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Praise for The
Road Less Traveled

 


The Road Less
Traveled was brilliantly touching and funny! I
could relate having taken
so many road trips myself. The people you meet
along the way will always stay with you.
I know I will never forget these Characters. Brieanna Robertson is a shining star that
truly stands out. Her
flare to write about people in their everyday lives
and make you feel apart of it is truly
something remarkable. I enjoyed this book immensely and will be reading it again. I
would love to read a
story on Jeff, Alex and Javan.

-Sensual Reads and
Reviews

 


To find out which
path each of these characters takes is one that as a reader you
cannot deny yourself. The Road Less Traveled is a story from the
heart, delivered with eloquence, thought, understanding and
passion. Each character is written with such quality and detail,
that you can't help but find yourself immersed in their journey.
This was a very absorbing read and has me reaching for another of
this author's works, even as we speak.

-Blue City
Romance

 


From the first page
this morning, to the last page this evening, I have
been absorbed in your words. I could
relate to everyone of the characters in some way. I laughed when they laughed and cried
when they hurt. What a
gift you have. If this book is any indication of what
your future holds... the
skies the limit my dear. My hat is off to you!!
Fabulous, from beginning to
end!

-Adelle
Laudan

Author of
Juliana

 


You know how they
have those warnings for movies... PG-ratings, and
those warnings on books... Explicit
sexual or Violent content. Well,
I think you need to put a warning on your
book. You know, like a MW-rating, as in Medical
Warning.

 


 


Examples:

 


AAA - Asthma Attack
Alert - for people like myself with asthma
who can't catch their breath from
laughing so hard when the humor is
beyond funny.

IIW - Incontinent
Issue Warning - for people who laugh so hard
they can't make it to the bathroom in
time.

PLAW - People
Living Alone Warning - for people who live alone
and laugh so hard they can't breathe and
have no one to resuscitate them.

 


Keep making good
reading happen...

-Bouzwha

Emily
Wade-Reid

Author of
Bittersweet Chocolate

 


 


---------------

 


Also by

Brieanna Robertson

 


 


Serendipity Series

Better Than Chocolate

Dark Masterpiece

 


 


Stand Alone Books

Amaranth of the Wld Things

 


 


---------------

 


Acknowledgments

 


 


First and foremost, I would like to say thank
you to the most important person in my writing career as well as my
life. My mother. Without you I would be nothing. You are the wind
beneath my wings and the best editor, promoter, and fan I could
ever have. You truly are my hero.

Thank you also from the bottom of my heart to
J. R Ward and Stella Price for all of your help. You are amazing
people. I am where I am because of you.

Thank you to my husband Will for his undying
support and for writing the lyrics to Consuming.

Great thanks and eternal gratitude also to my
dear friends and loyal readers Jimmy Bigley and Jessica Poulin

 


 


---------------

 


 


To Derek, a friend above all friends.

And to anyone who’s ever had their life
touched by

a beautiful stranger.

 


 


---------------

 


 



Chapter One

 


 


Ashland, Oregon

 


The rain was worse than it had been all year,
pouring down in driving sheets that soaked and stung. The heavy
drops mingled with the hot tears that coursed down Alyx’s cheeks as
she ran from the small house on the outskirts of town. The house
that she had at one time thought was peaceful, a place of solace.
His house. She could hear him shouting from the front porch,
demanding that she return, but she ignored him. She continued to
her car, knowing that he would not step outside and risk ruining
his perfect hair to chase after her. She got in her car and turned
on the ignition with a shaky hand. Headlights split the darkness
and she backed out, leaving the screams and the pain behind her.
She glanced in her rear view mirror and could see the beginnings of
an ugly, purple bruise marring her left eye. The coppery taste in
her mouth let her know that her lip was still bleeding. She heard
his voice still echoing in her ears. Why do you like to piss me
off, Alyx? You know I don’t like to have to hurt you!

She cringed and tried to shake the words
away, but they wouldn’t leave her. You think you’re going to
leave me? You’ll never leave because you could never find anyone
better than me! No one else would put up with you! The words
were horrible, but she remembered the names the most… The awful
things he had called her… She didn’t even want to think about
it.

Fighting more tears, she returned her gaze to
the road and sped through town, coming to a screeching halt in
front of a tan home she knew very well. She turned off the ignition
and stumbled out of the car, making her way to the front door. She
knocked loudly, casting a glance behind her for good measure. She
was met a moment later by a pair of light green eyes that gave her
instant comfort.

“Alyx?” his soft voice questioned.

“I left,” she sobbed, her raven locks
dripping and hanging in her face. “I really left this time,
Javan.”

Javan’s eyes filled with worry, and he opened
the door wide. He held his arms out and caught her, pulling her
close and inside.

“I just couldn’t take it anymore," she cried.
“I thought he was going to kill me. I’ve never seen him look so
evil. He hit me, like he always does, but this time when he went to
hold me and tell me how sorry he was, I screamed at him to stay
away and I got out of there.”

He stroked her hair softly. “You did the
right thing,” he assured. “No one should have to take that.
Especially you. I’m glad you finally left him for good.”

“I really thought he loved me.” She buried
her face in Javan’s shirt.

He shook his head. “Anyone who could hurt you
on purpose doesn’t love you.”

She let out another sob. “I’m so stupid!”

“Shhh,” he soothed, sitting her down on the
nearby sofa, “it’ll be all right now.”

“Is my brother home?” she asked, wiping at
her nose.

He shook his head. “Alexi had to work late
tonight. He should be home soon, though.”

Alyx trembled silently, and Javan reached out
to touch her cheek. “Sweetie, you did the right thing.”

She looked up at him. Javan. Her best friend
in the whole entire world. He had been with her through the best
and worst times of her life. She gave him a meager smile. “I
know.”

He pressed a kiss to her forehead. “I’ll get
some ice for your eye and something to clean your lip up with. I’ll
be right back.”

She leaned back against the couch,
remembering how Rick had kissed her one minute and lashed out at
her the next. She could still feel the mind numbing pain of that
first blow. And she couldn’t get past the things he had called her…
For no reason at all… She shivered. She would never go back there,
and in the morning, she would get the lock to her apartment
changed. The last thing she needed was him appearing on her
doorstep and cornering her when she least expected it.

“Here’s one of Alex’s sweatshirts,” Javan
said, coming back into the room. “Change into that before you catch
a cold.”

Alyx smiled at Javan’s concern and unfolded
the sweatshirt as he disappeared into the kitchen. It was her
brother’s Southern Oregon University sweatshirt, and it smelled
like Alexi. Like cologne and coffee. It was a smell she always
associated with safety. She replaced her wet shirt with the warmth
and comfort of the sweatshirt and seemed to tremble less.

“Here’s some ice,” Javan’s voice came again.
He sat down next to her and made her place the ice pack against her
eye as he cleaned the dried blood from her lip.

“Thank you, Javan,” she murmured.

He met her eyes and sighed. He pulled her
close and she nestled against him. “I’d do anything for you, kid.
You know that.”

She nodded and smiled. Her junior year in
high school she had been stood up for the prom. Javan had managed
to land himself a date with one of the prettiest cheerleaders in
the school, but he had left when he realized what had happened to
Alyx. They spent the night sitting on the couch in their
formalwear, watching old movies and eating ice cream until they
thought they would explode. Javan had always been there.

“Alyx?”

“Yeah?”

“If you don’t mind me asking, what set him
off this time?”

She sighed. “You know when Alex, Jeff, you
and I went to Lassen two weeks ago when Rick was in New York?”

He nodded.

“Well, I got my pictures back the other day
and I had them sitting in my purse. Rick found them and started
raging when he saw this one of you and me in your sleeping bag
together. I tried to explain to him that I had been freezing and
that a skunk had sprayed mine, but he wouldn’t listen. I actually
think he was always intimidated by you.”

Javan frowned. “Who in their right mind would
be intimidated by me?”

She shrugged. “I don’t know, but I guess he
thought I was sleeping with you or something.”

He snorted. “That’s pathetic.”

Alyx nodded. “Like I would actually have
someone take a picture while we were sleeping together.” She
sighed. “I’m glad it happened, though. It gave me the courage to
leave. It was just one time too many…”

He gave her a comforting squeeze. “Rick was
pond scum masquerading as a guy worthy of you. You’re so much
better than him.”

She frowned, and tears leaked out of her eyes
again. “Whatever,” she muttered. “I’m nothing but a weak, pathetic
girl.”

Javan turned her so he could look into her
eyes and frowned. “I’ve known you all my life, Alyxandra
Oncidezzerro,” he breathed. “You are not a weak person. You just
thought he loved you. You wanted to believe the best of him. That’s
not a crime.” He wiped her tears gently. “Hey, come on, you’re one
of the best people I know at taking a tough situation and making
something good come out of it. In high school when the less than
serious actors in the plays threatened to ruin show after show
after show, who pulled it together?”

“You did,” she stated.

“And you,” he said, tweaking her nose. “Come
on, Alyx. You have made it through heartbreaks, car crashes, and
disasters on stage. You made it into the Oregon Shakespeare
Company, and you’ve survived having me as a friend all your
life!”

She giggled.

He smiled. “You’ll make it through this too,
kid, and you‘ll be stronger and wiser in the end.”

Alyx sighed and stared up into the eyes of
her long time friend. “Why didn’t I ever go out with you?”

Javan’s eyes bulged. “Are you insane? I’ve
had to kiss you enough in plays!”

She grinned at his words.

“Besides,” he continued, “the first wrong
move I made you’d kick me! And then your brother would beat me into
the ground!” He shook his head. “I don’t know about you, but I have
no driving need to get the crap kicked out of me by the ever
desirable Alexi Oncidezzerro. There’s a reason he’s so
desirable.”

Alyx smiled. “Yeah, he’s a stud.”

Javan snorted. “Right, and he could probably
bench press a small truck.”

She giggled and the front door burst open
just as a whip of lightning illuminated the dark sky outside. Two
soggy men ran in the room, laughing.

“Holy cow!" the one with brown hair
exclaimed. “Those drops could take your head off!” A clap of
thunder punctuated the sentence. The other man, who was taller with
molasses-colored hair, laughed. The first man shook his head and
turned toward the sofa. He stopped when he saw Javan and Alyx and
his eyes widened.

“Alyxandra?” He strode over to her and knelt
in front of her, searching her face and assessing the damage. “What
happened to you?” he whispered, brushing her hair back.

“I left Rick,” she murmured. “I left him for
good this time.”

His face darkened. “Rick did this to you?” he
growled. “I’ll kill him.”

He started to rise, but Alyx grabbed his
hands. “No, Alexi, don’t,” she protested. “It’s not worth it. Just
come here and be a good brother.”

Alexi met her eyes and let out a deep sigh.
He let his gaze drift over her. Several different emotions flashed
through his eyes. In the end, he sat down next to her and pulled
her up against him. “Whatever you want, sweetheart,” he whispered,
apparently deciding that throwing his primal, barbaric instincts to
the wind was the best course of action.

Alyx sighed and closed her eyes as she
listened to the strong rhythm of Alexi’s heartbeat. She loved Javan
very much, but no one in the whole world was like her brother. He
made all her pain go away. “Hi Jeff,” she murmured, peeking at the
other man in the room.

He grinned, still standing by the door, not
wanting to intrude. “Hey, Alyx,” he said softly.

“Jeff’s gonna crash here tonight,” Alexi
explained. “He’s too tired and had a few too many beers after work
to go all the way back to his place.”

Jeff flashed his stunning grin again and
shrugged. “I wasn’t paying attention.”

Alyx opened her eyes all the way. “There was
a girl somewhere, wasn’t there?” Jeff chuckled and she smiled.
“Would you mind if I stayed here tonight also?” she yawned. “I
really don’t want to be alone tonight.”

“Stay as long as you like,” Alexi said,
hugging her close. “You know we all love you here.”

She grinned. “Yeah,” she whispered. “I
know.”

Jeff flopped down in a chair as another roll
of thunder shook the house. Alyx jumped and felt stupid for the
reaction, especially when she noticed that Jeff had caught it. She
hunched her shoulders self consciously.

“Did you get those pics back from Lassen
yet?” Jeff asked, flashing her an encouraging smile.

She sighed and filled with affection for the
man. He was obviously trying to take her mind off her troubled
thoughts and terrible night. “Yeah, there’s this really stupid one
of you.” She sat up and reached for her purse.

The stereo suddenly let out a sound
resembling a strangled goose, which sent everyone jumping.

Jeff frowned. “What the crap?”

Music began to blare.

“Finally!” Javan exclaimed. “The station blew
off the air about a half hour ago.” He got up and went to turn the
volume down.

“Just turn it off,” Alexi said.

“Wait, I like this song,” Javan protested,
noticing it was Follow by Bleeding Passion. He started to
play the air guitar.

Alexi rolled his eyes. “Whatever,” he
muttered. “Let’s see your pictures, Alyx.”

She opened her package of pictures and tried
to ignore the aching pain in her head. She flipped through them
until she came to one of Jeff and grinned. “Look,” she said,
handing it to him. “You look like a donkey.”

“…That was Follow, by Bleeding
Passion, the second most requested song of the week…” the radio
announcer’s gravelly voice came. “…I tell you, those guys are
awesome. Every song they put out is a hit. Y’know, they’re going to
be playing in San Francisco on July 18th. That’s gonna be a great
show…”

Javan’s eyes widened and he riveted his
attention to the radio.

“…I have five tickets here that are just
itching to be given away… Tell ya what; I have five Bleeding
Passion trivia questions also. We don’t usually do it this way, but
these are the last tickets available for the show. Let me say that
again. These are the last tickets. The show is completely
sold out. Whoever calls in and can answer all five questions first
wins the tickets. All of them. I‘m handing ‘em right out in a
block. Good luck finding another radio station that‘ll give you
such a sweet deal…”

Javan gasped and looked around the room
frantically. “Phone!” he shouted. “Phone! Phone! Phone! Phone!”

Alexi frowned as Javan all but ran in
circles. He picked up the white cordless from the end table.
“Here,” he called, tossing it to him. Javan grabbed it like someone
dying of hunger might grab at a steak. “Spaz,” Alexi muttered,
rolling his eyes.

Alyx smirked.

“So, did you tell him it was over?” Alexi
asked, looking back down at her with concern mirrored in his
eyes.

Alyx swallowed and nodded. “He hit me in the
mouth after seeing that picture of Javan and me. He didn’t go for
my eye until I told him I was leaving and we were through.”

Alexi frowned. “Do you think you should go
back to your apartment?”

She shrugged. “I’m going to get the lock
changed tomorrow, but I think it’ll be all right. Rick’s violent,
but I don’t think he’s psychotic.”

“I won!” Javan bellowed, jumping up and down.
He flung the phone like it was a football and he had just made a
touchdown.

“Hey!” Alexi shouted. “That’s my phone, you
jerk!”

Javan ignored him. “I just won five tickets
to see Bleeding Passion in Frisco!”

Alyx’s eyes widened. “You are so taking me
with you.”

“Who’s Bleeding Passion?” Alexi
questioned.

“One of the best bands on the planet!” Javan
answered.

“They are pretty good,” Jeff put in.

“I can’t believe I won!” Javan screamed,
jumping again. He pointed to Alyx and grinned. “You and me, baby.
We are so there.”

Alyx smiled.

“Hey, you guys want to come?” Javan asked
Jeff and Alexi.

“Yeah, come with us!” Alyx urged, grasping
her brother’s hand.

Jeff’s eyes lit up, but Alexi stomped on the
idea that he saw blossoming. “We can’t,” he said. He noticed Jeff’s
disgruntled look and sighed. “We have that big meeting on the 18th,
remember? You know, with that Roscoe guy from New York?”

Jeff groaned and let his head flop back
against the chair. “Man,” he whined, “sometimes being your business
partner sucks.”

Alexi smiled.

“We won’t have a problem at the theatre, will
we?” Alyx asked Javan.

He shook his head. “Nah. Neither one of us
has taken vacation yet. Besides, that’s what understudies are
for.”

“Who else can we get to go?” she asked.

“You should take my brother Maxim,” Jeff
yawned. “That dude could use a vacation.”

Javan shrugged. “That’s fine. Tell him we’ll
leave next week. We can go on a road trip. Sound good, Alyx?”

She noticed Jeff and Alexi exchange a look of
surprise, but she didn’t give it much thought. “Sounds heavenly, I
need to get out of here.”

He nodded. “We can just scalp the extra
tickets when we get there. They should fetch a good price.”

“It’ll be good for you to get away, Alyx,”
Alexi said, pressing a kiss to her temple. “Get a new perspective
on things. Clear your head.”

Alyx smiled up into her brother’s slightly
violet eyes. “You’re the best, Alex. Are you sure you can’t come?”
She did her best to imitate the pout that used to get her
everything when she was a little girl.

He chuckled and shook his head. “I wish I
could, but this guy’s a major client.”

“You really want to take Maxim?” Jeff
asked.

“Sure,” Javan replied with an indifferent
shrug.

“Uh… Is that such a good idea?” Alexi asked,
frowning.

Jeff grinned. “It’s perfect,” he snarled. He
followed the statement with a very loud, evil overlord laugh that
would have found its home in a Disney movie. “Maxim won’t even know
what hit him.”

 


 



Chapter Two

 


 


The quiet, little town seemed quieter than
usual as the cool night air wound its way through the open window
and brushed across Maxim’s cheek like a lover’s caress. He frowned
and stirred, slowly opening one eye. His frown deepened when he
raised his head with a wince. He brought his hand to the back of
his neck and tried to rub the painful stiffness away. The lyrics of
The Sound of Silence played softly and he reached over to
turn off his radio. Since when did he listen to Simon and
Garfunkle? He squinted at the station, noticing for the first time
that his glasses were askew. He positioned them correctly and
glanced at the radio again. It hadn’t been on that station before.
He shook his head and looked to the glowing monitor of his
computer.

The letter H repeated itself enough to cover
the entire screen. He scrolled down and saw that it went on for
about fifty pages. He sighed and touched his cheek, feeling the
imprints of the keys on his skin. When had he fallen asleep? And
how had he managed to sleep on his keyboard and not know it? He
tried to erase the colony of H’s and his screen went entirely
black. He blinked, watching as the screen flashed blue while the
computer restarted itself. He heaved another sigh. Well, there went
that story beginning.

Not that it really mattered. They were never
any good and never got anywhere anyway. He hadn’t written anything
good since high school. Considering he was twenty-five years old,
he found that rather pathetic.

Maxim pushed his chair away from his desk and
stood, stretching his back muscles. He went to the window and
looked down at the glistening black pavement. Rain. He closed the
window and glanced at the clock. 5:05 A.M. He walked over to the
door and took his gray coat from the rack. Knowing he wouldn’t be
getting back to sleep, he decided the crisp morning air might be
refreshing.

He opened the door and closed it quietly
behind him. The staircase creaked and groaned as he made his way
down, and as he went to open the main door of the apartment
building, the handle broke off. Maxim stared at it for a second,
then put it back on and managed to shove his way outside. He took a
deep breath of the cleansed air and stuffed his hands into his
pockets before continuing his way down the street. He had been
walking this street all alone for years.

Loneliness was not something that was new to
Maxim deBoer. He had been feeling alone practically all his life,
but it had never really bothered him until now. In fact, it had
never really been loneliness until now. He had just thought of it
as solitude.

He had always lived in his older brother’s
shadow. Jeff was the charismatic deBoer brother. There was no limit
to his contacts and friends. Maxim didn’t care. He was quite happy
to have Jeff do the entertaining at social functions. Jeff’s shadow
was a nice place to be, as he was a rather nice older brother. Out
of all the deBoer children, he and Jeff were the closest.

Maxim let his mind wander back to his
childhood. He had always been a shy person, but he had gone
completely inside of himself when his father left and his mother
died of breast cancer. He had been sixteen. He had gone through
high school sitting in the far corner in the back of the room,
speaking only when he had to. He’d had Jeff until his junior year,
and then no one. It had never really bothered him. He had the story
characters he created. They were companions enough.

He had stayed at home for a while after
graduation, helping Jeff take care of their younger brother,
Barrett, and little sister, Meg. He had stayed until Jeff’s wild
college parties had gotten to be too much. He’d found his little
apartment on the top floor of a building and that was where he
remained.

It had been five years since then. Jeff was
now a major attorney with his law school buddy, Alexi. They had a
private practice called Oncidezzerro and deBoer, or something
ridiculous like that. Maxim had always thought that it would sound
better if it was just Jeff and Alexi, but he supposed that wasn’t
professional enough for them.

Barrett managed a bookstore, and Meg was
going to Southern Oregon University to study physics. Maxim was the
only one in his family who had yet to make something of himself. He
tried every day, but it seemed that his ideas had dried up like a
grape left in the sun to raisin. He could no longer find anything
good to write about, and perhaps that was why he now felt the
loneliness heavy upon him, making his heart ache in his chest.

He worked at Barrett’s bookstore, which he
enjoyed, but he never spoke to anyone unless it was absolutely
necessary. He barely spoke to Barrett. People frightened him beyond
measure. They were conniving, manipulative creatures that stabbed
you in the back or left you all alone as soon as you trusted them.
It had happened with his father. He had led them to believe that he
loved them, and then deserted them all without warning or reason.
Maxim had listened to his mother cry by herself in her bedroom
night after night because of him. Then, not even two years later,
she had left them, as well. Of course, it hadn’t been by choice.
She had been very sick, but that hadn’t made the pain any more
bearable.

And then, of course, there was Jeff. He was
one of the best people Maxim had ever known. He was a good friend
who would give the shirt off his back to help anyone. Maxim
couldn’t understand how anyone would want to hurt Jeff, but he was
continuously walked on and betrayed by people he thought he could
trust. Maxim saw how much it hurt his brother, and he had no desire
to experience the same pain.

A horn blared suddenly and Maxim jumped as a
car sped by, nearly drowning him with the water it splashed
everywhere. He turned away so that only his back got wet and he
shivered as a few icy droplets found their way down his collar. He
ran a hand through his thick, brown hair, which tended to stick up
in every direction all at once, and continued on, the ache in his
heart worse than usual.

 


* * * *

 


Alyx jumped and felt her brother tense also
as Alexi’s alarm, which sounded like a stuck foghorn, shattered
everyone’s peaceful slumber.

“Dude!” Javan shouted from the other room.
“Shut that thing off!”

Alexi swatted at his nightstand until he
managed to turn the alarm off. He heaved a sigh and nudged at Alyx,
who was lying across his chest. “You need to move, kiddo,” he
said.

She groaned. “Now I know why I never stay
over,” she mumbled. “You and Jeff get up way too early.”

He smiled. “I get the same complaint from
Javan. Come on, sweetie.” He pushed her off gently. “I need to get
in the shower.”

Alyx yawned and rolled over. “Maybe I’ll go
and bug Javan,” she said, blinking the sleep out of her eyes. She
sat up and her hand went to her eye, which was swollen. She winced.
“Man, my head hurts.”

Alexi turned, the muscles in his back
rippling as he did so. He studied his sister. “Look at me,” he
commanded.

She looked up at him, frowning. She saw a
muscle twitch angrily in his jaw and she gave him a gentle smile.
“It’ll look better later,” she assured. “Don’t go killing anyone,
all right?”

He made a growling noise and turned back
toward the door.

Alyx stood and stumbled her way into Javan’s
room, where she fell across the bed with a sigh.

“Go away!” Javan groaned, flipping over and
pulling the pillow over his head.

Alyx giggled. “Come on, Javan,” she teased.
“You know you thrive on adventure. What better time to start one
than five A.M.?”

“Adventure?” Javan questioned. “You know what
I thrive on? Sleep. That’s what.”

She grinned.

“Every morning I have to wake up to that
obnoxious alarm! One day I’m gonna stuff it right up Alexi’s
butt!”

Alyx laughed.

“It takes me, like, two hours to get back to
sleep every morning. Then, when I do finally wake up, I have one of
those sleep headache things that you get when you’re forced awake
and then fall back to sleep. You know, one of those ones right
behind your eyes?”

The front door banged open with a crash,
making Alyx jump.

“Rise and shine!” Jeff’s voice sang. “The
morning is FINE!” The last word was bellowed in a baritone
that seemed to shake the entire house.

Javan half-groaned, half-growled and flipped
back over. He sat up and his pillow fell to the floor. “Shut up!”
he shouted, his voice cracking.

Alyx laughed. Javan’s sandy hair stuck
straight up and he looked ridiculous.

“I brought donuts!” Jeff called.

Javan’s eyes widened. “Donuts!” He leapt out
of bed, almost knocking Alyx right off, and ran into the kitchen.
He lunged at Jeff, who staggered backward to keep the pink box from
flying right to the floor.

“Hey Jeff,” Alyx greeted as she trudged in
after Javan, rubbing her good eye.

He grinned and went to Alyx, taking her
gently by the shoulders and pressing a kiss to her cheek. “Good
morning, beautiful.”

Alyx snorted. “Right! I look so good in black
and blue!”

He smiled and tucked a piece of hair behind
her ear. “I brought donuts.”

“He sure did!” Javan exclaimed, diving into
the box and pulling out a glazed one.

“How come you’re already dressed and ready to
go?” Alyx asked, noticing that Jeff was showered, shaved and in his
favorite blue pinstripe suit.

He shrugged. “I woke up around four and
couldn’t go back to sleep, so I just got up. Thought I’d surprise
you guys.” Alyx smiled and Jeff pointed to her hair. “When did you
put the red streaks in your hair anyway?”

Alyx touched her crimson-streaked black hair.
“Oh, last week. Do you like them?”

He grinned. “Yeah, it really makes your eyes
stand out. The red contrasts with the green.”

“These are so good!” Javan gushed as he
started to help himself to a second donut, this one cream
filled.

“Hey man, you ready to go?” Alexi asked,
coming out of the bathroom with his tie hanging untied around his
neck.

“I’ve been ready for hours,” Jeff said.
“You’re the one who’s half dressed.”

Alexi smiled and tucked in his shirt.

“Wannawonut?” Javan mumbled, his mouth full
of cream and cake.

Alexi frowned. “No thanks, Javan.” He looked
at Alyx. “How do I look?” he asked with a grin.

Alyx smiled and looked over her handsome
brother. His dark hair was still wet, but combed back, and his face
was stubble free, revealing the square Oncidezzerro jaw that their
father also possessed. He wore a gray suit, and Alyx tied his
maroon tie for him. “You look splendid as always, Alex,” she said,
“but I do believe Jeff has more fun.” She pointed to Jeff’s tie,
which was blazing silver.

Alexi smiled. “Yes, well, Jeff may have a
stunning tie, but I have violet eyes.” He batted them at her
playfully.

Jeff frowned. “Dude, that looked really
gay.”

Alexi frowned at him. “Well excuse me for
teasing my sister. Geez.”

Jeff shrugged. “Just saying, is all. I mean,
what good alpha male says ‘violet’ anyway?”

Alexi rolled his eyes and shook his head.
“One that doesn’t want to say ‘purple.’ I mean, do my eyes look
‘purple’ to you? That implies that they’re the color of eggplant,
or Barney the Dinosaur.”

Javan paused in his voracious eating to shoot
a glance from Alexi to Jeff with a curious frown. “You do realize
that you two ‘good alpha males’ are standing in the kitchen arguing
over the color of Alexi’s eyes?”

Jeff scowled playfully at him. “Who asked
you?” He went over and peered into the donut box. He selected a
third one and stuffed it into Javan’s mouth.

Alyx smiled as her brother pressed a kiss to
her forehead. “Be good,” he said. “I’ll see you tonight. Don’t
forget to get your lock changed.”

“I won’t,” she assured.

Jeff winked at Alyx and waved. He snatched a
jelly donut from the box and made his way out the door after
Alexi.

“Man, that dude loves you,” Javan remarked.
He set the donut box down on the counter.

Alyx frowned. “Huh?”

He pointed toward the door. “Your brother.
Even as kids, that guy would have moved heaven and earth to keep
you happy.”

She smiled and sat down on a barstool at the
kitchen counter. She picked out a donut with sprinkles and started
to pick them off one by one. “Yeah, I know.”

He took a seat next to her. “We all love you,
you know.”

She sighed and frowned as a memory of Rick
hitting her flashed through her mind. She pushed it away. “I know,
Javan, but don’t get all sappy and psychologist-like on me now, ok?
I’d rather just forget last night ever happened.”

He smiled and nodded.

 


* * * *

 


“Did you drive my car this morning?” Alexi
asked as he and Jeff got in his black Subaru WRX.

“Yeah,” Jeff said. “I left mine at the office
last night, if you recall, and I needed to get to the donut store
somehow.”

Alexi glanced at him. “You know, other people
have been killed for that.”

Jeff grinned and slipped on his sunglasses.
“Yeah, but if you kill me, you’ll go bankrupt.” He bit into his
jelly donut and a great glob of raspberry jam oozed out the back
and fell on his pants. “Crap!” he shouted.

Alexi raised an eyebrow. “That’s gonna look
good.”

“Dang it,” he moaned. “Hey, drop me off at
Maxim’s. I’ll wash them there and just be a little late.”

Alexi sighed. “Fine, fine,” he muttered.
“Leave me all alone to do your paperwork.”

Jeff stared at him. “It’s better than having
red crap on my crotch! What do you think my clients will think of
that?”

Alexi chuckled and switched on the radio as
Jeff continued to mutter.

 


 



Chapter Three

 


 


Maxim climbed the steps of the building up to
his apartment and sighed when he reached his floor. He brushed off
the arms of his coat, which were still dripping water, and placed
his hand on the doorknob. Same steps. Same apartment. Same door. He
frowned as he heard Rob Zombie music blaring from the inside and he
put his ear to the door. He blinked. A voice sang along with it. He
opened the door and watched as a tall, brown-haired man danced
through his apartment in a white button down dress shirt, a silver
tie and a pair of bright yellow happy face boxers. Maxim took off
his coat and made his way to the stereo, which he promptly turned
off.

The yellow-clad underwear man stopped
abruptly and scowled at Maxim. “Hey! I was listening to that!”

“So was the rest of the building,” Maxim
muttered. He frowned. “Nice shorts, Jeff.”

Jeff grinned and admired his boxers.
“Thanks!”

Maxim yawned. “Why did I ever give you a
key?”

“Because you love me.”

Maxim rolled his eyes. “What are you doing
here?”

Jeff snorted. “I was on my way to work and my
donut detonated all over my pants. I needed to wash them and you
were closest. Since I didn’t get to really eat either, I’m cooking
breakfast too!” He flashed Maxim a wide, warm grin.

Maxim smiled and sat down on his sofa.

“Where were you anyway?” Jeff asked, going to
the stove.

“I took a walk.”

Jeff pulled open a drawer and the handle
busted off. He stared at it, frowned, and set it on the counter.
After retrieving the fork he was after, he closed the drawer. He
started to hum to himself and opened up the refrigerator. “Geez,
Maxim,” he commented. “You have less food than me. What do you live
off of? Ramen noodles?”

Maxim smiled and picked up a book he had
recently bought. He flipped through the pages absently, then set to
reading it, stealing another glance at his brother. Jeff closed the
refrigerator with somewhat of a slam and some debris fell from the
ceiling. He stared for a second, then went back toward the stove.
He stepped on a floorboard that bowed in the middle and
frowned.

“Dang,” he muttered, “what’s up with your
floor?”

“Water damage,” Maxim replied.

He shook his head and returned to his
breakfast, but jumped back. “Holy crap!”

Maxim closed his book with an annoyed scowl
and looked back at Jeff. “What is it?”

“You’ve got a granddaddy cockroach on your
counter! Gimme a shoe! Where’s a shoe?”

Maxim rolled his eyes and stood. “You don’t
need to kill it. He’s not hurting anything.”

Jeff stared at his brother in complete
bafflement. “That’s sick, dude!” He glanced around, then seized a
pot and slammed it down onto the kitchen counter. The clanging rang
through the apartment and sent the roach running for its life.

Maxim winced as he rushed over to his
brother. “What are you doing? Not only am I pretty sure that you
woke up everybody on the floor, but now I’ll never catch the
roach.”

Jeff ignored him and continued to blindly
bang at the counter.

“Stop it!” Maxim shoved him out of the way
and grabbed a cup. The roach scurried frantically, in search of a
dark place to hide. Maxim tried to put the cup over it, but it
dodged him.

“Don’t you have any spray or anything?” Jeff
asked. He opened up the cupboard under Maxim’s sink and let out a
triumphant shout as he spotted a half used can of roach spray. He
pulled it out and took aim.

“Jeff!” Maxim cried. “Are you out of your
mind?” He yanked the can out of Jeff’s hand and threw it aside
right as he managed to corner and trap the roach. He looked up at
his brother, who was giving him a very perplexed look, and scowled.
“Sure, just spray pesticide all over my kitchen counter. Poisoning
me is a new torture you haven’t tried yet.” He scooped the roach
into the cup, opened the window and flung it out. “I have to get
along with my roommates,” he said, turning back to Jeff.
“Otherwise, they might turn on me.”

Jeff screwed up his face. “Gross, Maxim! How
can you live here? This place oughta be condemned!”

Maxim frowned. “It’s fine. I like it
here.”

Jeff’s eyes bulged. “You like things
spontaneously breaking off? You like asbestos falling from
your ceiling? Maybe one day you’ll fall through the floor and
then get a clue!”

Maxim glanced at his brother, but said
nothing.

“You bring girls here?”

Maxim cocked his head to one side and looked
slightly puzzled. “What’s a girl?”

Jeff put his hand to his face. “Holy cow,” he
muttered. “You embarrass me sometimes.”

“Love you too.”

“You need a life, Maxim!” Jeff cried. “This
thing you’ve got going isn’t working out so well!”

“Your eggs are burning,” Maxim stated with a
sniff.

Jeff let out a strangled cry and ran to save
his breakfast. Maxim took the opportunity and went back to the
couch and his book. He did have a life… A boring, terribly lonely
life, but a life nonetheless. The last thing he needed was a
lecture from Jeff. He blocked out his brother and lost himself in
the words of Henry David Thoreau.

“Maxim,” Jeff said with a sigh, bracing his
hands against the counter, “I have taken it upon myself to give you
a bit of a push.”

Maxim frowned. “Do you mind? I’m trying to
read about Walden Pond.”

Jeff ignored him. “You know my business
partner Alex?”

Maxim turned a page, making a noncommittal
noise.

“His sister Alyx got really hurt last
night.”

“Alex has a sister named Alyx?” He looked up
at Jeff in confusion.

He sighed. “She’s Alyxandra and he’s Alexi.
Their mother really liked the prefix Alex.”

“I guess,” he muttered, turning another
page.

“Anyway,” Jeff continued, “she was beat up
real bad by her now ex boyfriend.”

Maxim raised his eyebrows. “That’s
terrible.”

Jeff nodded. “She’s gonna get out of Oregon
for a week or so. Her best friend Javan just won five tickets to go
see Bleeding Passion in San Francisco on the 18th, so they’re gonna
go.”

Maxim nodded. “That’ll be good for her.” He
noticed Jeff steal a sidelong glance at him and then wince as if
expecting a blow. An uneasy tingle worked along his spine.

“Yeah.” Jeff cleared his throat. “It’ll be
good for you too, considering…Itoldthemthatyou’dgotoo.” He sped
through the last part and turned to Maxim with a cheesy grin
plastered on his face.

Maxim’s eyes bulged. He threw his book aside
and jumped up. “You what?”

“They’re happy you’re going!” he threw in,
grabbing a skillet and holding it out in front of him. “You leave
next week!” He inched away as Maxim advanced, holding the skillet
out as if to deflect bullets.

“Jeff, are you totally insane?” Maxim cried.
“I don’t even know who Bleeding Passion is! I don’t really want to
go traipsing all over California with a bunch of strangers
either!”

“But Max—“

“I have a job!” he shouted.

Jeff waved the protest away. “Barrett will
give you the time off. Come on, Maxim. Give it up. I know you can’t
say no. You lack the willpower.” He put the skillet down and folded
his arms, confident he had won the argument.

Maxim could only stare. Words completely
failed him. His eyes narrowed, and he stared directly at Jeff.
“No,” he finally stated. Jeff’s eyes widened in surprise and Maxim
gave him a triumphant smirk. “Take that, you traitorous jerk.” He
opened up his refrigerator and pulled out a bottle of root
beer.

Jeff let out a dramatic sigh. “Come on,
Maxim,” he urged. “You need to do something. You’re living
terribly—“

“It’s my life!” Maxim slammed the
refrigerator door. More debris fell from the ceiling. “You have no
right to interfere!”

“I do have a right!” Jeff insisted. “I have
no desire to watch you turn into a disgruntled bachelor who turns
into a mean old man. I love you too much for that.”

Maxim set his root beer down on the counter
and sighed. “Jeff, I don’t even know these people!”

“Alyx is the sweetest girl I’ve ever known,
and Javan is really cool also. He lives with Alexi. They’re not
going to kill you or anything.”

Maxim knew he looked unconvinced because he
felt unconvinced.

“It’s just a concert, Maxim,” Jeff said with
a whine. “Go and have some fun for once in your life…. Just give it
a chance, all right? Trust me.”

His eyes were pleading, and Maxim had rarely
seen his brother look pleading. He ran a hand through his hair.
“You’re a terrible brother,” he muttered.

Jeff grinned and grabbed him, catching him in
a headlock. He noogied him. “I’m a great brother!” He laughed. “I’m
just a terrible friend.”

Maxim pulled away and rubbed his head,
frowning. “When are you gonna stop running my life?”

“When you decide to start running it
yourself,” Jeff stated, returning to his breakfast.

Maxim heaved a sigh. He felt very tired all
of a sudden. “I can’t believe I’m doing this. Jeff, what am I
supposed to do? I barely say ten words to anyone. If a customer at
work asks me one question too many I start to feel like I’m going
to pass out!”

Jeff put his hand on Maxim’s shoulder. “I
have faith in you. You have no butter. I’m going to go next door
and ask for some. You have a cute blonde living next door.”

Maxim frowned. “You going in your
boxers?”

He nodded.

“Those boxers?” He raised an eyebrow.

He shrugged. “Why not?”

Maxim held up his hands. “Hey, whatever.”

Jeff disappeared through the door, and Maxim
went back to his sofa, where he promptly collapsed with a groan. He
glanced at the framed picture of Jeff and him he had sitting on the
end table. He picked it up and studied it. It had been taken a year
ago at an office party. Jeff was laughing; his warm blue eyes
sparkled, and he had his arm slung around Maxim’s shoulders. Maxim
had a small smile on his lips, but he looked awkward and
uncomfortable.

His eyes were the same color as Jeff’s, but
they were hidden behind his black-framed glasses. Maxim’s hair was
a shade lighter and had blonde highlights in it. He reached up and
touched his hair. Most of the blonde had grown out ages ago, but
the tips of his hair still remained slightly lighter. Jeff kept
telling him to reapply them. He claimed it would give him a
“hipper” look.

His hair was always in disarray while Jeff’s
fell nicely around his face. He didn’t know if that made them look
like the sleek lawyer and his bum brother, or the skater lawyer and
his snowboarder brother… He shook his head. It truly didn’t matter
all that much. It was easy to tell that they were brothers. They
both had the same narrow faces with rather sharp features, and they
both had the same lines around their mouths. Jeff’s were a bit more
prominent because he smiled more. Maxim’s were very subtle.

That party had been a nightmare. It had been
Jeff’s last attempt to get him into a social circle. Some person
Maxim couldn’t remember had managed to get him to drink a few
beers. Liquor had never been something he could handle well, and
he’d wound up spewing all over a girl who had been trying in vain
to flirt with him all night. It had been so bad that Jeff had
pretty much left him alone when it came to associating with
people…. Until now.

He set the picture back on his table, then
picked up his book again and flipped through it mindlessly. It had
suddenly lost his interest. He flopped it down and snatched the
picture again. “Why did I agree to do this?” he asked aloud.
“Because I can’t say no to you?” He rolled his eyes. “I really need
to get a spine. You have been bullying me my whole life. It must be
nice that you have so much charisma and find it so easy to
associate with strangers. I’ve never been a people person. I never
will be a people person. Why do I let you talk me in to crap like
this? Why do I listen to you at all?” He frowned suddenly and shook
his head. “Why am I talking to a stupid picture?” He put it down
and leaned his head back against the couch with a frustrated
growl.

Jeff burst back into the room with a stick of
butter. “Man, that chick was cute,” he remarked. He went to Maxim’s
dryer and pulled his pants out, whistling to himself. He doused
them in wrinkle remover and pulled them on, then leaned against
Maxim’s counter to eat the scrambled eggs and toast he had made.
“You might want to call Alyx later. She’ll want to know for sure if
you’re going. Just call Alex’s number. If she’s not there, someone
will give you the number to her apartment.”

Maxim blinked. Alyx and Alex and… He shook
his head. There were too many Alexes here.

Jeff finished his breakfast, then shoved his
shoes on and slipped back into his jacket. He tousled Maxim’s hair
as he went by and winked at him. “See ya, bro,” he said. “Thanks
for letting me use your stuff.” He blew out the door, and Maxim
heard a feminine voice on the other side say, “Well, you clean up
real nice.” Maxim sighed. Jeff had managed to charm his neighbor.
That was not a great surprise. Jeff was one great big, handsome
gene pool of charm. He picked up his book again and, with an
enormous sigh, began to read.

 


* * * *

 


There was a loneliness that always came after
a break up. Even after a break up that was long overdue. The
memories remained, and swarmed you when you didn’t want to think
about them. There were pictures everywhere in Alyx’s apartment of
her and Rick. A one year relationship didn’t just vanish. Her mind
kept replaying moments over and over again…

“Hey, do you guys know what you want to
order?”

Alyx looked up from her menu and her heart
faltered for a moment at the handsome waiter’s gorgeous grin. She
smiled shyly and tucked her hair behind her ear. “Um… what would
you suggest?”

“A date with me,” he stated.

She ignored the sharp jab in her side from
Javan’s elbow and the snickers of her friends at the table. She
stared at the waiter and glanced briefly at his name tag. Rick… She
cleared her throat. “Excuse me?” she asked, her voice going up in
surprise.

He grinned again and knelt down next to her
chair, resting his elbow nonchalantly on the table and letting his
amber eyes slide over her face in appreciation. “Sorry, I don’t
tend to blurt stuff out like that.” He gave a nervous chuckle.
“You’re just so beautiful. I couldn’t help it.”

There were more snickers and she felt her
cheeks flush a bright shade of red. “How about you just give me
some pasta and we’ll see how the night progresses?”

Javan let out a loud peal of laughter and
Rick gave Alyx a beguiling smile. “Sounds like a good start.” He
stood and pulled his order pad out of his pocket. “But don’t hold
it against me if the food sucks. That’s not my job.” He winked at
her.

“And it is your job to flirt with the
customers?” she teased.

He shrugged and gave her a boyish look.
“Only the really cute ones…”

She shook her head. That had been the moment
that started it all. She’d thought he was so charming. His boyish
mannerisms had been what had drawn her to him… Too bad it had all
been a ploy…

Her eyes widened in surprise as she came out
the backstage door after her show, laughing with Javan and a few
other cast members. Rick was there! He was leaning suavely against
the building, a black jacket clinging to his slender frame. She
grinned in elation. He had never come to see her before! She ran to
him and he caught her in a warm embrace. “What are you doing here?”
she cried.

“I realized I’d never seen you at work
before,” he answered. “I wanted to watch my beautiful girl in the
spotlight.”

She gazed up at him in adoration. “Why
didn’t you tell me you were coming?”

He smiled and touched her cheek softly. “I
wanted to surprise you.”

“Hey Alyx, we’re all going out to get some
ice cream. You guys want to come?” Javan asked. He stuffed his
hands in his pockets and gave them both a warm smile.

Rick’s arm went possessively around Alyx’s
waist and he pulled her up against him. “I was going to take Alyx
somewhere,” he said. “So she’ll just have to go with you some other
time.”

Javan frowned, and he met Alyx’s eyes. She
grinned and snuggled next to her Boyfriend…

Alyx rolled her eyes. Javan had picked up on
the signals before she had. That had been several months into their
relationship and she had been hopelessly naïve. She’d thought he
was so handsome and such a gentleman. And, she really had believed
that he’d loved her. He’d been very convincing. She snorted. Yeah,
loved her like a possession, maybe. Javan had seen it. Why hadn’t
she?

“What were you doing with him,
Alyx?”

His voice was furious with an edge she had
never heard before. She blinked in bewilderment, not understanding
his anger. “We just went out, baby. That’s all. We went shoe
shopping.” She laughed a little, thinking the entire conversation
was kind of silly. Why was he jealous of Javan, of all people? He
was her best friend!

His lip curled into a snarl, and he
approached her with menace. “You were gone all day!”

She retreated a step and realized that he
had backed her against the wall. “Well…we went to a movie and then
got something to eat…”

“I don’t want you seeing him again,” he
declared.

She laughed because she couldn’t believe
those words had just come out of his mouth. “Excuse me, Javan has
been a part of my life a lot longer than you have! He’s my best
friend and I’m not going to ditch him because you’re jealous!” Her
head jerked to the side as the flat of his hand met her cheek with
a force that made her ears ring. She stared ahead for a moment,
completely stunned. Slowly, she brought her hand up to her cheek to
ease the stinging and met his eyes, shocked and hurt.

Almost instantly, his facial expression
morphed from one of anger and malice to one of grief and concern.
“Oh baby, I’m sorry.” He reached out and touched her hair. “I
didn’t mean it, baby.” He pulled her into his arms and held her,
murmuring his apology over and over again…

And so it began. There had been many more
times after that, and she’d always just taken it. He’d made it
sound like it was her fault, like he was justified in some way.
I’m sorry, baby, but you just made me so mad. Why do you like to
provoke me? Do you like making me this angry? I don’t like hurting
you, baby, but you need to learn to not make me so mad… She
shuddered as she remembered those words. She’d left him once, but
he had tracked her down and practically begged her to take him
back. He swore that he would never hit her again, that he loved her
with all of his heart and would never want to hurt her… Yeah right.
It had just gotten worse after that. He’d tried to seduce her,
which hadn’t gone over well, and he’d beat her up for not wanting
to sleep with him. And, for several months after that she had just
sat by and endured it while he smacked her around whenever he
wanted to and called her abhorrent names.

Alyx sighed and put her head in her hand,
entangling her fingers in her hair. He was a demon in disguise; she
knew that, and it was sick that she missed him, sick that she’d
actually been depraved enough to think about calling him earlier
that day… But the person she had known was not the person who kept
hurting her. He was not the man she had loved. She missed that
person. The boyish, flirtatious man she had met at the restaurant.
Where had he gone? When had he been replaced by someone so
horrible? She wiped at an unwelcome tear and jumped as the phone
rang suddenly. She frowned. It was probably Javan. He had been
calling her all day.

She picked up the phone and rolled her eyes.
“Pizza Hut.”

“Oh…um, I’m sorry,” a soft voice murmured. “I
think I called the wrong number.”

Alyx’s eyes widened. “Wait!” she exclaimed.
“I’m sorry, I thought you were someone else.”

“I’m looking for someone named Alyx.”

She drew her breath in involuntarily. The
voice on the other end was gentle, like a quiet breeze. It
captivated her, soothed her, and she found herself wanting to
listen to it forever. All of the tension and pain she had just been
feeling dissolved at the sound of the whispering voice on the other
end. “This is Alyx Oncidezzerro.”

“Miss Oncidezzerro… This is Maxim deBoer. I’m
Jeff’s brother.”

She smiled. “Oh hello. You’re coming to see
the concert with us?”

“Yes… What do I need to bring with me?”

“Luggage is preferable,” she joked. Silence.
She sighed. “Bring whatever you like. We’ll be gone for about a
week and a half. We’re going on a road trip.”

“When are we leaving?”

“Next Friday.”

“Where should I meet you?”

She thought for a moment. “Let’s say at
Alex’s house. We’re taking Javan’s car, and he lives there.”

“Alex is your brother?” he questioned.

“Yes,” she said with a giggle. “I don’t
usually take to talking about myself in the third person.”

“What time?”

“Noon-ish sound all right?”

“Yes. Thank you.”

“I’ll see you then.”

“Thank you, Miss Oncidezzerro. Have a
pleasant day.”

Alyx raised her eyebrows in surprise as she
heard the phone hang up. His manners were amazing. No one had
wished her a pleasant day in… Well, never. She sat back in her
chair and glanced at the picture she had of her and Rick sitting on
her table. They had gone snowboarding and were all dressed up in
their gear. He had his arm around her and they were both grinning
like a storybook couple. She stared at it for a minute, then went
and turned it face down with a scowl.

What she really wanted to do was hurl it
against the wall and watch it shatter, but she decided that
probably wouldn’t be the best course of action to take. Violence
never got anyone anywhere. She knew that firsthand. She went around
to every other picture she had of him and either took them off the
wall or turned them face down, as well. She could always take the
pictures out and burn them. That might be therapeutic…

She decided to make herself some tea instead
and take a hot bath. That would probably be the best choice. She
put on the tea kettle and smiled as she thought of Maxim again. She
liked his voice.

 


* * * *

 


Maxim let out a deep breath. That hadn’t been
too bad. He hadn’t died or anything. Although, if he kept all these
people straight it would be a miracle. Go to Alex’s house to meet
Alyx and…Javan, right?

He shook his head, yawned and left the front
desk to go stock books. Barrett had been harping on him all day. He
would worry about this trip later… Like, the day before should
suffice. If he worried about it now he would only give himself
ulcers.

 


 



Chapter Four

 


 


Maxim really didn’t know how long he’d spent
staring into the mirror. It had been a while. He wasn’t even sure
why he kept staring into the mirror. What did he care what he
looked like? He’d put some gel in his brown locks, which succeeded
in making his otherwise completely disheveled mass of hair look
like a stylish disheveled mass of hair. He’d packed one suitcase
and a backpack. The suitcase contained clothing and other traveling
necessities. The backpack contained enough reading material to last
him his entire life.

He finally managed to tear himself away from
the mirror and stand up. He heard a knock and instantly felt
nauseous. He went to the door and opened it to his brother who
stood there in his leather jacket and black shades.

“Hey bro, ready to go?” Jeff asked.

“No,” Maxim replied miserably.

Jeff bent and picked up Maxim’s bag. “Good.
Let’s go then.” He started down the hallway.

Maxim sighed and slung his backpack over his
shoulder. He would never forgive Jeff for this.

 


* * * *

 


Alyx threw her bag into Javan’s trunk and
grinned at him as she leaned against the back door. “Soon we’ll be
free!”

Javan smiled and touched her now healed eye.
“Just us and the open road,” he said. “And five Bleeding Passion
tickets!”

She giggled. “This is going to be great!
Where are we going to go first?”

He shrugged. “Who cares? Just so long as we
have a good time!” He turned back to make sure everything was
arranged in the trunk.

Alyx turned away from her friend and let out
a large sigh, allowing her smile to fade for the moment. She didn’t
want Javan to know that she was feeling anything but excitement and
happiness. She didn’t want him to know that she still felt kind of
broken inside.

“Alyx!”

She immediately plastered the smile back onto
her lips and turned to face the front door of Alexi’s house. She
saw her brother emerge, dressed in his regular suit and tie, and
waved.

Alexi swaggered over to Alyx and caught her
in an embrace. “I have to get to the office,” he said. “Have fun,
sweetie. Be good, ok?”

She grinned and kissed her brother on the
cheek. “Always. I’ll see you in a week or so. Don’t work too
hard.”

He nodded. “Call me when you get to your
first stop. I love you.” He turned. “Oh, and Alyx?” She frowned and
he grinned. “Slay the beast.”

She returned his smile. “And shine like the
coming dawn.”

He nodded and winked at her.

She could never hide anything from her
brother. He always knew what she was feeling. He knew she was still
hurting. “Slay the beast and shine like the coming dawn” had been a
phrase they had used since childhood. Alexi had been Alyx’s
favorite playmate, and together they had made up grand stories and
adventures. Alexi had made up that line while Alyx was facing a
terrible, fire-breathing dragon that was going to eat Javan if she
didn’t stop it. At the time, the dragon had been the dryer and
Javan had been placidly minding his own business, but the saying
had stuck. It was something they still said to one another to
encourage, to let the other know that they believed each other
invincible.

“Take good care of Maxim,” Alexi called back
to Javan, rolling his eyes. “I still can’t believe he agreed to
go.”

Jeff’s car suddenly came to a screeching halt
in front of Alexi’s house and Jeff jumped out, waving at everyone.
He grinned and pulled a suitcase out of the back seat. “Hey guys!
You all ready to go?”

Alyx grinned and gave an enthusiastic
nod.

“Dude!” Javan shouted. “Do you know who’s
touring with Bleeding Passion?”

Jeff shook his head.

“Fat Stinky!” he exclaimed in glee.

Alexi frowned. “That is the most bizarre name
I have ever heard,” he muttered, getting into his car. “Come on,
Jeff. We gotta go.”

Jeff nodded. “Have fun, everyone!” He got
back in the driver’s seat and frowned when he saw Maxim still
sitting in the passenger seat. He sighed. “Get out, Maxim!” he
demanded. “Come on, man. Even a turtle doesn’t get ahead until he
sticks his neck out.”

Maxim frowned. “I’m going to get out just to
escape that comment,” he muttered, forcing himself out of the
car.

Jeff grinned. “Have a good time!” With that,
he shifted gears and sped off, leaving Maxim standing in the dust
his back tires kicked up.

“Hey Maxim!” Alexi called as he drove past
also.

Maxim did his best to smile and wave as Alexi
disappeared down the road, leaving him there with his backpack as
his only friend and ally. He swallowed and turned, glancing up at
the two people loading the car. His heart was up in his throat and
beating like a tom-tom. This may just kill him. Jeff had sentenced
him to death. He shifted uncomfortably.

“Hi there.”

He almost jumped completely out of his skin.
His eyes went to the owner of the voice and his breath drew in
sharply. Tall, slender, creamy white skin, black hair streaked with
crimson… Shining, beautiful, silky black hair. The crimson only
made it more attractive.

She glanced at her friend and walked over to
Maxim. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to startle you.”

The goddess spoke! Maxim blinked and managed
to close his mouth before he started to drool. She pushed her
sunglasses up onto her head, revealing stunning green eyes, and she
flashed him a grin that outdazzled the sun. He swore he stopped
breathing altogether.

Alyx frowned a bit. Was he mute? Was he
alive? Did she need to prod him with a stick? She thrust her hand
forward. “I’m Alyx,” she announced. “Alyx Oncidezzerro.”

He blinked a few times as sense slowly seemed
to return to him. “Oh, I spoke to you on the phone. Right.” He
cleared his throat and shook her hand slowly. “M-Maxim,” he
stammered. “I’m Maxim deBoer.” He tried his best to give her what
she expected was a charming smile, but it came off rather weak.

Alyx smiled. He was very handsome, but in a
different way than his flashy brother. He reminded her of the
college professor you secretly lusted after. “You can go ahead and
load your things into the car,” she said. “We’ll leave as soon as I
make sure everything’s locked and unplugged in Alexi’s house.” She
didn’t miss the petrified look in his eyes, and she gave his
shoulder a reassuring squeeze. Alexi had told her that Maxim was
very shy. It must be difficult for him to go on a trip with
complete strangers.

“Hey, Javan!” she called. Javan, who had been
checking out his tires, looked up. Alyx frowned, then chuckled to
herself at his expression. Sometimes he managed to look completely
like a confused cow. “Come here!” she demanded. “You’re being
rude!” Javan was there in a few long-legged strides. “This is
Maxim,” she introduced. “Be nice and load his bags.”

He looked at Maxim and grinned. “Sure!” he
exclaimed, flopping an arm around Maxim’s shoulders.

Maxim jumped a little, then closed his eyes
as if to compose himself.

“I’m Javan!” he announced. “How’re you doing,
Maxim?”

Alyx saw Maxim pale and she glanced up at her
friend. “Don’t…frighten him, Javan,” she warned.

He looked appalled. “I would never…”

She laughed and squeezed Maxim’s shoulder
again. “Don’t worry,” she assured, “sometimes he frightens
me. I’ll be right back.” She sauntered back into the house,
giving him a wink as she did so.

“Maxim, you’re not looking so good,” Javan
observed.

Maxim looked up at him, hoping to convey a
“help and get me out of here” expression.

Javan laughed. “Come on. Let’s get you in the
car before you ralph or something.”

Maxim nodded mechanically and was ushered
over to the car by Javan, who took his bag and loaded it into the
trunk. He winked and grinned as he shut it. “We don’t need you
trying to make a break for it,” he teased.

Maxim swallowed as he watched his suitcase
get eaten up by the trunk and disappear from sight. He was feeling
sicker by the minute. “C-Can I have a glass of water or something?”
he asked feebly. His throat felt like Death Valley.

Javan nodded. “Yeah, go on in and get one
before Alyx locks up.”

He made a slow turn and headed inside. He
managed to find a glass in the kitchen and took a long drink of
water, leaning back against the counter as he did so. His eyes
involuntarily wandered around the layout of the house. It was
something he couldn’t help. He took in everywhere he went, logging
pieces of description away in his memory to use as ammo for later
story ideas.

The house was actually pretty barren. White
stucco walls and beige carpet. There was a large fireplace in the
living room with a brown leather couch and a chair that matched.
There was also an entertainment center and a glass coffee table.
The dining room had a large, round, wooden table that was strewn
with a laptop, empty coffee mugs and potato chip bags, as well as
numerous papers. He smiled a little. It was apparent that was where
Alexi did most of his work.

With a sigh, Maxim finished his water and
decided to make use of the bathroom while he was in there. Who knew
when a rest stop would be, and his nerves were wreaking havoc on
his bladder. He left the kitchen and went to locate it.

 


* * * *

 


Alyx sat on the bed in Javan’s room. Just sat
there. She’d gone in to make sure that he’d unplugged the shaver in
his bathroom and had sat down on the bed. She felt so tired, but
she didn’t know what she was tired from. She had a small idea that
it had something to do with the fact that she kept smiling at
everyone and insisting she was fine, when she was anything but. She
kept having nightmares about Rick, and memories of him plagued her
throughout her day. The bad memories made her sick, and the good
ones made her sick at heart. She just couldn’t figure out what her
problem was. Why couldn’t she just get over it? The guy was a
monster. Why did she dwell on memories of him at all?

Because you really thought he loved you, you
sick freak.

She gave a dry chuckle as her own thoughts
answered her. Yeah, well there was always that. He had been so
charming in the beginning, like a romance novel hero. Dashing and
charismatic. She had written off his possessiveness as a fierce
need to protect her, but she realized now that she had just been
delusional. She’d always had some sick Prince Charming complex, and
she had wanted him to be that for her so badly that she’d just
glossed over all the warning signs. She was such a pathetic
fool.

She sighed and shook her head. She looked
around as if remembering where she was. What was she doing in
there? Having a therapy session with herself? Javan probably
thought she was never coming out, and Maxim had probably died of a
heart attack by now. What was she thinking, leaving him out there
for an extended period of time with Javan? Alone, no less. That was
a sure way to get him to never go out in public again.

She stood, gave one more quick look around
the room and started out the door, ramming right into someone who
had just come in. She screamed and jumped back, making the other
person jump as well.

Maxim’s nerves spasmed at her shrill shriek
of surprise. He instinctively reached out to place his hands on her
shoulders. His heart hammered so loud that he could actually hear
it in his ears, and he drew in a deep, calming breath.

Alyx looked up at him and let her breath out
slowly. “Maxim,” she rasped, “you scared me half to death.”

He gave a sheepish smile and looked down.
“I’m sorry. I was just looking for the bathroom.”

She gave a slightly forced-sounding giggle.
“Well, Javan’s room is a hog wallow, but it’s not the bathroom.
Although, it does kinda smell like one.”

Maxim gave a small, breathy chuckle and
looked up at her. Her body was rigid, and he realized that he was
still holding onto her. His cheeks flamed and he immediately
removed his hands.

Alyx smiled at his obvious awkwardness and
she pointed to the door on the right. “There’s the bathroom.”

He nodded, still keeping his eyes away from
hers. “Thanks.” He escaped into the room and let out a relieved
breath. Alone, at last. He closed his eyes and tried to calm his
nerves. When he got over the feeling that he was going to
hyperventilate, he left the bathroom and went back outside, where
Javan was leaning up against the car, waiting.

Javan frowned. “You’re looking kinda nasty,
Maxim,” he remarked.

Maxim took a deep breath and glanced up at
him. “Can I just—” he pointed to the back seat, “—you know,
ralphing and all that.”

Javan grinned. “Yeah, man. Go ahead and get
in. It’s unlocked.”

Maxim hurried into the car, clutching his
backpack to his chest as if it was the only thing keeping him
alive. He could still feel the warmth of Alyx’s skin on his hands.
That was weird. Her skin had been so soft…

“Hey,” Javan said through the open window,
“you need a bucket or something?”

Maxim smiled tremulously and shook his
head.

“You sure?” he prodded. “’Cause I don’t want
chunkage decorating my car.”

Maxim’s smile grew slightly, and Javan
grinned.

“We ready?” Alyx’s voice came.

“Sure are,” Javan replied. “We are gone!”

“I’m driving,” she declared. Javan tossed her
the keys and hopped into the passenger seat. She started the car
and turned in her seat to look at Maxim. “You ok?”

Maxim’s heart made a small lurch, and he
swallowed hard. Geez…she was so beautiful. He nodded slowly.
“Look,” he said, “I’m not really into this kinda thing. I’m
uh—“

“I know,” Alyx interrupted. “Alex told me.”
She pushed her glasses up so that Maxim could see her eyes. She
smiled. “You don’t need to worry about anything, Maxim. Javan and I
will do our best to make you as comfortable as possible.”

He sighed. “I haven’t been around a whole lot
of people…a lot.” He frowned, feeling like an idiot. What kind of
stupid sentence had he just rattled out? Writer? Yeah right. He
couldn’t even formulate a coherent thought.

Alyx retained her warm smile. “That’s all
right. Being shy isn’t a crime.”

He raised an eyebrow. “Shy? I’m socially
inept.”

She giggled. “I’m sure you’ll be just fine.”
Her cheek dimpled as she smiled wider and turned back in her
seat.

Maxim sighed and sat back against his seat,
releasing the death grip on his bag just slightly.

Alyx steered the car out of the driveway, and
Javan let out a monstrous cackle that made Maxim jump.

“This rocks!” he shouted. “Man, I am so in
need of a vacation!”

“Um…where exactly are we going?” Maxim
murmured.

“Wherever the road takes us!” Alyx laughed.
“Anywhere away from here.” Javan patted her on the shoulder and
they pulled out on the open road.

Maxim swallowed and concentrated on looking
out the window. If he just looked out the window maybe everything
would not seem quite so terrifying… Maybe.

 


 



Chapter Five

 


 


Maxim had managed to scrunch himself up
against the door and use his bag as a barrier between him and the
rest of the human race. He’d put his headphones on and started
listening to some calming rock music, thus blocking out the people
and the road that was separating him from everything safe he had
ever known. Because of this, he had actually managed to get through
about five pages of Thoreau. Reading about the tranquility of
Walden Pond relaxed him somewhat, and he no longer felt like a
spring coiled so tight it was about to snap. He leaned his head
against the window and sighed.

Smiling, he watched the trees whiz past.
Oregon had so many trees. It was like a thick, soft blanket… He
blinked. That was good. That was the first shred of decent
description he had come up with in…geez, who knew how long. He
concentrated on the denseness of the foliage, trying to find the
right words to convey the way they interweaved with one another.
They almost resembled a barrier, like he could step into those
trees and emerge in a different world, a different time. His smile
grew. They were—

Maxim’s thoughts completely fled as metal
music suddenly invaded his ears at a decibel not preferable. He
grasped for his CD player and stabbed at the buttons until he
succeeded in changing the song. What was Metallica doing on his
Sting album? His frown deepened at the start up of the next song.
Now he had George Straight twangin’ away at him? He switched the
song again and all but screamed aloud. He yanked his headphones off
with a frustrated snarl. The Backstreet Boys? He flipped open his
CD player and sighed when he saw that the CD had been burned by
Jeff. He had forgotten about that. He supposed his brother thought
he was funny. That was the last time he ever asked Jeff for a
favor. Not that he had anything against Metallica or George
Straight, but not on his Sting CD! The Backstreet Boys were all
fine and good also, if he was fifteen.
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