that was all about, or why the thought that this girl could be a threat wouldn’t release its hold on him. Could it be he just wasn’t used to hanging around with anyone, never mind a girl? Pushing the warning away, he nodded.

      They passed near the tent and a meow let Thaniel know Peanut had returned.

      “Is that where you sleep?”

      He was sure she knew the answer. She’d been following him for months after all. Still, embarrassment filled him and he lowered his head. “Yeah.”

      “And you have a cat?”

      Again, Thaniel nodded. “Yes.”

      “What’s his name?”

      His? He glanced up at her. How did she know Peanut was a boy? Lucky guess? Maybe … must be. “Ah, Peanut.” He was grateful when Elianna didn’t say anything else.

      In silence, they walked down one street, then another. It wasn’t often that he was bigger than another adult, which should have reassured him, but Thaniel couldn’t shake the feeling that he was a mouse, and Elianna the cat—playing with him.

      She stopped at an empty bus stop bench. “Let’s sit here.”

      Thaniel looked warily around, expecting to be told to move along, but everyone walking by just ignored them, so he sat down, keeping a little of space between him and Elianna.

      “Do you ever think about leaving the city?” she asked.

      “I’ve thought about it.” Truth was, he didn’t know how he’d survive anywhere else.

      “How long have you been living on the streets?”

      Thaniel hunched his shoulders and debated not answering, but then he realized it didn’t matter if she knew. “Since I was thirteen. How long have you been on the streets?”

      Elianna looked away. “Not long.” She confirmed his suspicions that she must be new to the streets. They sat in silence for a bit before she asked another question. “Where is your mother?”

      He thought it was odd that she’d ask about his mother and not both of his parents. Though uncomfortable with all the questions, he again considered not responding, but he also didn’t want her to leave. And again, what did it matter if she knew? “She’s dead.” A familiar anger rose inside of him at the reminder of his mother.

      “Oh. I’m sorry.”

      He tensed when she slid a little closer, but remained where he was, not wanting her to know she scared him. “Don’t be. I’m not.” He changed the subject. “Where do you stay?” He worried about the danger she would face as a pretty young woman alone on the streets. Or was she alone? She could be with family, friends, a gang.

      “Nowhere near here.”

      Thaniel would have liked to know more, but he didn’t push.

      “You must be about what, twenty?” she asked, surprising him once again. Most people saw him and thought he was younger.

      “Yes, and you?”

      “I’m twenty-two,” she said. “Why don’t you work?”

      “I have in the past.” He hesitated. “Just odd jobs, but they never seemed to work out.”

      “Why?”

      He bit his lip. “They all wanted something from me, something that I couldn’t give them.” Well, the truth was, he refused. The weight of Elianna’s gaze made him want to squirm. She reached over and attempted to move the hair out of his face. Heart thumping, Thaniel scooted down the bench, putting a good foot between them. “No, don’t.”

      Elianna dropped her hand. “All right.” But she continued to stare. Thaniel hunched his shoulders, sure he’d blown it. “Do you ever wish you had a family?”

      “I guess, maybe. If it was the right family.” That was something his definitely hadn’t been.

      “So, if you had a family, a home, you’d leave here?”

      He frowned, not understanding why she was asking him some of this stuff. “That’s not going to happen.”

      Elianna scowled as if perplexed. “Don’t you want a family? A girlfriend, or wife, kids, a home? Don’t you have any dreams?”

      Anger and hurt filled him at her tone. She didn’t know what had happened in his life, the darkness that had ravaged his soul during childhood. He lowered his head, hiding how badly her question hurt. “Dreams don’t do any good.” Why have impossible dreams that would only crush later when it was smashed to smithereens?

      “Everyone should have dreams, goals,” she said.

      Thaniel wanted to correct her but didn’t. For someone like him, whose soul had long ago been shattered, dreams only ended up destroying even more of his fragile heart and will to live. “Why are you here?” He sounded defensive, but he had to know.

      Elianna stilled and Thaniel got the feeling he’d caught her at something, though he had no idea what. “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, why are you here, with me? What do you want?”

      For a long moment, Elianna just studied him. Then she glanced away and took a deep breath before standing up. “Maybe I’ll tell you tomorrow. Later, Thaniel.” She started to leave, only to stop and look back at him. “Oh, hey, why does the big guy spend so much time at the cemetery?” Elianna nodded in the direction of Government Way where there were a few cemeteries.

      Real spends his time at the cemetery? That was news to him.

      Elianna shrugged and without waiting for him to reply, hurried away.
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      Deep in thought, Thaniel sat for a few minutes. Maybe he shouldn’t have asked what Elianna wanted from him, but her questions, ideas, and opinions had brought up too much that he tried to keep buried. It had hurt. Still, he worried that he might have offended her. What if she didn’t come back? He disregarded the inner voice telling him to beware because it was nice having someone to talk with.

      He got up and started walking toward Government Way, disturbed that Elianna knew more about Real than he did.

      With no idea of what Elianna wanted, and not buying that she was just curious about him, Thaniel shoved her to the back of his mind and picked up his pace. He’d obviously missed something regarding his giant friend. What could Real possibly be doing over there?

      Thaniel searched the Greenwood Cemetery without seeing any sign of his friend. Then, feeling silly, and knowing Real probably wouldn’t like him in his business, he turned to leave when something made him stop. Looking around, he frowned, and then continued walking until he was at the Mount Nebo Cemetery.

      He slowed and scanned all around, not spotting anyone. This was crazy. What was he doing? About to leave, he spotted something from the corner of his eye. Thaniel ducked behind a large headstone and peered around it.

      Real sat with his shoulders hunched. Thaniel couldn’t hear him, but it looked as if he were speaking as he stared at a small angel-shaped headstone.

      Elianna was right. But why was Real here? Did he come here every day?

      Real finally stood and walked away.

      Thaniel waited until he couldn’t see his friend, then eased out and made his way over to where Real had been. The headstone was engraved with a winged angel. Thaniel’s heart clenched as he read the words, words he once wouldn’t have been able to decipher. But thanks to Real, he now could.

      
      
        
        Daddy’s Sweet Little Angel.

        Angelica Marie Divinity.

        Born 2003 - Died 2009.

      

      

      
      Real used to have a daughter. Did he have a wife as well? And if so, where was she? Then he realized that the date, 2009, was the same year Real rescued him. It just proved how little he really knew about the guy. The worn spot on the ground suggested his friend visited the grave a lot, like every day. Not that Thaniel could blame him.

      Unsure of what to think, but knowing it explained so much, Thaniel made his way back to the tent. He half thought he’d find Real there, but their little home was empty.

      When Real finally arrived later that evening, he had a deep scowl on his face. Thaniel watched him sniff the air, then lean in and sniff in Thaniel’s direction.

      “Is everything okay?” Thaniel wished Real would talk to him. He wanted to know what happened to Real’s daughter, and tell him about Elianna, get his opinion.

      Real stared at Thaniel, his lime-green eyes flared with anger and Thaniel wondered if the big guy knew his secret. Then Real turned away.

      Thaniel settled down for the night, wishing Peanut was there for company, but the cat was nowhere to be seen.

      The next morning, Thaniel awoke to find Peanut curled up against his chest and Real packing up his meager belongings.

      “Moving?” Thaniel asked, surprised. They had only been in this spot for two weeks.

      Real nodded and Thaniel knew he could either go with his friend or not. The choice was his, and he’d not be asked. They’d lived like this for six years. Every few months Real would suddenly pack up and Thaniel would follow him to whatever new location he had picked out.

      Thaniel thought about Elianna. He liked the idea that she was just looking for a friend, but he had a choice to make. He could stay behind in the slim hope of seeing her again or go with Real. It was a no brainer, really. He needed Real’s protection.

      His instinct to survive had gotten him this far, and he wasn’t quite ready to give up. He’d miss having someone to talk to, but he’d stay with the one person who’d kept him safe.

      Saddened but not wanting to be left behind, Thaniel gathered up his few belongings, picked Peanut up, and climbed outside. In silence, they disassembled the tent and then he followed Real to a new place.

      Real was always scoping out places to live, and now he led Thaniel to an old, musty-smelling abandoned building a mile away. Dust covered the interior and Thaniel sneezed as he followed Real up to the second floor. Real dropped his stuff near an inner wall and Thaniel set Peanut down, then laid out his pallet. Real did the same, leaving the tent folded up a few feet away. Then Real stood and made his way back toward the stairs.

      Thaniel watched his friend. “You going to be at the kitchen tonight?” Peanut had sauntered off to explore. Real didn’t slow down or answer, so Thaniel took that as a no.

      His shoulders slumped, a feeling of intense loneliness filling him, then he stood up and followed in Real’s footsteps down to the main floor and outside. He needed to find something to put in his belly. He wasn’t surprised when he didn’t see Real anywhere, the guy had a knack for disappearing like he hadn’t even been there.

      Distracted, Thaniel set out toward the area with the most restaurants. He was trying to figure out why Real moved them again so soon, when he turned a corner and almost ran into Elianna.

      A part of him was ecstatic to see her, but another part was uneasy. “How did you find me?” Why was she still following him? He hadn’t sensed her this time, but then
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