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One

I often used to wish that things had been dire.entT mhat 
yl fayipl had been haBBl and whopeT ,ut now' Ivce zoye 
to the .eapikation that wishfup thinAing sopces nothingT 
Fpp lou zan do is yaAe the best of lou. zi.zuystanzes and 
t.l not to pet the da.A' twisted thing bo.n of ha.d tiyes 
taAe oce.T !o. onze it begins to decou. lou' the.e yal not 

be enough peft to zoye bazAT

- The Diary of Jackson Archer

My chest heaved a sigh of relief at seeing my father's car pulling up 
the driveway through our living room window.

The clock read -veAthirty. z pinkish habe cast a Jeautiful evening 
glow in the distance as if to solidify the sentiment.

Tonight will be a good night.
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C ruJJed at my wristsD ignoring the slight twinge of pain the action 
Jrought me. They were still raw and discolored from two nights ago 
when my dad had come home past eight. 

Those were the Jad nights.
My fatherD "avid zrcherD walked along the narrow concrete pathA

way toward our small singleAwide moJile home parked on half an acre. 
My eyes went wide as they caught sight of a Jrown paper Jag with 
yellow arches clutched in his hand.

A really good night!
qMomD MomD he Jrought Mc"onald'sDq C sjuealed with delightD 

running toward the kitchen.
My mother stopped drying a dish and gave me a tired smile.
qThat's greatD hunDq she said. Eer sleeves were rolled upD showing 

Jruises vaguely in the shape of a hand.
C averted my eyesD not wanting to think aJout what had caused 

them. CnsteadD C imagined the smells of greasy fries and Jurgers wafting 
from the Jag as my father entered the house.

qC Jrought dinnerDq he called out. My mother wincedD pulling down 
the sleeves of her sweater. "ad didn't like seeing the things he'd done 
on the Jad nights.

znticipation Jegan to JuJJle within me. TakeAout food was a rare 
treat.

C hurried over to himD and he handed me the Jag with a gentle smile. 
C grinned. This was my real dad. Got the man who'd come home drunk 
after a Jad day at work.

Mom ?oined us at the taJleD looking as though she was trying to hide 
her discomfort.

C took a fry and dipped it into ketchupD hoping to Jreak the silence 
with some small talk.

qEow was workD "adRq C askedD trying to sound nonchalant.
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qCt was -neD other than having to work on a KundayDq he grunted 
Jefore taking a Jite of his Jurger. qxut the overtime pay was worth itD 
and C think xoJJy is -nally noticing all the hard work C'm putting in 
at the site. znd a new foreman position opened up. They're choosing 
someone to -ll the role Sriday. Ct's Jetween me and another guyD Jut C 
have seniority.q

C noddedD taking another fry and savoring the salty taste.
qThat's great3 C'm sure you'll get it.q C gave an encouraging thumJs 

up.
zfter thatD the conversation died as we ate. The only sounds came 

from the rustling of paper Jags and the occasional slurp of soda.
My mother's eyes darted nervously around the room as if searching 

for something to say. GowadaysD she always seemed anWiousD and C 
wished C could do something to make her feel Jetter.

xut then my father spoke upD Jreaking the silence. qEeyD kiddoD C've 
got a surprise for you.q

C looked up from my foodD my heart racing. Kurprises were even 
rarer than takeout dinners.

qC got tickets to 4hirl 4orld for neWt Katurday to celeJrate the 
promotionDq he saidD grinning Jroadly. q4e'll go as a family.q

C could hardly contain my eWcitement. C'd never Jeen to an amuseA
ment park Jefore. qThank youD "ad3q C eWclaimedD ?umping up and 
hugging him.

Sor a momentD C forgot the Jeatings on me and mom. The times 
he'd graJ my wrists and shake me so hardD C thought they'd snap.

C forgot the times he'd yell at me until C criedD the times C had to hide 
in my room until he passed out.

C forgot the Jruises and when C had to lie to the teachers at school 
aJout them.
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4e even had to move after child protective services came Jecause 
they didn't Jelieve me when C said C'd fallen. C lied then too.

xut in this momentD with the promise of an amusement park tripD 
everything seemed okay.

My father chuckled and ru*ed my hair. qznything for my little 
dudeDq he said.

My mother managed a small smileD and C could see the fear in her 
eyes receding. MayJe tonight really was a good night.

zs we -nished our meal and cleaned upD my eWcitement for the 
amusement park trip grew. C couldn't wait to ride rollercoasters and 
eat carnival food.

The night passed Jy without incident. My father watched T5 while 
my mother and C cleaned up the kitchen. C could tell she was still tenseD 
Jut she kept a smile whenever she looked at me.

My father gave me a rough pat when it was time for Jed. q2et some 
restD sport.q

C nodded eagerly and ran to my room. C couldn't wait for it to Je 
Katurday. The faster C was asleepD the faster the week would go Jy.

zs C drifted o—D under my superhero coversD C couldn't help Jut feel 
grateful for my father. "espite the Jad nightsD he tried to make up for 
them in his own way.

xut as C closed my eyesD a small voice in the Jack of my head whisA
pered a warning.

"Don't get too comfortable. The pain will come again."
C pushed the thought away and focused on the eWcitement of the 

upcoming trip. Ct had Jeen a whileD Jut sleep came juickly.

666
The neWt morningD C woke up earlyD my heart racing with anticipaA

tion. The ridesD gamesD and food of 4hirl 4orld danced in my mindD 
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-lling me with giddy eWcitement. C practically Jounced out of Jed and 
hurried through my morning routineD eager to start the day.

zs C sat at the Jreakfast taJle eating cerealD my father looked at me 
with a rare softness in his eyes. qIou eWcitedD kiddoRq he asked.

C noddedD a grin spreading across my face. qIeahD "ad. C can't wait.q
Ee smiled Jack at me. q2ood. Iou deserve a fun day after all your 

hard work at school. znd C'm sorry for my temper the other night.q
qC know. Iou had a tough dayDq C noddedD then Jeamed at the 

compliment. My father didn't often praise meD so it meant a lot when 
he did.

zs we got ready to leaveD my mother pulled me aside. qNistenD 
YackieDq she saidD using her pet name for meD voice low. qC want you to 
Je careful todayD okayR znd...try not to get your hopes up aJout this 
weekend.q

C frownedD not understanding what she meant. q4hy notRq C asked.
Khe hesitated Jefore answering. qYust...sometimes things don't go 

as planned. xut C promise C'll make it up to you if it doesn't work out. 
Gow hurry to your JusD or you'll miss it.q

C noddedD still confused Jut too eWcited for this weekend to dwell 
on it.

The Jus stop was aJout a juarter of a mile down the road7a 
perfectly walkaJle distance for a tenAyearAold. The FctoJer air was 
chillyD and a low fog covered the groundD oJscuring anything more 
than a doben feet away.

C said goodJye to my parents and headed down the path towards 
the Jus stop. The fog was thicker than C'd eWpectedD Jut C knew the 
way Jy heart.

qEeyDq C waved to YessicaD a girl who lived on a farm a few minutes 
down the road from me. Khe and C were the only two for the stop.

qEeyDq she replied. q"o anything fun this weekendR
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My mind 9ashed to Sriday nightD to the stoneAhard grip on my 
wrists as C faced my drunken father's fury.

C shook my headD not wanting to Jring up the Jad memories. qGot 
reallyDq C lied. qEow aJout youRq

Khe shrugged. qYust took care of the animals. Gothing too eWciting.q
4e chatted until the Jus arrivedD and C climJed on.
qMy dad said he's taking me to 4hirl 4orld neWt KaturdayDq C told 

Yessica as we sat down together.
qThat's awesome. C went there once when C was little. "on't reA

memJer muchD Jut it was fun. They have a ride that spins you so fast 
it makes people throw up. C heard there's a warning on it now and 
everythingDq Yessica said.

C laughedD imagining the ride. qKounds intenseDq C saidD eWcited at the 
thought of riding it.

The Jus ride was uneventfulD and soon we arrived at school. C spent 
the day in a habe of anticipationD Jarely aJle to focus on my classes. 
zll C could think aJout was the amusement park and the possiJility 
of riding the Jiggest and fastest rides.

zfter my last classD C ran towards the JusD my Jackpack Jouncing 
against my Jack with each stride. C was so caught up in my daydreams 
that C didn't hear the teacher's voice calling after me. Khe graJJed me 
Jy the armD and C cried out from the suddenD uneWpected pain.

qYacksonD what... what happened to your armsRq
The teacher's eyes widenedD and then her eWpression turned conA

cerned as she saw the purple and yellow Jruises that decorated them. 
My mind raced as C tried to come up with a story.

qFhD thisR ;mD it happened over the weekendDq C saidD trying to 
sound casual. qC was walking through the forest near my houseD and 
C got attacked Jy a dragon. Klayed himD though. 2oing to have zrmor 
made from his hide.q
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The teacher looked at me with disJelief and concern Jut seemed to 
accept my story.

qxoysDq she snorted and shook her headD then sent me on my way 
with a reminder to Je more careful when playing outside.

C Jreathed a sigh of relief as C climJed onto the JusD grateful my 
teacher didn't ask any more juestions. C sat Jeside YessicaD and a sense 
of normalcy returned. 4e chatted aJout our day as the Jus made its 
way down the winding roads towards our homes.

"ad didn't Jring fast food that nightD Jut he came straight home 
from work. Mom made meatloaf and sweet potato mash. The rest of 
the week went Jy much the same. Ct was tough to tell whether it went 
Jy in a Jlur or took forever. Kometimes it was Joth.

Sriday cameD and that was one of the forever days. C was so giddy for 
tomorrow that time seemed slow.

4hen the -nal Jell rangD C darted out of my seat and rushed toward 
the JusesD eager to get home and get the day over with.

Ct was a little after four when C walked into the kitchen to greet my 
mother.

Khe was pulling a cake out of the oven.
Must be to celebrate Dad's promotion.
The delicious smell -lled the air.
The cake was red velvetD its familiar coloring a welcome sight. C 

could see the 9ecks of vanilla Jean in the Jatter.
q4owD MomD that looks amabing3q C eWclaimedD admiring the cake 

with a wide grin.
Khe chuckled. qCt's your dad's favorite. C thought we could celeJrate 

tonight.q
C nodded enthusiastically. qThat sounds great3q



YzI MCHEzLN GC2ET0

xut the night wore onD and "ad still wasn't home. Mom grew 
increasingly concernedD Jut she tried to keep a Jrave face for me. The 
minutes passed Jy slowlyD dragging on for what felt like hours.

SinallyD at nineAthirteenD C heard the sound of a car engine outside. 
My heart sank as my father pulled into the driveway. Ee stumJled out 
of the vehicle and made his way toward the door with unsteady steps.

My mother greeted him with a hug as he stepped insideD Jut he 
pushed her away and slurred a curse.

qC'm sorry honeyD Jut C made a red velvet cake... you're favoriteDq she 
saidD trying to sound upJeatD Jut C could hear a juiver in her voice.

"ad's face twisted in a rage as he looked at the cake.
qIou think C care aJout that right nowR C didn't get the promotion3q
Ee roaredD his -st slamming down on the counter. Mom stepped 

Jack in surprise and fear as "ad spun around to face me.
qznd you3 Iou're a worthless piece of nothing3 Yust like your mothA

er3q Ee screamedD his eyes wild with fury.
My stomach churned as he advanced towards me. 
z sharp cry JuJJled up in my chest as his -ngers clamped down 

on my wristD sjueebing so hard C was sure the Jones would Jreak. Eis 
hand liftedD and C 9inched in anticipation of the strike he was aJout to 
land on me for the imagined o—ense.

xut Jefore he could reach meD my mother stepped forward and 
placed herself Jetween us.

qGo3 Ktop it3q Khe said -rmlyD her voice cracking with emotion. 
qC've had enough of thisD "avid3 4e're moving out. C've already made 
arrangements with my sister. C7C wanted to let Yackie have fun at 
the amusement park. znd like the idiot C amD C Jaked you your faA
vorite cakeD hoping if mayJe you got the promotionD you'd -nally stop 
drinking yourself to death.q
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qIou made arrangementsR3q My dad seethed through gritted teeth. 
Eis -sts clenchedD and his face turned red. Ee raised his arm to strike 
my motherD Jut she didn't 9inch. C could see the fear in her eyesD Jut 
she stood her ground as "ad Jrought down his arm with full force.

The sound of Jone smashing against skin rang out as he struck her 
and sent her sprawling across the 9oor. 4ith a sickening thudD her 
head slammed into the corner of the counter on the way down. Khe 
lay there motionless.

C rushed over to my mom's sideD my heart pounding with terror as 
C tried to rouse her. xut it was no useH her Jody was limp and still.

No. This—this isn't real...
qMomR Mom3q C shouted.
Eer head lolled to the side. z small pool of Jlood grew Jeneath her.
qMFM3q
Tears spilled down my cheeks as C shook herD pleading.
Khe didn't respond. My vision Jlurred as tears poured down my 

face.
qGoDq C soJJed. qMomD no. !leaseD no.q
ThenD a certain numJer popped into my head. Fne that had Jeen 

drilled into me Jy T5D my parentsD and every class C'd ever had.
q4e have to call GII3q
C ran over to the phone and dialed the numJer juicklyD my -ngers 

shaking as they 9ew across the numJers. qEelloR 4e need an amJuA
lance. My mom is hurtDq C Jreathed into the receiver as my tears spilled.

C don't know what C eWpected to happen. MayJe for the people on 
the other side of the phone to tell me they would send help right away. 
MayJe for a doctor to appear and heal my mother. xut none of that 
happened.

z voice crackled through the line. qCs your mother JreathingRq
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C pulled my mother's Jody into my chest. Khe was still warmD Jut 
she didn't seem to Je Jreathing.

qGoD she's not JreathingDq C whispered. My voice was weak and 
erratic.

qFkayD C need you to start H!O right nowDq The person instructed.
C listened as she eWplained what to do.
C would press down on my mother's chestD hardD like the people on 

T5 didD and then Jreathe into her mouth.
C started to compress my mother's chestD feeling the Jones and 

tissues give way slightly Jeneath my hands.
Ct was all so surreal.
C couldn't Jelieve this was happening.
zs C continued to perform H!OD C watched as my father slumped 

down on the couchD his head in his hands.
zfter what felt like an eternityD the front door Jurst openD and two 

LMTs rushed inD their ejuipment Jags slung over their shoulders.
q4hat happened hereRq Fne of them askedD scanning the room.
qMy dad hit my momD and she fell and hit her headDq C eWplained 

Jreathlessly as they took over performing H!O.
That was the -nal honest thing C ever said aJout my life or how my 

mom died. Ct hit me then. Earder than any Jlow C'd ever taken from 
my father. C knew deep down it was he who killed her. xut it might as 
well have Jeen me.

My motherD Maryann zrcherD was strong. Khe had stood tall in the 
face of his wrath and tried to protect me. Eer warnings echoed in 
my headD as did the anWiousness C'd noticed the past week. Khe'd Jeen 
making plans to escape the cycle of pain our lives had Jecome.

znd when faced with a similar choiceD C lied. C always lied.
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The teachersD social servicesD and even Yessica had given me conA
cerned looks in the past. There were so many opportunities to tell the 
truth.

And if I had…
The LMTs worked on my motherD Jut it was too late. Khe was gone.
C watched as they covered her with a sheetD then took me away from 

the areaD stating it was a crime scene. 
!olice came shortly after. My dad was taken away in handcu—sD 

Jut C didn't feel any relief. zll C felt was a crushing sense of guilt and 
despair.

C was truly alone.



Two

A lie is just a way to escape, in one way or another. 

-Jackson Archer

"Narnia? That's where you're from?" The beautiful brunette asked 
with an incredulous look. Her name was Stacy. "Sounds made up."

"No, seriously. I grew up there. It's north of Iceland. The animals 
talk and everything," I replied.

"How is that possible?" Stacy asked, arching an eyebrow and shak-
ing her head. A small smile formed on her lips, and I chuckled, my 
laughter sounding strained and sharp to my ears. My wrists tingled 
with discomfort in response to the —b, something that always hap-
pened when I liedRwhich was often for a compulsive liar.

zesisting the urge to rub at them, I said, "It's a diOerent world. If 
you go to the place where the froFen waterfall meets the ocean, you can 
pass through a portal that takes you there. There's this lion that helps 
guide you through it."



AzMLz LE KIPS SNPA! 1PP!3 WY

"Jow. So, is that where you learned to do magic?" Stacy asked, 
leaning in closer with one eyebrow raised.

"jeah. I can make all kinds of spells and potions," I replied with a 
smirk.

She sighed. "Are you ever going to tell me anything honest about 
yourself, qack Armor?"

Lur faces were inches apart. Her maroon lipstick was particularly 
fetching this evening. This was date number three, and she'd wanted 
to come over. Je ran into each other at a coOee shop while I was in 
town for a couple of weeks. It was easy to tell she was honestRone of 
the good ones.

The chef I'd hired had left after making us a delicious meal. Now, 
it was Bust the two of us. That was the third time she'd asked that 
Cuestion since we met.

Why does everyone care so much about the past?
Truthfully, I preferred the women who were only after me because 

of my newfound fame and money. They didn't care about stuO like 
where I grew up or if they'd ever meet my family. 

Yet you've never dated anyone more than a few weeks, Jackie.
I gave a casual shrug and locked my gaFe with hers. The atmosphere 

seemed to shift between us.
"qack, you're a weird guy. I've never met anyone who Bust makes up 

craFy stories like you do." Stacy said, shaking her head. "I thought it 
was cute and Cuirky at —rst. Gut nowR" 

"That's what makes me so charming." I tried my best at a sly grin.
"I guess," she said, her eyes moving downward as if disappointed.
Stacy got up from the bed and smoothed her skirt. "It's  get-

ting late. I should probably head home now," she added, cracking a 
half-hearted smile. "Thank you for dinner."

Another one bites the dust.
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"Is everything okay?" I asked. Gut I knew why she was upset.
"jeah, I'm Bust sleepy," she lied. As someone who compulsively did 

it, spotting one was easy. She paused at the door and turned to me 
as if contemplating something. "I hope one day you'll open up to 
someone."

Me too. 
Then she left. 
Jith a sigh, I glanced at the clock, which read 0V55 p.m. Tomorrow 

was the —rst day of a big book signing tour that my publisher was 
throwing for my newest release. 

The city lights twinkled in the distance through large sliding glass 
doors. Sounds of cars honking and people yelling echoed through the 
night. The Kos Angeles Skyrise apartment the company had put me 
in was beautiful. Gut I missed the peace and Cuiet of my home in 
Jashington State.

Staring at the shining city, I couldn't help but feel a sense of empti-
ness. Pven with all the success and money, there was still... a void. A 
hole inside of me that couldn't be —lled.

"Armored Hearts," I snorted, looking at the stack of books in the 
corner of the room. It was a sci-— romance series I'd thought up in 
one of my desperate attempts to escape the tediousness of everyday 
life. Armored Hearts had miraculously blown up, making me one of 
the highest-earning authors in the world. It spawned several movies 
and even a Tx show. The books were about designer robots who 
gained sentience through a random accident and wanted relationships 
with their 'masters' and societal acceptance.

Jho knew there was a market for that?
I leaned back in my chair and rubbed my eyes, feeling the day's 

fatigue catch up. As much as I loved my Bob, sometimes it felt like a 
burden. The constant pressure to come up with new ideas, the long 
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hours of writing and editing, and the e7hausting book tours and sign-
ingsRespecially the last partRtook a toll on me.

Gut I couldn't stop. I was addicted to the rush of creating some-
thing newRsomething that people loved and appreciated and, more 
importantly, the escape it provided. The money didn't hurt either. 
That was something I'd never had. 

As I closed my eyes, memories of my childhood Dooded my mind. I 
remembered my mother's gentle smile, her laughter, and the warmth 
of her embrace. Gut with those memories came the pain of losing 
her. The guilt that I could have done something to save her. My chest 
started to feel heavy, and my heart pounded as that night began to 
replay in my mind. Greathing became di…cult, and I closed my eyes 
and tried to calm myself by focusing on the rise and fall of my chest. 

Soon, the panicked feeling began to recede, and I sighed, shaking 
my head and annoyed at myself that those thoughts came up at all. 
Jith a —nal e7hale, I e7pelled them like a puO of smoke. I grabbed my 
well-worn notebook and settled it on the desk before me. I took up my 
custom Cuill pen shaped like a sword, the only one I used for writing. 
The ink Dowed smoothly as I let it dance across the pages. The scritch 
of the nib against the paper was the only sound in the room. The act 
of writing was enough to calm my nerves and ease my mind.

After Botting a few ideas for a new story I was working on, some of 
which might be useful when the mood to write hit me, I pulled out 
my Bournal from the bottom right drawer.

Eor some reason, the Bournals were the only medium through 
which I could tell the truth. My one outlet where the real me could 
speak, and no one would ever have to see or meet him. Honestly, I had 
no idea who the real me was anymore. If any of the old qackson Archer 
was left, it was within these pages. I was qack Armor, a famed fantasy 



qAj MI4HAPK NI9HTW8

writer. I'd legally changed it as soon as I was able, not wanting to share 
my monster of a father's name. 

Several minutes later, I closed the Bournal, brieDy running my hand 
over its black leather face before putting it away.

I leaned back in my chair and stared at the cityscape once more. The 
emptiness inside me had only grown like a gaping black hole that hun-
grily consumed every distraction put in its path. I felt utterly alone. 
I needed something more. Something deeper and more meaning-
ful than the shallow relationships I'd been having. Gut what woman 
could be with a liar? 

My phone rang, bringing me out of my pity party. 
"Hello, Aunt Marie," I answered. "Jhat's up?" 
My mother's sister took me in after the incident. She was a saint and 

the only person who loved me despite my... issues. 
"qack, IR" Marie stopped like she had something to say but didn't 

know how. 
"Jhat is it, Aunt Marie?" I asked, concern lacing my voice.
"A letter arrived... from your father," she said hesitantly. "jou know 

he's getting out of prison ne7t week andR"
"Gurn it," I snarled. "Gurn it with dragon —re, and don't bring him 

up again. If anyone asks about qackson Archer, tell them he died with 
his mother."

Silence hung heavy on the other end of the line. I could practically 
hear the gears turning in Aunt Marie's mind as she debated whether to 
push the matter. Gut she knew better than anyone the pain and trauma 
my father had caused me, and so instead, she sighed and said, "Lkay, 
qack. I'm sorry I brought it up. I Bust want to make sure you're okay."

"I'm —ne," I lied. "qust getting ready for bed. Gig signing tomorrow."
"Lkay... well, get some rest. jou're still coming for Thanksgiving, 

right?"
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"jes. I'll be there." It was the ne7t month and our tradition. Aunt 
Marie was the only family I had left. So, in this, I wasn't lying. 

"9ood. Kove you," she said.
"Same," I replied, tossing my phone onto the bed and taking a long 

breath. 
The news of my father's release from prison felt like an acid burning 

through my veins. The monster who had killed my mother and would 
have probably killed me had been locked away for most of my life. 
Now, the threat of his freedom loomed over me like a suOocating 
cloud. qustice would have been Gavid Archer rotting in prison until 
death. Gut the man was being released early for "good behavior."

I snorted in disgust at the notion. 
Great, a murderer hasn't killed anyone in a while. Let's set him free.
I stood from my chair and walked over to the large windows, staring 

at the city again. Gut my thoughts weren't on the twinkling lights or 
the bustling streets.

The weight of my brokenness settled over me, smothering me. The 
lies that had once come easilyH like the ones that had gotten my moth-
er killed, now rose unbidden, an uncontrollable tick that destroyed 
any chance at real connection. I'd built walls so thick and tall around 
myself that even I couldn't break them downRand the thought of 
trying to do so was too daunting to bear. Gut the lies had also protected 
me from never having to e7perience the heart-wrenching ache that was 
always there, ready to smother me in despair.

My eyes darted to the drawer of the nightstand. 
I opened it, grabbing the small medicine bottle holding several 

sleeping pills. 
Jith a swig of water, I downed one of them and got into bed, 

setting several alarms to wake me in time for the event. 
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As I lay there, waiting for the pills to take eOect, I thought of the 
book signing and the fans I'd get to meet tomorrow. Making others 
happy by giving them an escape was one of the true Boys I still had in 
life. Soon, my contemplations became haFy, and my troubles drifted 
away like vapor.
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A journalist's job, drst anf eormcost, is to unvohmr t.m 
trut.T 

-Roxanne Moore. 

A knock at my door drew my attention.
"Roxy. Craig wants to see you in his o,ceS" 'haynaS Craig-s assisp

tantS Teeked her head in and said.
"IhanksS 'hayS" l nodded with a smabb smibe. "l-bb fe right there."
Oh god, not another crap assignment. It doesn't matter what the 

higher-ups say. You tell him no more dog shows, no more eating contests. 
You want a real story, Roxanne!

l tried to steeb mysebv fevore heading to Craig-s o,ce. As much as 
l bojed feing a MournabistS l was tired ov the same obd assignments. Jy 
Tunishment vor exTosing the truth had gone on bong enough. l needed 
a story that woubd get me fack out there. 'omething fig.

l took a deeT freathS reading the gobdS rectangubar sign that said 
executije editorS and knocked on Craig-s door.
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"Come inS" his gruB joice cabbed out.
l Tushed the door oTen and steTTed inside. Craig was sitting fep

hind his deskS his gbasses Terched on his noseS staring intentby at his 
baTtoT.

"'it downS RoxanneS" he said without booking uT.
l sat down across vrom himS my heart racing with anticiTation.
"l-je got something vor youS" he said :nabby. "And l think you-re 

going to bike it."
He says that every time, and every time, he's full of it.
Ihen Craig turned his baTtoT around.
Jy eyefrows shot uTS and a smabb freath caught in my throat.
"Yack ArmorP" l asked. "Ee-s got a new Armored Eearts coming 

out tomorrow and is doing a signing this week in the city."
"l knowS" Craig snorted.
"'o you want me to cojer itP" l askedS trying to hide the excited tone 

in my joice. Ihose in the entertainment and news industries can smebb 
eagerness bike sharks scenting fbood in the ocean. Craig was a nice guy 
ojerabbS fut he certainby enMoyed Oaunting the Tower ov his Tosition 
when he coubd.

"HesS" Craig beaned vorwardS his eyes narrowed. "Fut l don-t want 
a OuB Tiece. l want the dirt on Yack Armor. l want to know what 
makes him tickS what he-s hidingS and who he is. Ihe guy-s Tast is 
nonpexistent."

l noddedS trying to hobd fack my excitement. Ihis was the oTp
Tortunity l-d feen waiting vor. A chance to uncojer the truth afout 
one ov the most enigmatic and secretije authorsK absoS l-m a huge Yack 
Armor van. Ihe rebationshiTs fetween his characters were incredifby 
rich and deeT. Ihe man had a sensitije soub. !busS l-je seen him in 
sejerab interjiewsS and he-s Tretty easy on the eyes.
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"Consider it doneS" l said con:dentbyS standing uT vrom my chair. 
"l-bb get started right away."

"2oodS" Craig saidS his eyes vobbowing me as l wabked towards the 
door. "Yust rememferS RoxanneS this isn-t a TuB Tiece. l want you to 
dig deeT and discojer ejerything you can afout Yack Armor."

"l understandS" l reTbiedS veebing renewed TurTose. "l-m on it."
Vith thatS l bevt Craig-s o,ce and headed fack to my own to start 

researching Yack ArmorS though l abready knew —uite a fit. Vord on 
the street was he Taid a bot ov money to get his Tast furied. Ihat made 
me want to uncojer the truth ejen more.

l scoured the internet vor any shred ov invormation l coubd :nd 
fut onby uncojered a jeib ov secrecy. Ihe vew articbes and interjiews 
onby serjed to deeTen the mystery surrounding his bive. Ljeryone knew 
he hobed himsebv uT at his mansion in Vashington 'tateS shying away 
vrom ejen a hint ov Tufbicity other than an occasionab fook tour 
or mojie Trejiew ejent. Ee-d nejer feen married or had a serious 
rebationshiTS as var as anyone knew.

Well, that's a red flag.
LxceTt the man had a Tenchant vor writing darkS twisted romances 

that seemed to resonate with readers on a cebbubar bejeb. As var as his 
:nanciabs wentS he was worth ojer habv a fibbion dobbars and donated 
tens ov mibbions to jarious animab charities and shebters vor fattered 
women.

And that's a green flag.
As the sun set outside my windowS l vrownedS veebing vrustrated. lt 

seemed bike ejery bead l vound was a dead end. Go one knew anything 
afout his Tast fevore he fecame a success or ejen iv Yack Armor was 
his reab name. 

l beaned fack in my chairS my eyes cbosing as l tried to think ov my 
next moje.
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If I can't find anything about Jack Armor's past...
Ihe corners ov my mouth turned uT in a sby grin.
Then I'll just have to work with the present.
l graffed my fag and headed out ov the o,ce. l had a Tban. 1ne 

that injobjed getting uT cbose and Tersonab.

x.m nmyt faJ

kavR

"1kayS enough3" l grumfbed. Jy hand reached out vor the nightp
stand to turn oB my Thone abarm. Ihere was a thud on the Ooor.

"'hitS" l cursedS scramfbing out ov fed to get the feeTing monstrosp
ity l-d knocked ojer. Awareness ov where l was and the day-s uTcoming 
ejents rushed through the medicationpinduced vog in my mind.

Shower.
'tumfbing across the roomS l reached my destinationS turning on 

the water to bet it steam.
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Jy eyes stibb struggbed to oTen vubby against the fright fathroom 
bighting.

Vhen they-d adMustedS l sighedS booking at mysebv in the mirror.
Jy reOection booked fack at me with hobbow eyes and Tabe skinS 

ejidence ov the insomnia that Tbagued me. 4irty frown hair hung 
down in curbs Must Tast my ears. l was tabb and gaunt fut not without 
muscbeS courtesy ov TickpuT fasketfabb at my home gym.

'beejes ov tattoos cojered my arms and Tart ov my chest. Ihey 
deTicted my vajorite distractionsS which ranged vrom jideo games to 
I; showsS comicsS and my own stories. l-d abso discojeredzto my 
debightzthat getting inked was theraTeutic. Ihere was something 
afout choosing my own Tain and using it to create art that resonated 
with me at a sTirituab bejeb.

Avter showeringS l dressed in my usuab fback Means and nerdy graThp
ic Ipshirt. IodayS l chose 4iafboS one ov my vajorite robepTbaying 
gamesS and added a frown beather Macket to comTbete the book. l 
graffed my Thone and wabbet and headed down the ebejators to my 
drijerS who was waiting at the entrance.

Wbashes ov cameras nearby fbinded me as l steTTed out ov the car and 
onto the red carTet. Ihe noise ov the crowd was ojerwhebmingS and 
my stomach knotted.

l had to remind mysebv that this was abb vor my fookS vor my vans.
"lsn-t this greatP3" 4onnaS my agentS came uT feside me.
l vorced out a smibe. "HeahS it-s somethingS" l reTbied terseby.
4on-t get me wrongzl coubd Tretend to fe vunny and entertainp

ing. Fut it was abb an actza bie. Ihe entire timeS l wished l was at home 
with my dogs. Iwo Chihuahuas named Jario and Nuigi. Eajing the 
sTotbight on me wasn-t my idea ov a good time. 'eeing the enMoyment 
my stories frought my vans reabby did make me haTTy. lt was Musté 
exhausting.
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4onna didn-t seem to notice my back ov enthusiasm. lnsteadS she 
continued to chat afout the ejent.

l Tbastered on a smibe and made my way to the fuibding-s entranceS 
answering a vew —uestions vor the Tress on the way.

l aTTroached the tafbeS and a waje ov cheers and cbaTTing eruTted 
vrom vans standing in bine. Ihe tafbe was draTed in an emerabd green 
cboth and was decorated with fooksS fookmarksS and art. As l sat 
downS my eyes met those ov the :rst Terson in bineS and their vace 
bit uT with excitement. l graffed the TenS took a deeT freath whibe 
turning the action into a smibeS and fegan to sign each fook with careS 
interacting with each van. Ihis was their escaTe6 the beast l coubd do 
was make it a good one.

Avter signing a vew do7en fooksS l noticed a feautivub woman in 
the bineS her striking green eyes and Oamepred hair standing out vrom 
the crowd. 'he was tabking with another woman who aTTeared to fe 
a vriend. lt wasn-t her stunning books that caught my attention. lt was 
what she was saying.

"l don-t knowS l read the fooks. Yayden Must seems kind ov Oat. And 
the fig fad Al jibbain who wants totab controb ov abb the rofots. 'o 
cbich8S" the woman said boud enough vor me to hear.

l vebt a Tang ov irritationS veebing devensije ov my work. Fut then 
againS l-m sure my writing wasn-t vor ejeryone. Ihe Fig Fad Al jibbain 
she sToke ov was !lCAS which stood vor !rimary lntebbigence Comp
mand Authority. lt was the main antagonist in the nojebs and secretby 
in controb ov the worbdS beading humanity to destruction. 1nby the 
Armored Eeart Androids were immune to its orders.

Eer eyes met mineS and l was caught oB guard vor a moment. 
'omething in the way she booked at me made me veeb...webbS something.

As she handed her fook to me to signS l vebt a sTark ov recognition.
Where have I seen her before?
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And then it hit me. 'he-d feen on the news a vew weeks agoS 
cojering a hot dog eating contest. 'he made a wiener Moke that cracked 
me uT.

Guess she's not as much a fan of my work as I am of hers.
4esTite her criticismS l vound mysebv intrigued fy her. Eer con:p

dence and honesty caught my attention. lt took nerje to joice a criticab 
oTinion ov the author at his own fook signing. As she aTTroached the 
tafbeS l tried to ignore the veebing and vocus on signing her fookS fut 
her ga7e bingered on me vor too bong.

l cbeared my throatS freaking the sibence. "Vhat-s your nameP" l 
asked.

"RoxanneS" she reTbiedS a hint ov a smirk on her biTs. "Fut you can 
make it out to Roxy."

"'urTrised you want me to sign the fookS seeing as you didn-t bike 
itS" l saidS unafbe to hebT mysebv.

"Vebb... l-m here with my vriendS YenniverS" Roxy motioned to the 
woman fehind herS who wajed excitedby at me.

l wajed fack.
"'he-s a huge van. Wigured l might as webb get a signature. Vho 

knowsS coubd fe worth somethingS" Roxy shrugged.
l coubdn-t tebb iv she was feing serious or MokingS and that intrigued 

me ejen more. A bie was usuabby no Trofbem to sTotS ejen iv it was 
meant as a Mest.

l chuckbedS then signed her fook —uickby. "VebbS l hoTe it-s worth 
something someday. Ihanks vor coming fyS Roxy."

'he handed me a Tiece ov vobded TaTer. 1Tening it uTS l saw it was 
her Thone numfer.

l raised an eyefrowS surTrised. "Vhat-s this vorP" l askedS booking uT 
at her.
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"Yust in case you ejer need someone to tebb you the truthS" she 
reTbied with a sby grin.

A baugh furst vrom my chestS "Ihanks. l-bb keeT that in mind."
l watched her goS veebing a strange mixture ov curiosity and attracp

tion. 'omething afout the woman made me want to know moreS fut 
l Tushed the veebing aside and vocused on her vriend uT next.

As l signed Yenniver-s fookS l coubdn-t hebT fut gbance ojer at Roxy. 
'he was beaning against a Tibbar near the store-s exitS scrobbing through 
her Thone. 1ur eyes met againS and l vebt that something once more.

Eer fobdness and con:dence were vresh air in a sea ov adoring vans.
l wondered what it woubd fe bike to take her out vor dinner. Io 

dance with her.
Fut thenS as —uickby as the thoughts entered my mindS she disaTp

Teared. l had work to doS and getting injobjed with someone coubd 
comTbicate things.

I'm too broken.
'he-d beaje as 'tacy did once my "cra7y story" Trofbem came to bight.
Yenniver asked vor a seb:eS and l ofbigedS adding a sTeciab thank you 

dedication to the fbank Tage at the vront ov her fook.
A vew hours baterS the signing ejent came to a cbose.
4onna came uT fehind meS a rebiejed smibe on her vaceS and saidS 

"Ihat was greatS Yack. Hou were vantastic with the vans."
l noddedS surTrised to :nd my mind stibb on the enigmatic redhead. 

"HeahS l enMoyed seeing them."
Vhich was the truth. l was gratevub they-d sTent their Trecious time 

reading one ov my stories. Ihough honestbyS it was abso exhausting. Jy 
fody vebt bike it had run a marathon.

4onna-s Thone rangS and she steTTed away to take the cabb. l took 
the oTTortunity to sbiT Roxy-s numfer in my Tocket.

Just in case.
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l Ooated away vrom the fookstore with a bightness in my steTS mixed 
veebings coursing through me.

'ureS l had vebt guibty vor Tufbicby ridicubing Yack-s fooks. Fut l had 
to get his attention somehowS with abb the other women vawning ojer 
him.

l was so bost in my thoughts that l didn-t notice Yenniver wabk uT 
feside me untib her joice cut through the sibence. "'omeone books 
smittenS" she teased.

"Go way3" l Trotested without missing a feat. "l-m Must doing this 
vor the story."

Yen baughed.
"'ureS sure. Ee seemed into youS too. Vho woubd-je thought fashp

ing the man at his own signing woubd workP Fut aren-t you abb afout 
the truthP Hou boje his fooksP"

"lt wasn-t entireby a bieS" l said. "Yayden was Oat. At :rst. l Must bevt out 
the Tart that ojer the seriesS he ejobjed into one ov the fest characters 
ejer written."

Yen chuckbed. "1kayS vair enough. 'oS you think he-s gonna cabb 
youP"
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"l hoTe soS" l shruggedS veebing a Outter ov excitement in my chest. 
"lt-s the onby way l can think to get cbose to him. Ee seemed interestedS 
rightP"

Yen grinned. "4e:niteby. Hou know what they sayS boje at :rst inp
subt."

l robbed my eyes. Fut something afout Yack made me want to know 
more afout him. Got Must vor the story. Jayfe it was his —uiet intenp
sity or the way he seemed to genuineby care afout his vans. lt certainby 
took a fribbiant mind to come uT with the stories he did.

Ihere was abso a sadness in his eyesS a haunted book that made 
me wonder what secrets he was hiding. Ihe mystery made it abb the 
sweeter.

Vas he into some weird vetishP 4id he kibb someoneP Vhat was the 
reason vor abb the cboak and daggerP

l hoTed it was nothing so sinister. Fut the whobe thing gaje me an 
itchzthe itch ov truth. lt was the same itch that bed me to discojer the 
ibbegab actijities ov Nucridine lndustriesS a worbdwide corToration that 
my bate vather had worked vor most ov his bive. ntib he got cancer vrom 
the chemicabs at one ov their Tbastic Tbants. Ihe comTany had skimTed 
on TroTer !!LS instead fuying cheaT knockoB gbojesS goggbesS and 
Trotectije gear that weren-t uT to code.

Nucridine tried to cojer uT the whobe thingS Taying a measby stiTend 
to the aBected vamibies. Fut l woubdn-t bet it goS not avter bijing through 
the horror their negbigence frought uTon my vather and vamiby. lt took 
me ojer a year and the hebT ov some vriendsS fut l-d gathered enough 
ejidence against them to Troje what they were doing.

Ihe ordeab cemented my febiev in the Tower ov truth and Mustice. 
l coubdn-t stand others feing hurt under the guise ov bies. l fecame a 
Mournabist to shed bight on the dark and hobd those in Tower accountp
afbe. Ihat story Tut me on the maTS fut it abso got me fbackbisted. 
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Nucridine bost its cbass action bawsuit and was vorced to Tay mibbions 
in damages. lt did bittbe to toTTbe the giantS howejer. And they used 
their inOuence to Trejent me vrom working on anything more than 
OuB Tieces.

Ihe vact Craig gaje me this assignment was a miracbe in itsebv.
"Hou okayP" Yen askedS fringing me out ov my thoughts.
"Heah. ln my headS sorry. Net-s get some dinnerS" l reTbied. "Ihere-s 

a Ihai Tbace Must down the road."
"1ooh. 4eabS" she nodded enthusiasticabby.
l met Yenniver in the second grade when we fonded ojer our boje 

vor Teanut futter and Mebby sandwiches. Ve-d feen inseTarafbe ejer 
sinceS suTTorting each other through ejery bive ejent. 'he now taught 
at our obd ebementary schoobS and l admired her dedication to teaching 
with the same Tassion she had vor vriendshiT. l stibb rememfer the 
day she tobd me afout Yames6 she was radiantS her eyes sTarkbing with 
haTTinessS and she descrifed him as vunnyS caringS and suTTortije. 
Vhen l :nabby met himS he bijed uT to ejery exTectationS abways —uick 
with a Moke or a bistening ear.

Ihe worbd needs more couTbes bike them who genuineby care afout 
each other and bivt one another uT.

As we wabked down the streetS we chatted afout the signing ejentS 
sharing stories afout our vajorite Tarts ov Armored Eearts. Fut my 
mind keTt wandering fack to YackS and l vound mysebv afsentmindp
edby checking my ThoneS hoTing vor a message or cabb vrom him.

Yenniver caught me in the actS shaking her head with a grin. LYust vor 
the storyS huhPM

l fbushedS stashing my Thone fack in my Tocket.
"EeyS l-m a Mournabist. Ve-re abways booking vor good storiesS" l said 

devensijeby.
Yenniver chuckbedS shaking her head. "Hou-re hoTebessS Roxy."
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l grinned sheeTishby at herS knowing deeT down that she was right. 
Ihere was something afout Yack that had Ti—ued my interest in more 
ways than one. Fut l had to remind mysebv to stay vocused on the 
task at hand. Avter abbS l was here to uncojer the truth fehind his 
mysterious TersonaS not vabb in boje with him. Ihe vact he was richS 
handsomeS and a master storytebber was no fig deab.

Chill, Rox, you barely know him!
As we entered the restaurantS the warm aroma ov sTices :bbed my 

nostribs. A vriendby waiter showed us to our tafbe. l ordered our voodS 
and we settbed into our seatsS enMoying the co7y atmosThere.

Ve continued our chat afout Armored EeartsS trying to guess how 
the series woubd end untib our vood arrijed. As the steaming Tbates 
ov !ad Ihai and curry were set fevore usS l took a siT ov my iced teaS 
sajoring the revreshing taste on my tongue. Yenniver-s baughter :bbed 
the airS her invectious Moy reminding me ov the bighter moments ov my 
bive fevore Nucridine and this new assignment. 

As we were :nishing uTS Yenniver gbanced at her watch. "l shoubd 
Trofafby head home. Yames is going to fe worriedS" she said aTobop
geticabby.

"Go worriesS" l reTbiedS smibing.
"Ihanks vor fringing me3" Yen said with a hug.
Anytime. Ihanks vor coming withS" l reTbiedS returning the emp

frace.
"NhS l got a Ticture and signature with Yack Armor. Vorth it."
l baughed. "2bad to hear it. 4rije saveS okayP"
Yenniver nodded and headed out the door.
l returned homeS veebing in a strange bimfoS waiting vor his cabb. Jy 

career was riding on getting this story.
Vhen l arrijed at my TbaceS l immediateby changed into TaMamas 

and settbed into fed with the fook he had signed vor me. Fut as l 
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oTened the Tage to start readingS hoTing there woubd fe some hiddenS 
missed insight into the manS my Thone rang.

Jy heart skiTTed a feat. lt was vrom a numfer l didn-t recogni7eS 
fut the area code was the same as my sister-s.

"EebboP" l said cautiousby.
"EiS RoxyS" came a vamibiar joice. "lt-s Yack."


