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When In Between Two Places
by gloriousgoners

Summary

There it was, that awful building. Tyler had despised its confines from the moment he first
came through the entrance, yet he felt himself gravitate towards it tonight.

Notes

hi everyone! i’m back, i hope you still remember me. This story takes place after the events
of All The Glowing Eyes. If you haven’t read that one, I’d recommend doing so before you
start this one.

perhaps we’re starting off a little dark, sorry about that…

this chapter contains mentions of drugging and past abuse/neglect.
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I Despise You Sometimes

Every once in a while Tyler got that urge again, the urge to run away and leave everything
behind. Tonight was one of those nights. He knew the feeling would blow over, like the time
before that, and the one before that. Still, he felt compelled to give in to it this time. Perhaps
it was because for once, he had a clear direction in mind.

Tyler left a message for Josh and promised himself to not put his phone on silent. It would be
a fairly long walk, if he even found the location again. He started  doubting the plan. Was he
ready for this yet? Would this end well? It didn’t really seem to matter.

He took the shortcut through the forest, the one he had accidentally discovered on the night
everything changed. The flashlight barely gave enough light to see what was in front of him. 

A bit later, Tyler walked across the giant field again. Suddenly he understood why no one
found him during all those years. Not a soul came to this part of town if they had a choice.

There it was, that awful building. Tyler had despised its confines from the moment he first
came through the entrance, yet he felt himself gravitate towards it tonight. He hadn’t been
able to shake the feeling that a part of him was missing ever since he escaped. For years on
end he had felt like he was supposed to work towards something, so that his parents would
want to see him again, but it was all lies. 

He pushed against the doors, they didn’t seem to be locked. His footsteps subtly echoed in
the long hallway, but they stopped abruptly when he reached his old room.

*

“Am I getting tests again today?” Robbie asked.

“Not today.” the man replied, being more interested in the special child. They’d give Robbie
tests to compare his development with Jenna’s, but he was hard to handle. He asked too many
questions, couldn’t control his emotions. Everything about him made it clear that they had
made the right decision locking him up; this kid would have told everyone in town about
their experiments.

*

Tyler looked around the room, it had been entirely untouched since he ran away. It almost felt
as if this space was someone else’s, like he wasn’t supposed to be here, even when he knew
this was his old home. 

Home. Yeah, sure.

He chuckled bitterly at his dark blue bed sheets, decorated with colorful dots. It created an
odd contrast with the rest of the room, which seemed empty, cold, devoid of any joy. All he



had to entertain himself with on most days was that stupid old television. How the hell did he
survive all those years? 

Tyler hated this place with every fiber of his being. 

*

His throat felt raw and tears were streaming down his cheeks. It wasn’t fair. None of this was
fair. He was trying his best to distract himself with movies, shows, disappear into a fantasy
world to avoid dealing with reality, but that wasn’t enough. 

I’d sell a kidney to be able to hug mom again.

“Robbie, take your medicine, you’ll feel better.”

He wanted to protest, but it felt like there was nothing left in his body. Not having another
choice, Robbie swallowed the pill and only felt weaker.

*

Tyler nervously walked further down the hallway. Somewhere on his left side was Jenna’s
room, which he had never really seen from the inside. The only place he’d meet Jenna was
the common room, where they were sometimes allowed to play together with the strict rule
that Tyler shouldn’t talk about seeing the glowing eyes. According to the men, that would
upset her. He’d never want to upset her. 

Jenna’s room didn’t appear as cold as Tyler’s, the walls were painted with a nice shade of
pink. Their rooms weren’t as different when it came to furniture, although Jenna had a table
with some drawing supplies. It had been untouched since she left. Just like Tyler’s room, it
appeared to have frozen in time. 

He looked at one of her old drawings on the wall. There were two figures, one with short
brown hair and one with long blonde hair. The letters above the figures read “Me and my
brother Robbie”.

*

Today was Robbie’s 18th birthday. They’d forget about him more often since after the first
few years he’d been there. He wasn’t entirely when the shift occurred, maybe it was a very
gradual process. It started with more free time, but eventually it progressed into forgetting to
feed him or to give him clean clothes. The neglect also came with him being watched less
attentively, giving him the ability to sneak out of his room and fulfill his own needs.

At first they’d remember his birthday briefly, he’d get a little treat. Not this year, but it didn’t
really matter to him. What hurt was the fact that his parents hadn’t reached out to him on any
of his birthdays, no matter how hard he had tried to be good. 

Maybe they never loved me after all.

*



One room at the end of the hall stood out, the door was wide open. If Tyler remembered it
correctly, this was the forbidden room. There was no one now that would care if he looked in
there, but something deep inside still made him hesitate. 

Then he looked around the corner. There was paper all over the floor, this was probably
where she stole their files. He still hadn’t read his. Only now Tyler noticed the ashes on the
floor and immediately stepped back. It took a few seconds to realize what he was standing
on: the only remains of the ones that had taken care of him during his childhood.

Tyler felt like throwing up. Jenna had told him about what she did, he should’ve known, but
it didn’t feel so real until now.

He didn’t think twice before he ran down the hallway, to the exit, and before he knew it, he
was running across the field again. How much time had passed while he was running, he
wasn’t sure of, but he was about to enter the forest again. His legs were trembling harder with
each second, making Tyler drop onto the ground. 

It occurred to him how dark the forest was. He couldn’t think straight, with his body shaking
and his irregular breathing.

Josh. Josh. Josh. I need Josh. Josh.

The phone in his pocket, right, he had a phone in his pocket. With trembling fingers he
unlocked it and dialed Josh’s number.

Please pick up. Please pick up. Please.

“Hello?” Josh answered immediately, Tyler? Where the hell are you?”

“I’m- I’m- I’m so sorry. I’m s- sorry. Please. Help. Please.”

“Tyler, are you in danger?”

“N- no. I’m just scared. Please. Please pick me up.” Tyler said through sobs.

Josh could barely hide his own anxiety, “H- hey, hey, it’s gonna be okay, can you send me
your location?”

Tyler made a vaguely confirming noise and did as Josh asked. 

“What are you doing out th— nevermind, I’m on my way. stay on the phone.”



A Dreamer’s Sleep

Chapter Notes

See the end of the chapter for notes

Josh parked his car somewhere it probably wasn’t supposed to be, but at the moment that was
totally irrelevant. He would’ve driven straight through the dark forest if he wasn’t so worried
about crashing into the trees. The sky was pitch black. His flashlight was nowhere to be
found at home, which suddenly made sense when he saw something light up in between the
trees. 

“Hey,” Josh kneeled down in front of Tyler, who was curled up into himself, holding the
flashlight tightly in his hands. “let’s go home.” 

Tyler didn’t look up until Josh gently grabbed his shoulder. “Hi.” he replied weakly.

“Come on—” it was quite struggle to get Tyler back on his feet. Josh tried to drag him
towards the car, or rather just his body, because he seemed to be zoning out again. 

*

“Come on,” Dr Jones said softly, “you know it’s best for you to be here, right?”

Robbie nodded.

“We just want you to get better.” he said while tucking Robbie in.

“I know.” 

“You stay in your room, okay? I’ll be back in the morning. You’re sleepy. Sweet dreams.”

“Sweet dreams.” Robbie smiled and closed his eyes as Dr Jones locked his bedroom 

He had never really questioned whether anyone was left in the building at night. Dr Bennet
and Dr Jones had their different duties, it seemed. Bennet would do the tests, but he didn’t
take care of him outside of that. Jones did.

Sometimes the man scared him, sometimes Robbie hated him with every bone in his body,
but not today. Today Robbie felt safe with him. He was the closest to a parent he had and the
closest to feeling loved. Maybe it was because he had been good today. After all, Dr Jones
would only get scary and punish him if he deserved it. 

Robbie turned over and held his plastic dragon tight. Sweet dreams.

*

“Hey, did you even hear what I was saying?”



When Tyler snapped out of the memory, he found himself in Josh’s car, and the red digits on
the dashboard showed that he had been inside of the building for longer than he thought. 

04:57. He was pretty sure he left their house around three AM.

Josh hadn’t quite processed the situation, it was hard for him to even keep his eyes on the
road right now. “I said: don’t you dare do that again. Geez, Tyler.” 

“Are you mad at me?” Tyler whispered.

Josh raised his voice, “You’re sneaking out in the middle of the night, while I’m asleep,
leaving one single vague message—that I only saw after you had called me in a panic—and
you still have the guts to ask whether I’m mad?”

Tyler swallowed back his tears and shrugged.

“Yes, of course I’m mad!” he almost shouted, but his expression softened as he saw Tyler
cowered, “I’m sorry, but dude, I was worried sick about you. Please— please don’t do this
again.”

Obviously he was mad. How could he not have been? “Sorry.” Tyler said as the car reached
the driveway. 

Only when he stepped out of the car he realized how badly his body was aching. He
immediately made a beeline for their bedroom, but Josh grabbed him by the arm. “Hey, are
you not going to tell me what happened?”

Tyler jerked his arm out of Josh’s grip, “I’m so tired I- I just want to sleep. Please.”

“There’s one thing I need to know right now.”

“Okay.”

Josh wasn’t sure how to word the question, “Were you leaving with the intention of, you
know—”

“The intention of what?”

“Not coming back. Disappearing.”

“Oh no. I was going to come back. I promise.” Tyler said truthfully, “I’m sleepy.” he said as
he went upstairs, threw his shoes off and buried himself under the blankets of their bed.
“Sweet dreams.”

“Tyler.”

“Sweet dreams. Not gonna say it back?”

Josh sat down on the bed and tried to look Tyler in the eyes, “You’re acting weird.”



“I’m sleepy.” he shrugged. 

“Look at me. What happened tonight?”

“Nothing— I don’t want to talk about it. Please let me sleep.”

Honestly, Josh was too exhausted to keep prodding. He sighed, “Do you promise you won’t
sneak out again?”

“I promise.”

“Alright. Goodnight, Ty.”

“Sweet dreams.” Tyler said, but it wasn’t all that sweet. He couldn’t get the picture of the
ashes out of his head, wondering how Jenna could have been capable of that, and hating
himself for not thinking past the euphemism she had used to describe it. 

They didn’t go up in dust within a second, they combusted and burned painfully until there
was nothing left of them except for ashes. It hurt to imagine that, but even more so it hurt to
admit that it did. They had done bad, unethical things to him and Jenna, but Tyler couldn’t
help but feel warm inside when he thought of all the times Jones would be there to come say
goodnight. 

Since Josh had the same mutation, could he also..?  

Tyler didn’t want to finish that thought.

*

The next morning, Josh woke up with his boyfriend pressed up against his side. Boyfriend.
That’s what they had been calling each other since about a month. He had liked Tyler since
pretty quickly after they met, but he was afraid of going too fast, and unsure whether Tyler
liked him back. At times, it was still unclear. Even now that they were dating. Not that Tyler
didn’t make him feel loved—quite the opposite—but half a year ago he barely knew what it
meant to be someone’s friend. 

Either way, their relationship seemed to be going alright so far, so Josh decided to trust Tyler
when he said he liked him back.

“G’morning,” Tyler yawned.

“Morning,” Josh replied,”how long did we sleep for?”

“A few hours?”

“Ah.” He was too drowsy to bother filling up the awkward silence that followed. Many
questions were left unanswered last night, but asking them again would do more harm than
good.



Surprisingly enough, Tyler was the one to break the silence, “Wait— didn’t you have work
today?” 

Josh looked over at the clock, “Shit.”

Chapter End Notes
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Oh Boy, What'd You Do?
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The texture of the ceiling formed all kinds of shapes if you kept staring at it for long enough.
If Tyler had learned anything in his isolated life, it would be that sometimes imagination is
your biggest friend, and simultaneously your biggest enemy. No matter how many beautiful
places your mind could go to, eventually it would only lead to a tough realization: your body
is still in the same, dreadful place, and you’re never getting out of here.

As he was laying there, memories of the previous night slowly sunk in. Different periods of
time seemed to be blending together. The building had been abandoned, but when Tyler was
there, sitting on the edge of his old bed, it was as if he could still feel Jones’ presence. Now,
he was back home. New home. At least, his body was. 

Sick of staring at the same ceiling, Tyler went down the stairs. It was strangely quiet
whenever Josh was gone. The only thing Tyler could hear was the ticking of the clock,
emphasizing every second that went by while he was standing there. A familiar feeling,
buried somewhere deep in his memories. Playing the old VHS tapes in the box under his
childhood bed used to drown out the silence, whenever it got too loud. 

He realized he hadn’t seen any VHS tape in a while. 

Tyler turned on the TV, but switching the channels was starting to feel just as aimless as
whatever he had been doing all morning. At least he had a background noise while he made
himself some breakfast. 

There was still a bit of milk dripping over the edge the counter, and it made Tyler smile. 

* 

Earlier that morning, Josh was stumbling down the stairs in a hurry, almost tripping as he
simultaneously tried to put his shirt on. He hastily poured cereal in a bowl. The milk spilled
on the counter, no time to clean that up. Not bothering to take the bowl to the table and sit
down, Josh gobbled his breakfast hunched over the counter. 

Meanwhile, Tyler was probably about to fall back asleep, still exhausted from last night. Just
like Josh. Leaving him alone today didn’t feel right, but Josh wasn’t sure if Tyler felt the
same. Sometimes he didn’t seem to care about whether he was alone or not, other times he
would be clingy and fully dependent on others. Josh had learned to accept both of those
extremes, and everything in between. Mostly.



He left his bowl in the sink, hoping Tyler would clean up the mess, and went out the door.

Before starting the car, he was tempted to simply call in sick, make someone else cover his
shift last minute. Realistically, he knew he couldn’t do that three minutes before he was
supposed to be at work. Josh sighed, stomped his foot on the gas and rushed down the street.

Somehow, he made it just in time. 

It didn’t really matter that he barely got any sleep that night. This job was mundane and
didn’t take much brain power, especially on days where barely any customers came in. Josh
had thought of quitting many, many times, but he needed the money and stability. Mostly the
stability.

His parents were wealthy to say the least, they knew Tyler wasn’t able to work currently, so
they helped out financially when needed. Josh’s mom and dad seemed to be alright with
Tyler. Surely they thought he was quite strange, knew he had issues, but as long as their son
was happy, it should be okay. He never told them the true story, neither about Tyler nor
himself. His parents thought he had simply been a new roommate.

The only one that knew everything about Josh, Tyler and Jenna was Mark. Josh trusted him
more than any of his other friends. Mark was another reason he didn’t want to quit this job.

He put a hand on Josh’s shoulder, “Everything okay? You look rough.”

“It’s nothing.” Josh said unconvincingly. 

“Did something happen with Tyler?

“Yeah-” he sighed and lowered his voice, “he ran away in the middle of the night, then got
scared and called me to pick him up. That’s all I know.”

Mark smiled empathetically, “Why’d you even come in?”

“Woke up late, couldn’t call in sick anymore.”

“I could’ve covered your shift-”

Josh frowned, “But you have your own shift…”

“Boss wouldn’t care, seems like it’s a calm day anyway.” Mark said.

“No- there’s no need for that. I’ll be fine.”

“If you say so. Do you promise?”

“I promise.” Josh said.

*

Tyler froze when he looked at the TV screen. It couldn’t be.



“Several residents have reported seeing light coming from the building that is rumored to
have been a government lab. The lab has not been in use for years, but ever since last night,
the lights in the building have appeared to be switched on again.”

Tyler’s heart was pounding in his throat, the room around him seemed to be spinning all
around him. He slapped himself in the face a few times, because this had to be a nightmare.
That probably was the case, in a minute he’d wake up and everything would be fine. It would
be fine. Either that, or he had just witnessed his entire future being shattered into pieces
within seconds.

But he didn’t wake up.

Ohhh shit. The tightness in his chest grew. The news had already moved on to the next
subject, like it was an ordinary item, like Tyler’s entire world hadn’t just stopped turning.
Tears poked in his eyes. 

His first instinct was to call Josh, but he quickly reevaluated that thought. Nothing was safe
currently, they could be tapping his phone, or Josh’s phone. It surprised him that he was able
to think clearly still, maybe it was the adrenaline. Admittedly, he probably knew less about
how the world worked than the average adult. If there was one thing he knew, though, it was
that the government does not play around.

Tyler’s therapist would call it paranoia. When she suggested he might be experiencing
delusions, he decided to stop opening up. She didn’t understand, she couldn’t. Truth was, the
government was out to get him, and no amount of coping skills was going to change that fact.
He wished they would actually kill him. Maybe that way he could finally prove everyone
wrong, once and for all.

But Tyler didn’t want to die. He wanted to live, so badly. He wanted to live, out of spite for
the people that had taken his life away from him.

It was hard to think straight. Was there evidence that pointed to him and Jenna? Would they
get charged with murder? Who could he trust still?

How easy would it be get away with killing a person that is already presumed dead?



Surveillances Outside
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When Josh came home from work, Tyler was still standing in the middle of the living room.
He hadn’t moved an inch since he had turned off the TV, if you didn’t count the trembling
and hyperventilating.

“Tyler. Tell me what’s wrong.”

He cowered and took a few steps back, “No. No I won’t.”

“Why not?”

“You’ll hit me again.”

“What? When did I ever—”

“Last night.”

Josh didn’t get it, he didn’t hit Tyler, not last night, not ever. Not a single cell in his body
would think of hurting him.

Then he thought about what happened last night, the way he had raised his voice until Tyler
seemed to have become a few inches shorter. “Hold on— I’m so, so sorry for shouting, but
you know I would never hit you, right?”

Tyler looked at Josh, not quite understanding why he felt the need to mention that. “Hit me?
Did I- did I say that?” he asked in confusion.

“Yeah, you did. You said I was going to hit you again.”

“Oh.” he said with a trace of guilt in his voice. “It just- it all keeps blending together since
last night.”

“What keeps blending together? Help me understand.”

He thought for a brief period, “Time. People.” his eyes turned glassy, “I should’ve never gone
back. Terrible, terrible mistake.” With trembling hands, he tried to consider his options. He
had to tell Josh, because he was in just as much danger. 

Josh’s heart sunk as he realized, “Oh god. You went to the—”

“Quiet.”

“Wh—”



“Quiet.” Tyler hissed. He looked up at the ceiling, it was unlikely that someone had already
found them and was listening to their conversations, but you could never be sure enough. He
stepped up on the couch and examined the lamp hanging above it, but screwing loose the
lightbulb didn’t reveal anything suspicious. After quietly placing his feet back on the floor,
Tyler walked around the room to a few more spots he had learned to check from crime series:
the smoke detector, the phone, the clock— none of it looked any different than usual. They
were safe, for now. “Go on. We’re not being spied on yet.”

“Being spied on? What the hell is going on? What did you do?”

Tyler grabbed the remote and turned the TV back on. He clicked around a little before finding
a way to rewatch the news, and show Josh exactly what he had seen. Carefully looking to his
side, he tried to predict how Josh would react. Him getting mad and shouting again was a
terrifying thing to imagine. 

But Josh didn’t get mad, if anything he was surprisingly calm. “Did you leave those lights
on?”

“Yes.”

He frowned, “But it’s okay, right? Jenna always said no one was looking for you guys
anymore. They forgot. And if- if they looked for you, wouldn’t that make people even more
suspicious of them? I mean, she said if people found out they—”

“No— no. Th- they have to because- because we are more of a— more of a d- d- danger to
them now.” Tyler sighed in frustration. Whenever his words were crucial, they seemed to
disappear.

“Hold on— let’s b- both take a breath for a second.” Josh grabbed Tyler’s hands, which were
shaking even harder than his own. He guided him to the couch, and sat down next to him,
breathed in through his nose, out through his mouth. “So, like, what I’m understanding—
taking you down wasn’t beneficial to them at first, because they couldn’t possibly risk being
connected to what went down at the lab, right? But now the risk of media attention outweighs
that?”

Tyler nodded, and the two remained silent for a bit. Obviously it would have been to good to
be true, them being able to continue their lives, without having to worry about the past
catching up on them. Josh felt guilty for being angry at Tyler for making such a careless
mistake, but there was no reason to go there in the first place, was there?

“Why did you think this was a good idea?” Josh hissed.

Tyler looked down and shrugged.

“Tell me why you went there.”

No reaction.

“Tyler!” he said agitatedly. “Come on. Answer me.”



Tyler felt exhausted all of a sudden. He wanted to explain everything to him, he really did,
but he couldn’t, and it hurt that Josh didn’t realize that. 

Only then he noticed that his phone had been buzzing in his back pocket, and he frantically
scrolled through all the missed notifications. Calls and texts from Jenna, who most likely had
seen the news as well.

Yet another person whose life he had brought in danger. 

“Is that Jenna? Dude you have to pick up the ph—” Josh didn’t get to finish his sentence,
because Tyler threw his phone across the living room, and immediately regretted it.
Managing emotions had been starting to become easier, but right now all progress made
appeared to have been erased. In every way. Everything was so wrong, it all had been so
wrong since last night. His image of himself and others was contaminated with all the poison
from the past, but he couldn’t even say it out loud. He swung his upper body with full force
and hit his head onto the armrest of the couch.

Josh immediately wrapped his arms around his body and pulled him back, restraining him.
“Hey, hey— don’t. Don’t hurt yourself.” he said, slightly panicked, but partially relieved it
hadn’t been a harder surface. Tyler was sobbing in his arms. 

“I’m sorry— I really am. It’s just all such a mess. I’m stressed out of my mind.” he felt tears
forming behind his eyes and hugged Tyler a little tighter, “I know I had a bad temper last
night and today but that’s— that’s all my fault and not yours, alright?”

But Tyler knew it was his fault. People would often seem to walk on eggshells around him,
sugarcoat their own true feelings, and he wished they wouldn’t.

“Hm… C- call.”

“Call who? Jenna?”

Tyler nodded.

“Do you want to call her?”

Tyler shook his head.

“Should I call her?”

Tyler nodded again.

“What do I even say to her— do you think she knows?” Josh sighed and put his head in his
hands, rubbing his eyes for a moment. “Uhm, how’s your phone?” he said as he looked at
Tyler’s phone, lying on the carpet in the corner of the room.

When Tyler went to pick it up from the floor, he saw there was a tiny crack in his screen, in
the top left corner. It seemed to be working just fine, though. Josh took the phone out of his
hand and dialed Jenna’s number.



“Tyler? Did you hear it? Did you see that?” Jenna said immediately. 

“Hey, it’s Josh. Tyler is uhm— he’s next to me.” 

Unsurprisingly, she had seen the news. However, it didn’t dawn on her that Tyler was the one
who left those lights on, and she seemed surprised that he had wanted to go back after
everything that the both of them had been through. “They’re going to search the building
soon. I- I think I got rid of all the important files and things that could lead them to us. Right?
Tyler?”

Tyler’s heart sunk when he remembered the drawing on the wall that contained his old name.
The name that had been displayed everywhere the weeks after he had gone missing.

He swallowed hard and shook his head.

Josh stared into his wide eyes for a few seconds. This was wrong. Really, really wrong.

“Uhm. Guys?” Jenna asked. 

“Tyler just shook his head no.”

Chapter End Notes
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“What if we just faked our deaths?”

“Josh,” Tyler sighed, “I am dead.”

“Right. I keep forgetting about that.” Josh said.

The phone call with Jenna didn’t lead to much other than frantic plans. It was getting late,
and the sleep deprivation was hitting hard. Although they had already gone to bed, it felt
nearly impossible to stop the conversation.

Tyler yawned, “I’m sleepy.” 

“Yeah— we really need to sleep.” Josh wasn’t sure why Tyler had started to use that phrase
recently. He didn’t have the energy to ask him about it, so instead he flicked the light switch
and turned over. “Goodnight.”

Because of the complete chaos that had taken place today, he had forgotten to tell Tyler about
the fire he had accidentally caused at work. It didn’t feel all that urgent right now. No one
else was there to witness it, Josh had immediately splashed the kitchen towel in the break
room with water when he saw the flames coming out of it. It hadn’t triggered the fire alarm,
to his relief.

His thoughts were starting to float away, and he was dozing off until he heard Tyler speak.
“My parents…”

“Hm?”

“They— what if they—”

“Find out you’re still there?”

“I don’t want to talk about this.”

“You started.”

“Sorry.” Tyler said, his face buried in the pillow, “I changed my mind. Goodnight.”



“Alright. Sleep well, Ty.”

“No.”

“What do you want?” Josh sighed softly as he saw it was well past 1 AM. He was tired, very
tired.

“I don’t know.”

But Josh did know, this was Tyler’s way of asking for some attention, affection. He slowly
brought his hand to the back of Tyler’s head, and started softly running his hand through his
hair. “This okay?”

“I like that. You know that.”

“Just making sure I don’t—”

Tyler didn’t even let him finish the sentence, and immediately rolled over to Josh’s side of the
bed. He curled himself up against his side.

*

He knew he wasn’t supposed to call dr Smith during his work, let alone scream his head off
at him about how much he had ruined his life. If there was one thing Tyler respected about
him, though, is that he always took the blow.

It was obvious that he regret the past, but sometimes regret doesn’t suffice.

“I’m as powerless and as terrified of my future as you are.” the doctor said.

“Don’t ever compare yourself to me.”

“Sorry, I didn’t mean to—”

“You did this to yourself. All of this. I didn’t.” Tyler yelled.

“You’re right.”

“Then help us. Do something. Tell your little government buddies to—”

“Tyler, I’m gonna have to stop you there. I’m not in a position of power, never have been. If
you’ll excuse me, I have a patient coming up.” Smith whispered sharply, and he hung the
phone.

If Smith only cared about his patients, Tyler needed to become one of those patients. Simple
as that. He pulled open one of the kitchen drawers and grabbed a knife. After a moment of
hesitation, he sliced open his hand. The blood started flowing out of it. 

He needed to get to the doctor’s office somehow, that’s something Tyler hadn’t realized.
Blood was dripping off his hand, and a simple bandaid wouldn’t fix this. There wasn’t much



time to think, so he started walking. Taking the bus felt too intimidating. It wasn’t that far
away at all, he should be able to make it. 

Something Tyler didn’t anticipate, though, was the amount of people on the street he needed
to pass, and he knew: this might’ve been a terrible decision. Once again, his therapist
would’ve called him paranoid, but he didn’t care. Instead he pulled his hood over his head, in
an attempt to hide his face. 

However, his face wasn’t what was attracting the attention of the passers-by. With his injured
hand clenched into a fist and his head down, Tyler kept a rhythm in his steps and counted
them. One, two, three, four… over and over again until he had reached his destination.

Tyler took a deep breath before walking through the sliding doors.

“Do you have an appointment, sir?” the older lady at the reception desk asked.

“No, I- I injured my hand.” Tyler mumbled, “I was outside. So I uhh, I walked in.”

“We only work with appointments, sir. I’m sorry.”

“But I’m bleeding…” he said shakily, “on the floor.”

The lady sighed, “Alright you’re lucky. I just took a quick look for you, dr Smith has an
available spot in 5 minutes. You can take place in the waiting room.”

“Okay. Thank you.”Tyler still didn’t like being around people he didn’t know, especially big
groups of people. People could actually be out to get him now, but he would’ve been just as
nervous if they weren’t.

His hand hurt, for some reason that dawned on him only now. A sharp, pulsing pain spread
across his palm. 

This was a mistake.

People were staring at him, at least, Tyler could feel they were. He didn’t dare to look up
from the ground. The pounding of his heart was getting stronger and it felt like he couldn’t
breathe. 

Just when he was about to start crying, a familiar voice said: “Mr Joseph?”

With his head down he walked in the direction of the doctor, “What did you do?” Smith
asked after he closed the door behind the both of them. 

Tyler couldn’t resist the tears any longer, he burst out sobbing and his breathing wouldn’t
calm down. Just when he was starting to get dizzy, two hands grabbed him by his shoulders,
guiding him further into the room. It felt wrong. With a sudden jerk he pulled himself away,
“No.”

“Tyler, sit down.”



“Stop being mad.” Tyler said in between uncontrolled breaths, “Stop touching me. Stop.”

“I’m here to help. I’m your doctor, do you remember why you came here?” Smith said in a
surprisingly calm manner.

Tyler looked at his hand, the cut wasn’t even that big, but it felt huge. He finally dropped
himself on the chair, drained of both blood and energy. “There’s blood… e- everywhere.”

A hand tried to touch him once again, and he automatically pulled away. 

“Come on big guy, I need to clean the wound and bandage your hand.”

Hesitatingly, Tyler gave in and brought his hand closer to the doctor’s. When the disinfectant
burned into his skin, it took everything in him to not pull his hand back again. Most of the
blood was cleaned up, but there wasn’t much time to look at his palm, because a bandage got
wrapped around it. Tightly.

Smith sighed, “You know— you could’ve just said you had a throat infection, or something
like that.”

“Hm.” 

The doctor lowered his voice, “Look, I’m sorry for hanging up on you. There’s not much I
can tell you, though. We— you are in danger. I’m not going to sugarcoat it: people might
want you dead. I’m not sure.”

“Well, what a relief.” Tyler scoffed, and the both of them remained silent for a minute.

“If there’s one thing I do know, it’s that not the entire government is out to get you. It’s only a
few of them. They’re incredibly secretive, borderline paranoid, I’d say. They don’t
communicate as a whole.” Smith said, “Do you understand what I’m getting at?”

“A little.”

“What they did to you is such a scandal that, even inside of the government, they don’t want
anyone to find out. This means they have to operate very carefully, and they probably don’t
have as much power—or people—as you’d think.”

“Promise?” Tyler asked softly.

Smith started cleaning the blood off his other hand, and part of his arm. “I can’t promise
anything, sorry. I could be wrong.”

It wasn’t long before he started crying again, “I hate you. You’re just like him.”

No further elaboration was needed. “I’m not.” the doctor said with an emotionless tone in his
voice.

“Sometimes you act like you care, and you’re so kind to me, but then other times you don’t
care. You just don’t care. I don’t get it.”



“I have to be careful, Tyler. I care, and I’ve helped you, but I can’t interact with you on a
personal level.”

“You’ve literally been to my house, I—”

“You don’t know anything about me. Look at me, I’m only your doctor, alright? We don’t
know each other, there’s nothing else connecting us. Understand?”

Tyler sighed, “Fine.”

“I already texted Josh to pick you up, he’ll be here in any minute. Now get the hell out of my
office.” Smith mumbled grumpily, but Tyler couldn’t help but smirk through his tears 

*

Josh started the car after Tyler had silently sat down in the passenger’s seat, but before
stepping on the gas he looked at Tyler’s puffy eyes, “Hey, are you okay?”

“Just being dramatic.”

“Your hand is bandaged and I can see you’ve cried.”

“No… stupid story.”

“Then tell me the stupid story.”

Tyler gave in and explained it all. How Smith hung up the phone on him, that he had cut his
own hand to have an excuse to talk to the doctor. To force him to have a conversation. How
he was having a panic attack by the time he got to the doctor’s office. 

Josh listened to all of it, after a while of knowing Tyler nothing really surprised him anymore.
“Did it work, at least?”

“I think so. I’ll tell about it later. Tired.”

“Would it be bad if I laughed? Just a little?” Josh said carefully.

Tyler sniffled and smiled a little. “Maybe after a while we can laugh about it…”
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“I forgot to tell you yesterday… but I have a little surprise for you.”

Tyler looked up carefully, “Oh.”

“Hey, it’s a fun one, I promise.” Josh reassured him, “If you don’t like it then I’ll just keep it
for myself.”

He was trying his best to make Tyler feel better, his temper during the past days had surprised
him. It was like something was about to burst out of his head.

Josh remembered the fire. Maybe it already did burst out of him. Either way, it was unfair to
subject Tyler to it.

Tyler looked down at his injured hand, which was still hurting despite the painkillers he had
taken. Maybe it hadn’t been totally useless, Smith had been able to nuance the danger
somewhat, but still it felt like a ridiculous idea in retrospect. “You’re not mad at me? You
don’t think I’m stupid?”

A sense of guilt came over Josh when he remembered yelling and getting mad so suddenly.
He promised himself to never do that again.

“Why would I be be mad? Desperate times call for desperate measures.”

“Okay.” Tyler shifted on his feet, but with a hint of relief in his face, “I’ve actually never
heard anyone say that phrase in real life.”

“Anyways—” Two little boxes appeared from behind Josh’s back, a pink one and a blue one.
The sparkle in his eyes suggested that Tyler was supposed to know what it was. He grabbed
one out of Josh’s hands to examine it a little more. “Is this the stuff for coloring your hair?”

Josh nodded enthusiastically and smiled, “I dyed my hair a few times during my rebellious
phase. Haven’t done it in a while and I thought maybe we could do it together. If you want
to.”

“I want to!”

“I just thought, like, we could use a disguise now that they’re all looking for us.” Josh
quipped, trying to lighten it up a bit.

It failed.

“Do you want blue or pink?” he added to fill the awkward silence that followed.



Blue was Josh’s color, there was no doubt in Tyler’s mind. In fact, he had automatically
assumed the blue one was reserved for Josh. “Pink.”

“I already thought that one would fit you.” Josh ran a hand through Tyler’s hair, “We both
have darker hair, so we need to bleach it first. Wanna just start right now?”

Since only one of them had two working hands currently, one person had to do all the work,
but neither of them seemed to mind. After all, Josh had more experience with dyeing hair,
and Tyler just happened to like it when people played with his hair.

*

“We look like cotton candy.” Tyler said, the two of them standing in front of the bathroom
mirror. The bleaching and coloring had taken a while, but he liked the result. “What time is
it? I feel like I’ve been in this bathroom for hours.”

“You have. It’s uhh,” Josh turned on his phone, “like 3PM.”

“Hm.” Tyler couldn’t stop getting distracted by his own reflection, he remembered the first
time he looked into this mirror. It had been freezing outside, and as happy as he had been to
have access to a hot shower, everything was different. Even his own appearance. While he
was always able to see his own face in the TV in his room, Tyler hadn’t been able to look at
himself this clearly in what seemed like forever. Part of him was expecting to see someone
much younger, just a little kid, but the person in the mirror was already starting to grow a
beard.

He still tried to avoid the bathroom mirror. There was kid Tyler, and there was grown adult
Tyler. All the Tylers in between had been lost along the way, with no proof of existence.

If he was honest with himself, he didn’t feel like he changed for the better at all. People told
him he was making progress, maybe he was, but it didn’t feel like it. It all felt like an act, and
he continued to feel like an alien on earth.

“What’s wrong? You don’t like it?” Josh snapped him out of his thoughts, “You look sad.”

“No I— I like the hair. I like it. I do. Just thinking. About things.”

“Wanna talk about it?”

“No.” Tyler said firmly.

“That’s okay. Also, uh, was just thinking maybe we could go to the mall? Get a milkshake or
something. Are you feeling comfortable enough with that?”

“Why are you pretending everything is okay? It’s not okay. We’re not okay.” he snapped at
Josh.

Josh swallowed, it was hard to pretend things were normal. He wasn’t normal. Tyler wasn’t
normal. Maybe they were bound to walk on eggshells for the rest of their lives. “I- I just
thought we deserved to have some fun for once, you know?”



“Okay.” Tyler sighed, “Is it safe?” he asked softly, almost scared to make the danger feel
more real.

“It’s probably busy, even if anyone is actively looking for us and recognizes us it’ll be hard to
catch us in a public place.”

“You’re right.” Josh squeezed his shoulders, and Tyler finally let himself breathe, “Can we go
home if I- if I get uncomfortable?”

“Of course.”

Tyler realized he might need some new clothes after all, he still didn’t have as much different
outfits as Josh. Well, technically he did. Josh’s hoodies were also his hoodies.

He rushed after Josh, down the stairs. The neighbors would probably hear the bonking, but
who cared what they thought.

As they stepped into the car, rain drops started falling from the sky. It reminded Tyler that he
was alive, and free. Getting to witness the clouds above him wasn’t always this normal.

“Woah, just in time. Imagine if our hair got ruined already.” Josh said cheerfully. Tyler didn’t
know if his cheerfulness was genuine, or only an attempt to lighten up the mood once again.

It didn’t really matter. Between soaking in sadness and being happy, he’d rather be happy.
Even if it was fake.

*

“Don’t you think this one would look nice on you?” Josh said while holding up a dark blue t-
shirt with a wolf on it, “Would it match your new hair color?”

“I don’t know, but I guess wolves are cool.” Tyler grabbed the shirt and held it in front of this
torso, “I think it fits.”

“But do you like it?”

“It’s fine.”

“You wanna get out don’t you?” Josh grinned and put a hand on Tyler’s back.

“Well, I came for the milkshake…”

Josh took the shirt out of Tyler’s hands and went to the counter to buy it. As much as he
thought it was cute that Tyler would wear his hoodies, getting him an own wardrobe wouldn’t
hurt.

Past the doors of the clothing stores was room to breathe again, somewhat. People still
strolled past them, some chatting, laughing, or busy with their phones. Tyler was one of them
now, a regular person in the crowd.



Or so he’d like to believe.

“Everything alright?” Josh asked, Tyler barely noticed he had started clinging onto his arm.

“Yeah, yeah I’m alright.”

They both knew the mall by heart. It all looked different from when Tyler was little, but at the
same time, not much had changed. One of the fast food places still sold the exact same
milkshakes, and he loved those. A lot.

Tyler slowly breathed in and out when he stood in front of it. He was okay. Everything would
be okay. “Can I order for us? I think I can do it.”

“Sure! All yours.” Josh said while gesturing at the counter, “Strawberry flavor for me.” He
stayed back and watched Tyler go up to the cashier. It wasn’t possible to make out the exact
words he was saying when it was his turn to order, but it seemed to be going alright. He
couldn’t help but feel proud at how far Tyler had come since they had met.

Then Tyler turned around with a smile on his face. “I did it!” he whispered, and playfully
bumped his fist on Josh’s chest, “You wait for the order and I find a table?”

After Josh’s nod of confirmation, he made his way to the back of the restaurant. It was calmer
there. He had been getting used to more chaos around him, more people living their lives
alongside him. Though, sometimes it felt like he’d never fully adjust to it. Tyler knew how to
pretend by now, but those years of isolation had stunted his development in every way.

On the bright side, he was trying his best to catch up with the education he had missed during
the years in the lab. It turns out he was a quick learner. Josh was helping him tremendously.
He could teach him the basic life skills, how to take care of himself properly, how to prepare
food, you name it. It was a lot. Sometimes Tyler felt dumb for not knowing how to do stuff.
Fortunately, Josh never made him feel bad about it.

Tyler’s hands were playing piano on the table still, that’s a habit he never got rid of. He
wished Josh would come back. Something was making him feel anxious, but he didn’t know
what.

Before he knew it, Josh sat down across him with two milkshakes. “Is everything okay?”

It wasn’t, not really. “I- I’m just gonna go to the bathroom real quick.”

“Got it.” Josh understood that meant Tyler needed a break. From everything.

Was this the wrong way to cheer him up?Maybe not, after all, he did ask him if he wanted it.
While he seemed hesitant, Tyler had said he wanted to go out and get a milkshake.

Despite that, Josh wasn’t sure whether Tyler actually enjoyed this.

After a while of waiting and watching the milkshakes on the table become less cold, Josh
looked at his watch. He saw over ten minutes had passed and decided it was time to check on
Tyler.



After walking into the toilets, he knocked on the only door that was locked. “Everything
alright in there?”
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Tyler’s train of thought got interrupted by a knock on the door, and he couldn’t be more
grateful.

“Everything alright in there?”

Nothing was alright. “Yeah—yeah, sorry.” he unlocked the door and shakily held on to Josh’s
arm with his intact hand.

“Let’s just grab the milkshakes and go home, okay?”

Tyler shook his head hesitatingly, “None of it makes sense.”

“What do you mean?” Josh swallowed and looked into Tyler’s eyes. 

“We- we should’ve known it was all too good to be true.” he said, “We were never safe. It- it
was a tension—a truce, waiting to be broken, you know? And Smith… He’s…”

“What about Smith?” 

“I— Can we please just go home? This was a bad idea. We shouldn’t be out here.” Tyler said.
He didn’t understand why Josh kept pretending nothing happened, and why he went along
with it. This all felt incredibly wrong. “We should check on Jenna.” Tyler said, chokingly.
How could he forget about her?

Josh sighed and wrapped his arm around him, guided him out of the toilets, out of the
restaurant, and put the milkshake in his hand. It wasn’t easy to admit Tyler was right about
the possible dangers, that it all wasn’t paranoia. “Yeah— I guess we’re going home.” he
sighed and rolled his eyes.

“I- I’m so sorry.” Tyler whispered, and it made Josh’s heart sink.

“No, don’t— man, I don’t know what’s up with me lately.” he said, and held Tyler a little
closer as they went down the escalator. “I’m the one who should be sorry.”

“Okay.” 



The cold drink Tyler’s hands eased the pain of the cut. There was something comforting
about knowing this milkshake was the same one as before everything changed forever.
Something simple to connect his past and present self to one another, to briefly knot together
the two broken ends that made up the thread of his life.

However, his face scrunched up at the taste this time. They must’ve changed something in the
recipe, he thought. 

As much as Josh didn’t want to deal with this, Tyler did have a point, ever since before they
went to the mall. The circumstances weren’t normal, they weren’t normal. He could have that
realization and let it marinate in his head, over and over again, but it just wouldn’t stick.

Denial was easier than acceptance.

Josh snapped out of his thoughts when Tyler stopped in his tracks on the bottom of the
escalator, letting his arms fall down alongside his body.

“Hey—”

Tyler groaned.

“What’s wrong?” Josh asked, assuming he had to be having some sort of anxiety attack.
“Let’s just get you to the car. C’mon.”

Tyler nodded faintly as he let himself be supported by Josh’s arms. The floor seemed to be
moving below him, and he was pretty sure he just dropped his milkshake onto the floor.
Something wasn’t right. His hand went up to his face, pressing down on his temple in at
attempt to ease the sudden pain. Maybe it was a migraine. He recalled having a few of those
attacks in the past, but he didn’t remember them being as intense as it was now.

Even when leaning on Josh, he could barely keep himself standing anymore. The sliding
doors opened in front of him, and Tyler had to be careful to not trip over his own feet. Why
were there sliding doors here? What kind of place was this? 

Tyler would’ve asked if he didn’t feel completely weakened by the sudden sickness.

As the minutes went by, Josh felt Tyler grow more limp in his arms. Until, all of a sudden, his
body tensed up and lunged forward, throwing up the contents of his stomach right outside the
exit of the mall.

This didn’t seem like a panic attack.

Josh swallowed, “You okay?”

Tyler looked back with a glassy look in his eyes. 

Something was unusual about Tyler’s lack of response, and something in Josh’s brain told
him he had to get help, to drive to the hospital. 

Just in case.



It felt like Tyler was getting heavier and heavier, so it was a struggle to get him into the car.
With one of his arms wrapped around Tyler’s chest, he clumsily opened the front car door.
Josh was thankful Tyler was on the scrawny side, giving him the possibility to use his other
arm to lift his legs.

Josh cringed as his own trembling body made him accidentally drop Tyler onto the seat, “Oh
god, I- I’m so sorry. Did that hurt?”

“Hmm.” Tyler replied with frantic breathing. 

“I- I think I’m going to drive you to the hospital— okay? Is that okay?”

Tyler barely even looked back at him.

“Tyler? Please give me a reaction.”

He was trying to understand why Josh was talking to him with that anxious tremble in his
voice, he really was. But with a throbbing pain behind his eyelids, a fog in his mind, thicker
than ever before, it was nearly impossible to grasp anything going on outside of his own
body.

Josh grabbed Tyler by his shoulders and brought his own head closer to his, “Tyler!” he
shouted, “Are you with me?”

Nothing but a pair of vacant eyes.

“Come on!” he tried once more. “RESPOND!”

The last word came out louder and more powerful that anticipated. Josh’s eyes turned hot, so
hot that it hurt. He flinched and quickly covered his face, but not soon after, his hands rapidly
lifted off his eyes again.

Something smelled as if it was burning—fabric, or even skin, maybe.

Josh turned his head and could feel his heart start beating in his throat, “Oh god— Tyler, I’m
so sorry…” he said, “I- I’m a terrible person.”

He started the car and sped out of the parking lot with screeching tires.

*

The ER doctors seemed to be in to much of a rush to tell Josh what was going on. They were
asking him so many questions about Tyler’s medical history, and about what exactly had
happened in the past few hours. He wasn’t sure about the answer to anything.

Except for the question about burned skin across Tyler’s neck, but he had quickly fabricated a
lie for that.

Then they asked him if there was a possibility Tyler had ingested any poisonous substance.
That specific question made him feel nauseous all of a sudden, because what if he had? What



if someone poisoned him on purpose? Josh wished he could rationalize that thought, but with
the current state of things nothing seemed impossible.

Tyler was only picking up a minor percentage of everything the strange people around him
were saying, but one word stood out. Poisonous. Poison. He vaguely recognized that word
from a memory he didn’t know was buried somewhere in the back of his head. Jenna. Crisis
plan.

“Cyanide…” Tyler heard his own voice say automatically, but he wasn’t sure if it was audible
to anyone else.

“Sir, you ingested cyanide?”

He didn’t know whether he had responded to the nurse or not. More voices surrounded him,
people were touching his arms…

Then, Tyler’s vision went black.
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Tyler woke up in a room he didn’t recognize. Though, there was some odd familiarity within
these walls. It felt cold in here, but it wasn’t the temperature as much as it was the color—or
rather lack thereof, the smell of disinfectant, the general emptiness of this room.

He had found a surprising amount of comfort in putting up little decorations at home,
anything to make it different from the impersonal living space in the lab he had been forced
to grow up in. Tyler liked putting up little pictures on the wall, pictures of things that made
him happy. They served as a reminder that his world was so much bigger than it used to be.
Right now, everything felt small again. Confined.

Tyler quickly snapped out of his drowsy state. Did they lock him up again?

Why was he wearing this …thing? These weren’t his clothes.

That weird object clamping his finger had to be doing something to him, it really didn’t look
like it was supposed to be there. The clamp appeared to be having a wire that connected him
to something out of his reach. Tyler needed it gone. However, before he could remove the
thing from his finger, he noticed something was attached to his other hand as well. Some
sticker. When he examined it a bit more thoroughly, Tyler realized that there was something
going into his skin.

This couldn’t be right.

He stared at both of his hands for a few seconds and opted to start with the thing that looked
like it was the easiest to remove. As the clamp went off his finger, Tyler was startled by a
loud beep.

Shit.

They had to have caught him, so they had to be coming for him now, and there was no way
they didn’t want to sedate him so he wouldn’t try to escape again.

Before he could think about who “they” even were, multiple people stormed into the room
with all kinds of equipment and started hovering over his bed. Tyler froze as two fingers
pressed against the side of his neck.



“I think it’s—”

“Stop. Hold on.” another one of the people around his bed said urgently, “He just took the
oximeter off his finger.”

“Get off me!” Tyler cried out, not understanding why everyone was so fixated on him all of a
sudden. He didn’t want that meter on his finger, but it didn’t seem like he had any say in the
matter.

“Sir, you need to calm down.”

Being told to calm down rarely achieved anything but the opposite. He rapidly sat upright in
his bed, trying to make them stop reaching for him by pushing their hands back whenever
they came too close.

He tried to swing his legs over the side of the bed. Maybe he could make a break for it.

“Please just lie down, sir.”

Then Tyler remembered what happened when he wouldn’t comply, and he decided the awful
feeling of sedatives wasn’t worth it. He let himself fall back on the bed and sobbed in defeat.
“I’m sorry… Please don’t- don’t hurt me.”

One of the nurses sighed and took a step back, then turned to another nurse “Should we ask
—”

“Yeah, probably.” the other nurse said and went out of the room.

The air began to feel less suffocating as the people slowly backed away from his bedside, but
for the nurses that left, a new person came walking into the room. Tyler could barely see
them through his tears.

“You all can go to the others, I’ll handle it.” the man said.

It was just Tyler and the man in the room right now. Still sitting straight up on high alert, he
couldn’t do anything but stare at him. His breathing was still irregular, and he was pretty sure
he hadn’t stopped crying yet.

“Tyler, right?”

Tyler looked the man up and down. “Who are you?”

“You can call me Glenn, I’m a doctor who’s working in this hospital. Do you know why
you’re here?”

“I- I don’t want to be here. Let me out.”

“I’m afraid that’s—”



“Leave me alone!” Tyler shouted, but he didn’t have the strength to continue raising his
voice. “I’m sorry. I don’t understand w- what’s going on.” he said weakly.

“Hey, it’s okay.” Glenn said calmly, “Can I explain it to you?”

Tyler let his head sink back into the pillow and nodded.

“Yesterday you came into the emergency room with your partner…”

Suddenly he became even more alert, “—Josh?”

“Yes, I believe that was his name. You came in with pretty bad symptoms and it turns out you
had cyanide poisoning. Does that ring a bell?”

“Where’s Josh?

“Oh, he was with you all night. I think he went back home to pick up some stuff, but he’ll
come back. He’s already been informed that you’re awake.”

This didn’t make any sense. Tyler didn’t remember any of this, and he wouldn’t let someone
lie to him. Not again.

“I don’t believe you and I won’t listen to anything you say until Josh is here.” he said firmly.

“Alright.” Glenn silently grabbed a chair from behind the desk across the bed and sat down.
He was met with a sharp stare, closely examining his movements.

“I know, I know…” the doctor said, “But I think it’s safer this way.”

Tyler scoffed, “Why?”

“You were about to rip out your IV line.”

“I wasn’t— that’s not true, I wasn’t going to rip it out.” he replied, defensively.

“Don’t worry. It’s normal to be confused after suddenly waking up in a hosp—”

The sound of footsteps made the both of them turn their heads towards the door.

Tyler sighed in relief, “Hey.”

“Oh my gosh, you’re awake…” Josh said as he practically ran towards him, “Are you feeling
okay?”

The new feeling of safety when Josh entered the room helped, but Tyler didn’t know if he
was supposed to be happy or not about Glenn telling him the truth. At this point, it only
seemed like a matter of holding off what was still to come. The people associated with the lab
didn’t kidnap him this time. but instead they decided to go straight to attempted murder.

Glenn stood up, “Should I leave the both of you alone for a bit?”



“Yeah, that would be good, i think.” Josh replied.

Tyler sat upright again, “I’m sorry— sorry for causing a scene.”

“No need to be sorry. It’s my job.”

“…To handle the difficult patients?”

“Well, I wouldn’t necessarily call them difficult— an environment like this can upset people.
That’s understandable.”

Tyler nodded, the doctor briefly smiled back at him then left them alone as he had promised.
He turned towards Josh, “Cyanide poisoning, right?”

“Yeah, how did you know?” Josh asked after a brief silence.

“The doctor just told me.”

“No— I mean, right before you had the seizure. You told the ER doctors it was cyanide
poisoning and that saved your life.”

“I don’t really remember much of that…” Tyler began and lowered his voice, “But I know
it’s what they usually do, when they want to— you know, eliminate someone. It was part of
some general emergency plan. Jenna and I found it in their documents.”

“I don’t know what to say, honestly.” Josh said softly. “Are you alright?”

“I think so. Still kinda shaken up.”

Josh glanced at the burn scar on Tyler’s neck, at least it was healing nicely. He sighed deeply
and put his heads in his hands, “I wish I could tell you that it’s going to be okay. I have no
idea what to do. I don’t know how to go from here.”

“Wait.” Tyler said, and Josh immediately looked back up. “There’s something I was trying to
tell you before I started feeling weird yesterday. Something about—”

“Smith?”

“Yes, that’s it. I- I don’t think he’s telling us everything. There’s things that just don’t add
up…”



Call for my bones
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“So, what are you saying?” Josh asked.

“Smith knows what people he’s been working for.” Tyler began, “He kept pretending like he
didn’t have any power, but he does. He knows more than we do. Why isn’t he helping?”

“Ty, listen— I think he’s just a coward. That’s all there is to it. He’s probably just pretending
he’s still part of their operation because he doesn’t want to die.”

Tyler looked down, “Sorry.”

“No, don’t, it’s just— I think there’s more urgent stuff to worry about right now.” Josh
sighed.

“You’re right.” he fiddled with the wire coming out of the oximeter, and he broke down
again. “I- I didn’t even think of Jenna until now… I’m terrible.”

“Tyler,” Josh whispered, “You just almost died.”

“But—”

“Jenna is safe. Mark is with her and nothing has happened yet.”

“How can you be sure? And how were you able to leave me alone this morning?” Tyler asked
with a frustrated tone in his voice.

Josh shrugged, “I don’t know, it’s all a blur. I guess it seemed safe with the way you were
being monitored and had people near you constantly. I- I didn’t know how long you’d have to
stay here and…”

“Stop taking risks and convincing me it’s safe. You’re lying. Both of us could’ve died, Josh.”

“Look, it’s not exactly like I’ve been chased down by the government before, alright? I
haven’t slept or eaten at all and- and you didn’t have anything but that flimsy hospital gown.”
Josh said emotionally.

“Did you think I was going to…” Tyler didn’t know if he had the strength to finish that
sentence.



He didn’t have to.

Josh rubbed his eyes, “I don’t even know. It all went so fast… I was terrified at first, they
were all over you when you had the seizure. And after that— I don’t know. You had been
stable for a few hours by the time I went home.”

“They gave me sedatives for that seizure, didn’t they?” Tyler near-whispered, “I felt it.”

“They did.”

*

The blinds were closed, but neither of them were entirely sure whether that wouldn’t only
make her house more recognizable. After all, during this time of the day, most people would
have their curtains halfway open. Sometimes, if you looked closely, you’d manage to get a
glimpse of their lives. Ordinary lives.

Would it be selfish to say that peeking through their windows felt similar to getting punched
in the face?

Jenna didn’t understand why they hadn’t come for her yet, but deep down she knew it was
only a matter of time before this whole scandal would die with all of those who knew.

It was all Tyler’s fault. She finally had her own life and then he ruined it by going back to the
lab.

She immediately felt bad and quickly buried that thought. It was her own fault. If only she
had told him the truth about her eyes years ago, that he wasn’t crazy like the “doctors” made
him out to be, they could’ve run away.

Or maybe, just maybe, no matter how hard you tried to run, you’d never escape the ones who
truly were to blame.

“So, how does it feel?” Jenna asked, “To be the only normal one in this weird group of
people?”

Mark shrugged, “I guess life does that sometimes.”

*

“Uhm, should we change your clothes? That’s kind of why I went back home to get your
stuff.” Josh said when he noticed Tyler pulling up the blanket higher and higher over his bare
arms.

Tyler looked to the equipment on his side, “Is that allowed? I’m connected to all kinds of
things.” He scrunched up his nose, “Oh… there’s something in my nose as well.”

“You didn’t notice? It’s for oxygen. They- they had you on a bigger oxygen mask right after
you had the seizure.” Josh gently caressed Tyler’s head. “Should I ask a doctor for help? I
don’t think you can get your clothes on like this.”



“Please don’t leave me alone again.” Tyler said anxiously.

“I won’t, I’ll be at the door.” Josh reassured him.

Tyler sighed as Josh got up and walked towards the door, and his anxiety grew with every
step Josh took away from his bedside. The monitor on his side showed his heart was starting
to beat faster.

Josh was right. It didn’t last long, and Tyler was relieved to see Glenn would be helping him,
not another new doctor.

“I want to check a few things first before we change your clothes, is that alright Tyler?”

“What things?” Tyler asked.

“Mainly your oxygen levels, blood pressure, and heart rate.”

“Okay.” he confirmed, and Glenn took his hand to look at the… what was it called again?

“You’ve been very, very lucky. Your oxygen and heart rate seem normal, that’s great. I think
we’ll try to see what happens if we remove your nasal cannula.”

“My what?”

“The thing in your nose.”

Glenn slowly took the cannula out of his nose, and Tyler decided to just let everything
happen. The balloon-like thing blowing up around his arm, his hand feeling stiff because of
it, the tiny, cold metal object being pressed onto his chest.

“Everything seems to be within normal range, Tyler. That’s great news.” Glenn smiled, “If it
remains like this we can most likely discharge you tomorrow.”

Tyler and Josh locked eyes for a second. They both knew they were supposed to be happy
and relieved, but all that was left in their chests was a heaviness they couldn’t shake.

The doctor was the one to break the silence. “Is it okay if I help you change your shirt? It’s
kind of tricky with the IV and we can’t remove it yet.”

Tyler wasn’t comfortable with any of it, but it wasn’t like he had a choice. He kept quiet.

“Tyler?” Glenn asked again, “Is that okay with you?”

He nodded.

A pair of hands untied the string at the back of his neck and slowly peeled the gown off his
chest. He sunk into himself. At moments like these Tyler wished he was a turtle, having the
ability to disappear into a protective shell until the threat went away.

He cried softly as more and more of his skin was met with the cold air around him.



Don’t let him notice. Don’t let him notice. Don’t let him notice.

Until it stopped. Tyler didn’t trust it, he braced himself for the next round.

Nothing happened.

“Tyler, you can say no. I’ll take that as a no.”

Tyler finally burst out crying, “I- I hate you.”

“He didn’t mean that.” Josh quickly intervened.

“Don’t worry, I get that a lot.” Glenn said as he slowly backed away from Tyler, and allowed
Josh to help him instead.

“Sorry.” Tyler sniffled when he suddenly realized the person touching him wasn’t who he
thought they were.

“All good. I’ll just give your partner the instructions, alright?”

“Yes.”

Josh did as asked, he gently guided Tyler’s arms through the gown, then the IV bag. He put a
blanket over Tyler’s bare chest before diving into his backpack and pulling out a hoodie with
a skeleton print on it. “I wasn’t sure which ones to bring…”

“Well, that’s kinda morbid,” Tyler joked, “but it works.”

“Oh, I’m so sorry.” Josh couldn’t help but laugh for the first time in what seemed like
forever. “I didn’t even realize that.”

Their little moment of fun was interrupted by Glenn turning to Josh, “Sorry, I just got a
message saying I have to check on another patient. I don’t usually let people do this by
themselves, can you get the hoodie on in the same way you took off the gown?”

Josh assured him that it’d be fine, and in no time they had the room to themselves again. He
carefully helped Tyler into the hoodie and grabbed a pair of sweatpants out of his backpack
as well.

“Thanks.” Tyler said, and he quickly put them on under the blanket.

The two sat in silence, even though there was so much left to talk about. Josh carefully
placed himself on Tyler’s bed and lay down next to him. An arm with a skeleton print
wrapped around his torso, and he let his body relax for the first time since yesterday.

Tyler buried his head into Josh’s neck, “Josh?” he mumbled.

“Yeah?”

“If we die, if I die…”



“Shut up, we won’t, we- we can’t.” Josh choked back tears, behind his eyes that felt like they
were on fire already.

“Josh, listen to me. I want you to know—”

He couldn’t hold back much longer and started crying. “No, I- I can’t do this.”

“You’re the best thing I could have ever wished for. I’ve been living on borrowed time. I
knew I couldn’t ever live happily ever after, no matter how much I’d want to.” Tyler had to
try his best to not tear up as well, “Thank you for giving me a new life, even if it was short.”

“Tyler—”

“I love you, Josh.”

Chapter End Notes
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It was around half past one in the afternoon when he got the call he had been hoping to get
for years. Totally oblivious to what was about to happen, he had picked up the phone. It was a
hidden number. “Thomas Anderson, private investigator, what can I do for you?”

“Good afternoon. You’re on the Robbie Joseph case, correct?”

“Yes, I am. I have been for a very long time, actually.”

“Good. I’m able to tell you where he’s currently located.”

“What?”

“I know where he is.”

“I’m sorry, is this a joke?”

“I’m being very serious.” the person on the other side of the line said, and gave him the
address of the local hospital, and a license plate, saying Robbie was about to get discharged
later that day, and went by the name Tyler now.

“May I ask how you’ve gotten this information?”

“I’m afraid not.” the person answered, “To the point, though, I sent you some encrypted files,
you may want to check those out.”

“What?”

“Tell him an acquaintance of his gave you this information. Don’t tell his parents yet and
please, please keep him safe. Have a nice day.”

“How will I keep him safe?”

“I’ll take care of it, you’re just gonna have to trust me. Have a nice day.”

“What? Take care of it how?” the investigator said quickly, but only a beeping tone was left
on the other side of the line.



Then he saw the text message. Not fully buying what the person had said, but tempted by
curiosity, he opened the document. With shuddering breath, the investigator read every single
word. He was right about Tyler’s possible connection to the government lab. Though, it was
even worse than he could’ve imagined. Two kids with a rare gene mutation and Tyler simply
caught in the crossfire.

He had to take action.

*

The orange glow of the sunrise shone through the window, making its way onto the
bedsheets, and onto Tyler’s pink hair. Josh had to fight the urge to run his hand through it, but
he resisted. He didn’t want to wake him up yet.

Josh recalled one of the first nights together, that time when Tyler had fallen asleep on his
shoulder and he hadn’t been sure about what to do. It was somewhat awkward, but it felt right
somehow. Even back then, in the midst of all the turmoil, Tyler looked so peaceful while he
was sleeping.

Last night had felt like the end of the world. Their world. Yet here they still were, next to
each other, but no one knew for how long. If they wanted him dead then, they wanted him
dead now. They were powerless.

Josh grabbed his phone, thankfully, there was a message from Mark that read “we’re still
good over here”. It surprised him that Jenna was still safe, that they all were still safe, but he
didn’t have the strength to question it right now.

Tyler sighed in his sleep. He still had a visible burn on his neck. Heightened emotions would
make it harder for Josh to hold back the burning of his eyes. Jenna had told him that long
ago, but all this time he didn’t truly want to believe that he was capable of doing damage, let
alone hurt the person he loved. He wouldn’t ever kill someone like Jenna had done, even by
accident.

Probably.

However, if anyone ever tried to hurt Tyler again, he might have to change his mind.

Josh looked at Tyler, who started tossing around, and he had to fight the urge to wrap his
arms around him. “I won’t let anything happen to you ever again.” he whispered.

“Hm?” Tyler said drowsily.

“Oh, you’re awake. Good morning.”

“Are we going home today?”

Josh smiled, “I think we are.”

*



Josh turned around in the doorway of the hospital room, “Last check, do you have all your
stuff?”

Tyler nodded, “l want to get out.” he said. Everything still looked and smelled too much like
the lab. He hated it, yet it was weirdly nostalgic.

“Me too.”

They walked through the hallway of the hospital. It was odd to think about all the other
people here. What were their stories? Would they make it out alive and well? Did they all
have others who cared about them, or were some all on their own? Tyler pondered these
questions, until the elevator door shut behind him. He grabbed Josh by the arm.

A weird feeling emerged in Tyler’s stomach, followed by gravity pressing his feet firmly onto
the floor. He must’ve looked a little startled, because Josh softly squeezed his shoulder.

It was weird to go outside again while it felt like there were possible threats everywhere.
Tyler could feel people stare at the two of them while they were on their way to the correct
floor of the parking garage. Maybe that had more to do with their bright hair colors.

When they stepped into Josh’s car, a strange man started approaching them from across the
parking garage.

Tyler rapidly slammed the door shut, “Drive. Just drive. Please.” he said, nervously bouncing
his leg.

Josh fumbled around in his backpack, “Y- yeah, I’m trying to find my keys.”

The man had gotten pretty close to their car. Tyler glanced at him, he had a serious look in his
eyes and seemed to be looking at something written in a tiny notebook.

“No. Josh. Hurry. Please.”

“I- I got the keys.” Josh said while turning on the car, and he immediately pressed down on
the gas pedal.

The man started running towards them. Tyler squeezed his eyes shut and covered his ears, he
didn’t want to experience any of this. However, when he heard the backdoor open and close
through his covered ears, he knew he had to be alert.

He and Josh both looked over their shoulders and froze.

The man clumsily held onto the open door as his feet got dragged over the grey floor when
the car took a turn, “Look at where you’re driving!” he yelled out, breathing frantically. Josh
had no choice but to follow his instructions. He couldn’t crash, or stop. “Who the hell are
you?” he yelled back.

The stranger finally managed to hop into the car and fell onto the backseat with a loud thud.
He groaned and seemed to use his last strength to shut the door. “S- stay calm,” the man
wheezed, “I’m here to help you.”



“Why can’t all of you just leave me alone?” Tyler asked angrily.

“An acquaintance of yours sent me.” the man swallowed, “Tyler— it’s Tyler, right? Either
way, I know you’re the missing kid.”

“You don’t know anything. You don’t understand.”

“Why should we trust you?” Josh asked. He had finally made it out of the garage, and was
glad they at the very least wouldn’t have a man hanging on the car door while on the main
road.

“I know you have a connection to the abandoned government lab, I know about the
mutation…”

“Then you probably also know I could turn you into ashes within seconds, right?”

The man looked slightly offended, but kept his composure. “I understand both of you are
scared to trust me because o—”

“Because you were chasing our car like some rabid dog? Huh? Get out before I burn you
alive.” Josh pulled his car into the emergency lane and forcefully hit the brakes.

“J- Josh…” Tyler gasped as he got pulled tighter into his seatbelt.

Josh didn’t seem to hear it, “Get out. Now.” he said to the man again, looking him straight in
the eyes.

“I can’t, I’m the only one who can help you.” The man said, turning to Tyler, who had his
head buried in his arms now, “I know the government is trying everything to cover up what
happened to you, but I’m the private investigator your parents hired—”

Tyler looked up, “My parents?”

“Yes. I worked with them years ago. Unfortunately, your case became cold pretty quickly. I
recently came in contact with them again after the news item seemed to be a lead.”

“They didn’t give up on me?”

“Never, Tyler.”

“Do they— do they know I’m alive?”

The investigator frowned, trying to find the right words. “Uhm, your acquaintance— the one
who gave me the anonymous tip, told me to not tell your parents about this yet. I’ll leave it
up to you.”

Josh lowered his voice, “What acquaintance?”

“I- I didn’t get a name, he just knew what hospital you were in and what happened. He also
sent me all kinds of documents.”



Tyler and Josh looked each other in the eyes, unsure whether to trust the so-called private
investigator.

Surprisingly, Tyler was the one to break the silence. “Great new tactic, but I’d rather have
you just killed me instead of trying to give me false hope.” he said coldly.

“Sooner or later, you’re gonna have to trust someone. Let me help you and your sister.” the
investigator responded.

That last sentence hit Tyler harder than expected, he hadn’t talked to Jenna at all yet ever
since he ended up in the hospital.

Josh let his head fall back against the headrest, realizing they had been standing still on the
emergency lane for a pretty long time now. He looked at Tyler, and whispered “Honestly, he’s
way too dumb and indescreet to be working for them.”

The investigator scraped his throat, “I uh— I heard that.”

“Do we have anything left to lose?” Josh said to Tyler.

Tyler looked down and shook his head, tired of fighting. He decided he would try one last
time.

One last time.

“Alright, go on, help us.” Josh began with a tremble in his voice, “One wrong move and
you’re gone, understood?”
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“You guys should be safe here.”

Tyler, Josh, Jenna and Mark all looked at each other in disbelief. This was a house, just a
house. It shouldn’t have been a surprise considering the investigator’s apparent lack of skill.

But, again, what did they have left to lose?

Anderson sighed, “I know what you’re thinking.”

“You just picked me up from my house to bring me to another house?” Jenna said.

“It’s the best I could do right now.” he looked at Tyler and Josh, “You guys know the person
who gave me the tip, isn’t it?”

Josh nodded, but Tyler kept his gaze on the floor.

“You know, when I had him on the phone, he really seemed to care about you all. He
promised to take care of things, and so…”

“What?” Josh asked.

“That’s really all I know right now. I’m sorry.”

Tyler was still staring down at the ground. He wanted to say so many things to everyone,
especially Jenna, he wanted to apologize to Mark for dragging him into this, but he didn’t
know where to begin. All those same old feelings were still circling through his mind: the
fear, the guilt, and the nagging grief of a life that could have been, but wasn’t.

He felt Josh’s eyes land on him.

Josh scraped his throat, “Uhm, can we have a minute? Alone?” he said, glancing at Tyler.

“Oh, yeah, of course. You can just… go upstairs.” Anderson replied.

With two hands around his shoulders Tyler was guided into the hallway, up the stairs. His
legs felt heavier with every step, and as soon as he had found a safe corner between what
seemed like a bedroom door and a bathroom door, he let himself drop onto his knees there.
Tyler was too exhausted to do much else than lean back against the wall with an



expressionless face. He made himself smaller and buried his head in his arms, followed by a
strangled yell coming out of his throat. His hands reached up and tugged at his hair.

“Hey…” Josh said softly, with a subtle tremble in his voice, “You handled that really well
earlier, in the car. Probably better than I did. I’m proud of you.”

Tyler looked at him with tears in his eyes, “No. No, I- I can’t handle it. Not at all.” he
answered, before silently being pulled into a warm hug.

The clock on the wall ticked away all the seconds of yet another uncertain hour. Both of them
sat in silence, unsure of what to say.

“At least the guy seems genuine…” Tyler mumbled after a while, his head still leaning on his
curled up knees.

“Not much more than that.” 

Two phones started buzzing, one in Tyler’s pocket, and one in Josh’s. They looked at each
other.

“Is that—” Tyler mumbled.

“Maybe...”

The both of them grabbed their phones and silently looked at the message. “It’s a document.”
Tyler said, and continued reading. 

Josh stared at the screen and swallowed, “Oh.”

“No— what? I- I don’t get it. What is he…”

“Oh my god.”

Three pairs of footsteps neared the top of the stairs. Tyler shot up and looked at the doors
around him, noticing that one of them seemed to have a lock on the inside. A moment later,
there he was, locked up in a stranger’s bathroom.

Old habits die hard.

Breathe. Just breathe. He sighed deeply and tried to compose himself for the millionth time
today, but it was impossible. The sobs came out full force and the tears streamed down his
face. He shouldn’t be so upset about this, right? The guy did it all to himself and he knew the
risks. 

Maybe there was never a scenario in which everyone would make it out alive. As bittersweet
as it was that someone else’s life ended, Tyler’s had just begun. He wasn’t going to let
anyone take that away from him ever again.

Breathe. You’re finally living.



*

Dear Tyler, Josh, and Jenna,

If you’re reading this, that means my plan worked out, and that I am dead, or will be very
soon. I’m sorry for putting that in the first sentence. Please try to continue reading.

I know this is unexpected. I apologize for that.

First of all, you are safe now. For real this time. I took them out, all of them. Believe it or not,
but I got invited to one of their meetings recently. It was more of a threat, an attempt to
pressure me into turning to the “dark side” again or else they would have to get rid of me.

I wasn’t sure whether to go until I got the message from the hospital that Tyler had been
admitted. I saw the diagnosis, and immediately knew it was their doing. I knew I had to act,
this was my only chance. I called the private investigator that I knew was hired by Tyler’s
parents and hoped for the best, because I couldn’t leave you all alone.

A while back, I discovered a way to temporarily make those powers my own. Of course I
didn’t tell anyone. But, my body wasn’t built for this. I’ll spare you the details, but I’m pretty
much burning up and slowly disintegrating. Based on my research I know the process will be
relatively quick and whatever remains can’t possibly be traced back to me. Seems perfect,
isn’t it?

This is the scariest thing I’ve ever done. We’ve all been very, very lucky. I’m not entirely
certain why they hadn’t gotten to Jenna yet. I think we’ll never know what their plan for her
was.

This is message getting longer and less coherent than I expected.

I don’t really know what to say. I guess I’m sorry. Sorry for ever getting involved in this. I’m
also sorry for not acting way sooner. I guess that part of me still thought I had the ability to
live a normal life if I just acted like nothing was wrong. Truth is, people like me, they don’t
get normal lives. Starting a family isn’t a success when there’s many things you have to lie
about all the time. No one will miss me.

Anyways, there’s no one left that was involved in what happened to you guys. Truly. I have
told you before about how they’re a relatively small, separated group that doesn’t
communicate with the rest out of safety reasons. They called everyone to the meeting in one
place, a dumb decision on their end, even though they were most likely planning on killing
most of us.

I’ve typed all of this out in advance as if I’m certain my plan is going to work. Wishful
thinking. I’m not sure if I’ll ever be able to send this to you. I’m sorry, about everything.
Deep down I always knew I’d die alone, and the thought of it doesn’t scare me anymore.
Everyone wants to die a hero, isn’t it? It’s ironic how you can’t know if your death was
actually for the greater good, or just a selfish way to feel good about yourself one last time.



To Tyler: you’re still that one missing kid. I don’t know if you’ve kept up with the news, but
you left a drawing behind on the wall with your name on it. The first new lead in years. If you
ever want to come forward, they’re all going to have many questions that you probably can’t
answer. Your parents are still out there and looking for you. Just letting you know.

To Josh: I sent a file with instructions on how to make your medication, in case you still want
it. You’re a smart guy, I’m sure you’ll be able to figure it out. 

To Jenna: I’m so incredibly sorry for letting you fall into their hands when you were born. I
should’ve protected you. We’ve only briefly met, but I wish you all the best in life.

Here goes nothing.

 

Best regards, Dr Smith



Now the night is coming to an end

Chapter Notes

I still haven’t exactly decided how many chapters are left oops

See the end of the chapter for more notes

“Isn’t this just being in denial of who I really am?” Josh asked as he shook the almost empty
pill bottle. Soon he would have to make new ones all by himself.

Tyler shrugged.

“I just really don’t like the emotional effects. It makes me too angry and— I mean, I also
can’t exactly show the world what I am.”

“If taking them makes you feel better then I think you should.”

Josh looked at him and nodded. Tyler was right, he should take them again. After today.
Maybe it would help with regaining a sense of normalcy. Not everything in their lives had
changed, because to his great relief, he hadn’t been fired from his job. Yet. Josh was
incredibly lucky his boss liked him, because he couldn’t explain fully why he had missed
work so many times recently. He went with the partial truth of a medical emergency.

“You should eat something.”

“Hm.” Tyler ran his hands over his arms and stared at the table. He wasn’t really hungry after
everything that had happened yesterday. Smith was dead, and he wasn’t going to come back.
Ever. Why did he care so much? Wasn’t Smith part of the reason his life was permanently
ruined?

Lost in thoughts, he hadn’t noticed Josh had sat down next to him at the table. He pushed the
bowl of cereal a bit closer to him, and Tyler reluctantly took the spoon to eat. “There’s just-
there’s too many things in my head. Too many things.”

“I know. It’s a lot to process for me too.” Josh swallowed, “I almost lost you forever.”

Tyler nodded and realized how lucky he was to still be here. It almost felt like he owed it to
the universe to keep on trying. To keep pushing. Maybe he would find his identity one day,
and his purpose. He loved writing, and music, there were a bunch of songs he had already
come up with. How amazing would it be to make more music together with Josh and show
their creations to the world one day?

“We have to keep reminding ourselves that we’re safe now. Let’s just take things one step at a
time.” Josh said. He stood up from the table and hugged Tyler from behind, who tensed up a



little at first, but then collected himself again.

Things seemed to be going surprisingly fine before everything went down. Josh hoped that
the growth he had been seeing in Tyler—but also in himself—wouldn’t be reversed because
of everything.

“Okay. You- you know I’m there for you too, right?”

“Of course.” he replied weakly, still holding Tyler in his arms.

Tyler hesitated about what to say, he should’ve done something sooner. When he could tell
Josh was starting to cry, he stood up from the chair and turned around. “Hey…” he said, and
awkwardly held Josh’s hands in his, unsure of how to react to his sudden emotion.

“I- I’m okay. It’s just been a really weird few days… weeks…” Josh quickly wiped away his
tears.

“You can tell me if you’re not okay.”

He sighed, “I’m not really okay— just like you, I think. I mean, how could we be okay right
now? I’m- I’m handling it is what I mean. I’m trying. That’s all I can do.”

“One step at a time.” Tyler repeated.

“Exactly.” He kept holding Tyler’s hands and looked in his eyes. “Speaking of which, if
you’re not up for it today then—”

“I have to.” Tyler said firmly. He had given Anderson the permission to tell his parents the
news. Whether that meant the whole town would know now, Tyler couldn’t tell. It didn’t
really matter to him right now. For years he had been begging to see his parents again, and it
was finally happening. Today.

“You don’t have to. At least they know you’re alive and I’m sure they’d underst—”

“No, I have to. I can’t let them wait any longer.”

“Alright.” Josh agreed, “Do you want to send them a text or call them before we go?”

Tyler tapped his fingers on the table, considering the question for a moment. Calling was the
scariest option, but texting or showing up unannounced felt like the wrong thing to do. It was
a big deal, and he couldn’t let a life changing moment happen with only a text. “I think I’ll
call.” he decided. He held his phone in his hands and hovered his finger above the text from
Anderson with the phone number.

This was terrifying.

“You can do it.”

“Yeah.”



“I’m right next to you.”

“What if they don’t pick up or— what if I can’t get the words out?”

“I’ll help if that happens, okay? You can do it.”

“Okay.” Tyler took a deep breath and called the number on speakerphone.

“Hello?”

“Hi, I- uhm, it’s me. Robbie. Uhm, Mr. Anderson gave me your phone number and address.”

“Oh my gosh.” she answered, and said something inaudible to another person in the room. “Is
it really you, Robbie?”

“Yes.” Tyler wasn’t sure what else to say, so he decided to just ask the question. “Is- is it
alright if I come over?”

“Yes! Yes, of course you can come over. Gosh— sorry, I just still can’t believe you’ve been
alive this whole time, I- we really need to see you.”

“Okay, uhm, I’m coming over in a bit.”

“Yes. We’ll see you soon.”

“Yes. See you soon.”

Tyler hung up and sighed, “I’m terrible at phone calls. Let’s just go.”

“I think you did great.”

*

“Are you ready?”

“Hold on.” Tyler got up from his seat and walked around the car. He stuck his fingers
underneath the outer door handles, examined the wheels, and ran his hand over the bottom
side of the car. Then something on the exhaust caught his eye. He kneeled down behind the
car, broke off the tiny object, and took a closer look at it.

Josh got out of the car as well and approached Tyler. “What are you doing?”

“I think it’s a tracker.” he got up from the pavement and held the thing in front of Josh’s eyes.
“Look at it.”

“That’s how they found us at the mall, isn’t it?”

Tyler threw the tracker on the floor and stomped his foot on it, over and over again until its
previous shape was unrecognizable.



“I think it’s broken now, Ty.” Josh said after about twenty seconds of continuous stomping,
but Tyler didn’t quit.

“No.”

The tracker was still being smashed into tinier pieces.

“Tyler—”

“No.” he repeated, and kept aggressively stomping his foot on what was basically nothing
anymore. There was only one thought running through his head: this thing almost killed him,
and he needed it gone.

Josh grabbed Tyler’s hand and pulled him away from the shattered tracker. “Hey—”

Tyler stopped stomping abruptly. “Sorry. I just had to—”

“I get it. Trust me.” he answered, and gave the final stomp himself. “Fuck that thing. Let’s
go.”

There were terrible people on this earth. Josh would never be able to understand how anyone
could live with themselves after abusing two little children, and planning on murdering them
because they managed to escape.

The abuse wasn’t something Tyler often outright talked about, but Josh knew. He knew for
sure about the gaslighting, and the drugging, but he could piece together some other things as
well. It was noticeable everywhere in Tyler’s behavior if you were around him for a while.

He’d rather not think about it for too long.

When both of them were back in the car, Josh pulled something out of his pocket. “I wanted
to give this to you in this hospital, but i forgot.” he handed the plastic dragon over to Tyler, “I
thought you might want it now.”

It was a lovely gesture. This dragon had been through everything Tyler had been through and
continued to be a source of comfort, even when he hadn’t held it in his hands in a while.
“Thank you. It helps.” he smiled.

“Ready to go?”

Tyler turned to Josh and fiddled with the dragon to calm his nerves. “Ready to go.”
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“I’m… scared.”

Josh turned to Tyler and listened attentively, waiting for him to find the words to elaborate.

“It’s just— what if I’m not what they’re expecting? I don’t feel normal. I’m not normal.”

“I think they will be very happy to see you, no matter what.” Josh said sincerely. He knew
that if he had a lost a young child as a parent, that’s what he would be thinking. Everything
else is perfect when the expectation is for you to be dead.

“Yeah?”

“Yes.”

“Okay.”

Tyler held onto Josh’s arm while they made their way to the doorstep. He looked at Josh, and
after a mutual look of confirmation, stepped forward on his own to ring the doorbell.

“I’m doing this.”

A few nerve racking seconds went by before someone opened the door and stared at him.

“It’s- it’s me.” Tyler said.

His mom wrapped her arms around him. “Oh gosh, you still have that same, cute face.” she
said through tears. A second, stronger, pair of arms joined in. “I’m so glad you’re finally
here, my boy.”

Tyler’s eyes darted from side to side, until he was finally able to direct his gaze to Josh, who
smiled reassuringly. These were his parents, he should love being hugged by them, but it still
made him feel a little nervous.

Visibly nervous, apparently, because when both his parents let go, they looked at him with
concern.

“Oh honey, are you okay?”



“Uhm, yeah. Yeah, I’m okay.” Tyler looked down at the floor, “Just nervous.”

“That’s alright, my guy. We are too.” his dad replied, “Do you want to come inside?”

“Yes.”

Josh slowly followed the rest of them towards the house.

“Oh— I didn’t even ask who you are.” his mom said to Josh and shook his hand “I’m Kelly,
that’s Chris, it’s nice to meet you!”

“I’m Josh, Tyler’s— uhm…”

“Boyfriend?” Tyler’s dad added, “I mean, when he was younger I always kinda thought he
—” he said before he was interrupted by a slap on the arm from Tyler’s mom. She smiled at
both of them.

“Yeah.” Tyler confirmed.

All of them sat down in the living room. This wasn’t the same house he had grown up in, but
it still felt oddly familiar.

He wasn’t sure what to say, feel, or think right now.

“Do you guys want something to drink?” Tyler’s mom asked, and immediately filled up two
glasses of soda when they replied. She put the drinks on the table and took a seat.

“Honey, what happened? Where have you been?”

It wasn’t that he noticed he was hyperventilating until Josh subtly put his hand on his. All of
this was far too overwhelming.

Josh could probably feel that was the case, because he quickly asked whether the two of them
could have a moment alone. He had done the same thing at Anderson’s house. Despite hating
the reminder that he couldn’t handle anything without someone intervening, Tyler had to
admit it did help.

In the hallway, he leaned against the wall and tried to slow down his breathing.

“Are you okay?”

Tyler shrugged.

“Do you want me to do the talking?”

“No. I- I wanna do it myself. Please.”

“That’s alright.” Josh perfectly understood why he wanted that. He put his arm around Tyler
and gave him a kiss on the forehead “I’m proud of you.”



After a while, when Tyler was ready to continue, they made their way back to the living
room.

“Sorry.” Tyler said softly.

“No need to be sorry, boy.” his dad said, “I know it’s a lot.”

“I- I think— uhm, what happened to me and where I’ve been is really hard to explain for me,
so first I wanna know what you guys know.”

His mom took a deep breath. “We didn’t really know anything for sure, but— when we first
gave our statements to the police, they thought that maybe you were confused, because you
had been talking about a boy who could burn things with his eyes. They thought you had
walked away from home in a state of confusion, and had gotten into danger somewhere along
the way. They suspected it could have been a brain tumor.”

“We always pushed for more investigations….” Tyler’s dad added, “The story they gave us
just didn’t make any sense.”

Tyler nodded, “Because it wasn’t true.”

His mom continued. “We kept looking for answers, with lots of different investigators and
police officers, but eventually there wasn’t enough evidence or leads for anything. You
became a cold case, and everyone but us moved on— oh, and Mr. Anderson. We thought he
was a bit odd, but he never gave up on us.”

“No leads until the news item?”

“Until the news item. We only know you might have had some connection to that old
government laboratory building, because there was a drawing with your name on it. It all
went very fast after that— we didn’t find out much of what happened, but at least we found
you.”

“Okay.”

Tyler’s dad scraped his throat, “Mr. Anderson thought it was your story to tell, not his.”

Now it was Tyler’s turn to share the truth, but that was easier said than done. Not only did he
hate thinking about everything people had done to him, but he also feared his parents
wouldn’t believe any of it.

Despite that, he thought they both deserved to know. He and Josh had both agreed to take the
risk of telling the full story. What else would they do? Lie to two parents who only want to
know what happened to their missing son?

“Uhm, I tried to write it all down so— if- if you could read it that would be great.” Tyler
finally said as he handed over a letter. He had written it yesterday, through agony and anxiety
from having to recall all the bad memories.

At least he didn’t have to go over all of it again now.



He nervously bounced his legs as his parents were reading the letter in silence. It seemed to
last an eternity with the way they had decided to keep all their comments and verbal reactions
quiet until they had read every single word.

Eventually, his mom looked up. Tyler braced for a reaction of disbelief, or ridicule. Instead,
she sat down next to him on the couch and gently pulled him into a hug. She must’ve noticed
he was uncomfortable the first time, because she made sure to be extra slow to approach him.

This felt good. Safe.

No words were shared between any of them for a while, and it didn’t last long before
everyone was either tearing up or holding back tears.

“You- you were kidnapped?” she said, her voice quivering as she almost cried, “They
convinced you you were crazy? They just— they just kept you there and drugged you and—
oh, baby…”

“Y- yeah.”

“Did they even feed you? Take care of you?”

“Enough to keep me alive, apparently. It- it wasn’t as bad the first few years, but then it
slowly got worse.” Tyler avoided eye contact with anyone in the room, “I- I don’t know. I’m
doing a bit better now.”

He couldn’t bring himself to tell them that he was malnourished when he escaped, that he still
dealt with unhealthy teeth, was probably shorter than he should’ve been, and generally felt
like he had a weaker body than most. That was only the tip of the iceberg of all the damage
that had been done.

“What about the girl?” his dad asked, “Is she alright?”

“Yeah, she is.” Tyler said, but he realized he didn’t know many details of her life currently.

He decided he would visit her tomorrow.

“You guys believe me? You believe that it’s real?” Tyler asked his parents, he wanted to be
sure.

His mom sighed emotionally, “I was honestly suspecting something like this when I saw the
news about the laboratory.”

Tyler’s dad pointed at Josh, still in disbelief. “So you’re— you’re the boy Robbie was talking
about years ago?”

Josh looked up, “Yes. Yes, I am.”

“How does it work? Your eyes, I mean. Can you show it? I- I believe you, but—”

“Chris.” Mrs. Joseph sighed.



“No, it’s alright. I didn’t believe it either at first.” Josh was prepared for this question, and
had skipped out on his meds for today. “Do you have a candle?”

Mr Joseph went over to one of the shelves around the corner and gave Josh the candle, who
took it in his hands and tried to concentrate.

His ability to control his eyes had gotten much better over time. Lighting a candle was
merely a fun party trick to him now. However, Mr. and Mrs. Joseph stared at the lit candle in
awe.

“Woah. You really just did that.” Mr. Joseph said.

“I did.” Josh smiled proudly, then his face turned serious again. “There’s just one thing I- we
still wanted to talk about, I think.”

Tyler nodded, he knew what Josh was getting at and decided to start the conversation. “We’re
not being looked for anymore by anyone currently, but all the things we both just told you are
pretty sensitive information. Uhm, officially I’m still missing, I haven’t gone to the police.
We’ll have to lie to them about what happened for- for our own safety, and yours. I just
thought you deserved the truth.”

His mom hugged him again, “This is all a lot to take in, but we understand, honey. If you
need us to back up your statement to the police, just give us a call, alright?”

“I will.” Tyler said, “Thank you.”

“I feel like there’s still so many things left to talk about after we’ve processed all of this…”
Mrs. Joseph said, “It’s a lot. I can tell it’s a lot for you, too.”

“Yeah.”

“We’ll keep in contact, okay? We’re your parents and we’re here for you, even if we have to
get to know each other again.”

As she finished that sentence, Tyler shed a happy tear for the first time in what seemed like so
long.

Maybe life would turn out okay after all.
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Tyler threw himself down on the bed, freshly showered, and happy to be home again.

“How are you feeling?”

“Pretty peaceful.” Tyler said, “That’s the short answer.”

Josh ran his fingers through Tyler’s damp hair and held him close. “I don’t mind a longer
answer.”

“It’s not like things are suddenly perfect. There’s some stuff I still need to sort out, but I feel
like I can finally start to move on. Like I can live. Not just survive. I didn’t think I would ever
have that feeling. Does that make sense?”

“I think it does.”

“It feels good. I’m glad I have my parents back.” Tyler turned over and put his arm over
Josh’s chest, “It’ll still be hard. All the trauma isn’t going to just go away.”

It wasn’t that Josh didn’t know that Tyler had a hard time dealing with everything that
happened, but the realization would never be an easy thing to stomach. “That’s true.” he said,
not trying to deny or sugarcoat any of it.

“Yeah. I won’t ever be normal, but I think I can become okay with that. Eventually.”

“We don’t have to be normal. Being abnormal is pretty cool, too.”

“It’s the coolest.” he answered sincerely, but with a hint of sadness in his voice.

“What’s it?”

“I’m not cool-abnormal like you, I’m like an alien on earth. There’s nothing cool about that.”

Josh had to think about what to say, he hated that Tyler still viewed himself so negatively. “I
love you exactly the way you are.”

Tyler smiled and playfully rolled his eyes, “Oh, stop it…”

“What? I mean it.”



“I love you too.”

Raindrops ticked against the window of the bedroom, a faint rumbling sound in the distance
served as a reminder that the outside world would keep moving on its own. Even within that
uncontrollable force, however, there is still a choice. Putting yourself in an open field while
the lighting strikes down around you is a rookie mistake. It may take a few storms before you
realize you’re better off seeking shelter until it blows over.

The latter feels a little less brave, like a surrender, but humans weren’t made to conquer the
laws of nature.

“You worded that so well earlier, about living and not just surviving.”

Tyler let that thought marinate in his brain for a few seconds. “I think I’ll have to get used to
living.” he elaborated, “You know, living is harder than dying. I’ve had the opportunity to die
more than I’ve had the opportunity to live. I don’t understand why people always say they’d
die for someone as an act of love, when it’s so much harder to live for someone.”

“You truly have such a pretty brain, do you know that?” Josh said with all possible sincerity
as he looked Tyler in the eyes, who smiled humbly. “You should write a song about that.”

“I did.” Tyler grinned, excited to be making music again. “I’ll show you tomorrow. I need
your drums.”

“I look forward to it.” Josh said happily, then looked at the clock. “Speaking of tomorrow— I
should probably go to sleep, can’t be late to work or I’ll get fired.”

“Yeah, let’s go to sleep. I’m exhausted. I’m visiting Jenna tomorrow, by the way.”

“Sounds like a good idea.” Josh reached out his arm and flicked over the light switch, “Is it
okay like this?” he asked, still lying against Tyler.

“Perfect. Goodnight.”

“Goodnight, Ty.”

*

“We’re both bad at smalltalk, aren’t we?” Jenna quipped. Neither of them really knew how to
start the conversation. Within their not-so-typical sibling relationship, the dynamics still
weren’t clear.

On one hand, Tyler would always be her little brother, even if she was only a few months
older than him. It made her take on a protective role, especially with the way Tyler was
treated all those years. Jenna still felt like her experience wasn’t comparable to his.

On the other hand, Tyler was a part of her old life that was still hard to confront. She wanted
a life that was separate from everything that had happened in the past.

But that wasn’t fair.



“I’m sorry.” she said.

Tyler looked up, “What?”

“I’m sorry for rarely reaching out to you.”

“Well, I- I mean— I didn’t either.” Tyler admitted.

Jenna nodded subtly, “Let’s change that.”

“Yeah, so— uh, how are you doing?”

“I’m alright. I still have a job, my coworkers are nice. Other than that, I don’t mind being
alone all that much.” she said honestly.

“Really?”

“It’s just easier, you know. I’m sure you get it. I think I’m starting to be friends with some
people lately, though. We’ll see.”

Tyler leaned back on the couch and stared at the ceiling. “I’m your family. Josh too, kind of,
and I’m sure my parents are there for you. You know that, right?”

“Yeah.” Jenna replied, “I don’t know, it feels like I’m intruding.”

“You’re not. I promise.”

She smiled eventually, “I’m not sure how you’re always doing that.”

“Doing what?”

Jenna took a few seconds to find the right words. “You’ve never lost that sweetness. It’s like
everyone who ever hurt you only made you softer, in a good way. I wish I was softer
sometimes.”

“You can be.”

“Do you think so?”

“Are you in—”

“In therapy? Yeah, recently started, surprisingly. I didn’t want it at first, but I don’t think I
had a choice. You?”

“I was, but— it wasn’t— no one understood me.” Tyler sighed, “Honestly, I probably need it
more than ever, but I- I can’t just work with a vague story.”

“Partial truths work best, in my experience.”

“That’s what I was thinking of doing with my police statement.” Tyler blurted out.



Jenna looked up, “Are you sure you want to go to the police?”

“I- I just don’t want to be a missing person anymore.” he explained, “People will get
suspicious because there were new leads on my case, and my parents suddenly have a son
again.”

“They’re going to ask about me too, aren’t they? My name was there.”

“That’s what I wanted to ask you about. You can always be my imaginary sister.”

“No, I’ll go with you.” she decided, “Let’s come up with a solid story…”

*

The cop stared at the determined group of people in front of him. “A missing person’s case,
you say?”

“Yeah.” Tyler replied.

“Case number?” the cop sighed.

“What?”

“I need to know what missing person we’re talking about here. We get about 600,000 of
those cases throughout the country every year.”

“Robbie Joseph.”

The officer typed something on his keyboard, and his eyes widened. “You’re saying you’re
that kid?”

“Yes.”

“Well, alright. I’ll get someone to interrogate you.”

Not much later another pair of cops approached them. “You can some with us.” one of them
said, looking at Tyler. “Alone.”

“Do I— do I have to? Alone?”

“Given the seriousness of your case, we’d prefer to ask you some questions alone.”

“Okay.” he agreed, then followed the cops to the interrogation room and sat down at the
table.

“I’m agent Parker, I usually handle victim interrogations. We need to ask you some things to
find out more about your disappearance. To start off, how are you feeling?”

Tyler stared at the police officers and stayed quiet.



The man nodded sympathetically in response. “Would you prefer getting right into the
questions?”

“Yes.”

“Alright. Our system says the latest lead on your case was a drawing found in a vacant
building. They found the DNA of four people. Could you tell me something about that?”

“Uhm, yes. I was— I was kidnapped in the forest near my house and kept in that building
along with someone else. She’s the blonde girl that was with me.” Tyler explained as his
heart was beating in his throat.

“One of the people was another kidnapped child?”

“Yes, but she’s unregistered. There’s no case for her.”

“What about the two other people whose DNA was found?”

“There were two men. Th- they kept us there.” Tyler wiggled his legs under the table and
tapped his knuckles against each other, hoping neither of the cops would comment on it.

The officer frowned. “Do you know where those men are, currently?”

“I- I think they’re dead. One day, they just— they didn’t come back, but they left important
things behind. They were usually very careful with everything.”

“What important things?”

“They kept some sort of diary on me and the other girl… It was weird. I- I don’t have it
anymore. We burned it.”

“You burned it?”

“Yes, we did, inside of the building, right before we escaped. We just wanted it gone. It was a
dumb thing to do. We destroyed evidence.”

The cop stared at his notes. “You think they’re dead because they disappeared suddenly and
left evidence behind, am I getting that right?”

“Yes.”

“Do you remember what they looked like?”

Tyler thought about that question for a while. “I don’t.” he answered. It surprised him that he
didn’t have to lie. “I- I truly can’t recall their faces. I’m sorry.” He was hyperventilating once
again, and felt the tears burning behind his eyes, but he wouldn’t let them fall this time. Not
now.

“I understand. I do have to ask you one more time— we don’t need to arrest anyone? You’re
sure they aren’t out there anymore?”



His body was trembling all over. “I’m sure. I know I can’t prove it, but I- I- I’m entirely sure.
My sist— uhm, the other girl and I both suspect it might’ve been suicide. I overheard them
talking about some pact.”

“Okay.” the officer said and wrote something down, “There’s something I’d also like to
know, do you know why the lights on the lab were on?”

“It was me.” Tyler admitted after a period of silence, “I went back. I don’t know why, maybe
it was curiosity. It made me feel terrible.”

The officer nodded, “That was the reason I was suspecting. It seems like you had escaped
before that time. Why didn’t you come here sooner?”

“I was scared and confused. I hadn’t been outside in years. I just didn’t know what to do.”

“Do you feel safe now.?”

“Yeah.”

“Who were the people that were with you today?”

“My- my parents, the other girl that was kidnapped, her name is Jenna, and my partner. I live
with him.”

“I’m glad you have a support system, Robbie.” the policeman said.

“M- me too.”

“Is there anything else you would want to discuss?”

Tyler dropped his gaze. “Uhm, I don’t have a valid ID anymore. Jenna never had one.” he
said with a shaky voice, “Also, I go by Tyler now, not Robbie, if that’s not a problem.”

“I think my colleagues are currently still taking Jenna’s statement, but we’ll make sure you
both get a correct ID as soon as possible.”

“Thank you.”

“If you’ve said everything you’ve wanted to say, there’s one thing left that we want to do.
Your story adds up, but we need to conduct a DNA test to be sure it matches before we can
close your case. Is that alright?”

“Yes.” Tyler sighed in relief, and he burst out crying.
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The evening had been getting older when they came back from the police station. With a
puffy and exhausted Tyler in his arms, Josh was sitting on the floor of the living room,
equally exhausted from working a shift and then going to the police station immediately after.

He gently rubbed Tyler’s back and listened to his breathing that had finally returned to
normal. “It’s okay. It just all came out now, isn’t it?”

“Yeah.” he said weakly, “It was just the police report today and— man, I— I think I miss
him.”

“Smith?”

“I read his text again this morning. We didn’t even talk about him. It’s like he never even
existed, or mattered.” Tyler’s voice cracked, “We weren’t even friends, but it’s still not okay.
It’s not. He- he died a hero without anyone even caring about him. That’s so messed up,
Josh.”

“It all went so fast. I don’t think he would blame us,” Josh tried to rationalize, “but we did
care. We cried, remember? I’m still sad about it.”

Tyler nodded. “I- I just kinda thought he would somehow have come back by now. He’s dead,
really dead.”

“It’s not too late to grieve, Ty. It never is. Maybe we can hold a little funeral for ourselves,
just for closure.”

“Yeah.” he whispered, “Is it really never too late to grieve? Not even for…”

“For…?”

“Actually— no. I don’t want to grieve for Dr. Jones.” Tyler decided, to which Josh gave him
a questioning look. “I fucking hate that asshole.” he mumbled, “Abusive piece of shit.”



Josh chuckled, “That’s the first time I’ve heard you use those words.”

It wasn’t the words that had surprised Tyler himself. It was the content of the words. For the
longest time, he had felt a twisted sense of love for the man, in the way a child would love
their parent. Truth was, even his nice moments were part of the abuse. Tyler realized that
now.

The only version of Dr. Jones that would remain to exist in his mind, was the one with eyes
colder than the dead of winter as he slowly made Tyler forget about his own existence.

Even if he couldn’t remember his face anymore.

“It felt good to say those words.” Tyler concluded.

“He deserved it. I’m proud of you, actually. Wanna move to the couch?”

“Sure. My butt hurts.”

Josh got up first and reached out his hand towards Tyler, who pulled himself up. As soon as
they had found a more comfortable place to sit, he looked at Josh and smiled.

“What’s up?”

“I— maybe this is a weird moment, but I wanted to tell you something.” Tyler said
mysteriously.

“Go ahead.”

“I basically graduated earlier today. Like, high school level. I still need to arrange my
diploma as soon as I get my ID, but I officially passed all the exams.”

“Dude!” Josh yelled out, “That’s such a big thing. I can’t even— man, I’m so proud of you.
You did it.”

This meant they were equal now. Josh himself had dropped out of college to pursue music,
but with the occasional fill-in gig and the few small bands that didn’t last long, he couldn’t
help but think he had made a mistake. Yet, he kept trying for something bigger. Something
real.

Maybe one day.

As if reading his thoughts, Tyler said “I don’t know if I want to go to college. Don’t laugh at
me, but I think I want to try music.”

Josh smiled widely, it made him feel warm inside that Tyler’s only worry at this moment was
whether his dream sounded ridiculous. “I would never laugh at you for that. Wasn’t there a
song you wanted to show to me?”

*



Jenna hesitated whether to open the door, she wasn’t expecting anyone at this hour, in the
dark. Reluctantly, she walked towards it and decided to take the risk.

“Hi. Jenna, isn’t it?”

“Wait, you’re—”

“Mr Anderson. I’m the private inves—”

“Yeah, I know who you are. Why are you here?”

Anderson paused to think, “It’s complicated. Can I come in, maybe?”

“Sure.” Jenna decided eventually, and gestured him to follow her. “What’s it?”

“The moment I looked into your eyes…”

She burst out laughing, “What?”

“No— no, that’s not— listen.” Anderson sputtered, “It’s just— you look like my late wife.
It’s the eyes. I thought it couldn’t be,” he said, “but then I looked up your birthdate in the
files, and I read about the circumstances surrounding your birth, and—”

“My birth?”

“Yes.”

Jenna frowned, “What are you getting at?”

“Jenna, I think you’re my daughter.”

“No. That can’t be.” she argued, “My dad wasn’t in the picture way before I was born.”

“Think about it. Who is it that told you that?”

“Yeah, okay.” Jenna considered the possibility of it being a lie, but this still didn’t quite make
sense to her. “Then why didn’t you help me?”

“I didn’t know you were alive.”

“Oh.”

“They told me you died in her womb, and it killed her.” Anderson took a breath, “I’ve only
seen her body. I guess I was so shocked and full of grief that I didn’t question it.”

She took in his words, and her gaze softened. “What did she look like?”

In no time, a picture of a woman with Jenna’s bright blue eyes and smile was shown to her.
“You’re right. She looks exactly like me.”



“I mean, I don’t know for sure if you’re my child— my eyes don’t light up. I already checked
if I have the moles. I don’t.”

“Show me your shoulder.” Jenna insisted. Her potential dad lifted both of his sleeves. “Yeah!
Right there.” she pointed, “You have the four moles.”

“I don’t see anything.” He looked again. “Jenna, there’s nothing there.”

“Then how come I can see them?”

“I don’t know.” Anderson sighed.

“Hold on, let me call Tyler and Josh to come take a look. This needs to be settled.”

After a long time of uncertain, silent moments in the living room, both guys arrived. “Why
did you want us to come over right now? Josh and I were working on music.” Tyler
complained.

“It won’t take long. I just want you both to look at Anderson’s shoulder and tell me whether
you see four moles. I think he might be my dad.”

“I don’t see any moles.”

Josh stood next to Tyler, motionlessly. “I do. That’s odd.”

“What are the odds that Jenna is this random girl who looks exactly like my wife, and has the
same rare mutation as I do?”

“Honestly? Zero.” Tyler said.

“Am I one of you?” Anderson asked with a confused look on his face. “Why can’t I see it?
And why can everyone else see your moles?”

“Maybe it just gets passed on stronger to the next generation. I don’t know, there could be
different forms, even.” Josh hypothesized, “Neither of my parents have the moles, so my case
was probably spontaneous.”

Jenna nodded and stared at her dad’s shoulder. “There’s just so much we don’t know yet,” she
finally smiled, “but isn’t that what keeps life interesting?”

*

Josh looked at the dark building. “You’re sure you want to do this?”

“Yeah.”

“Really?”

“Yes.” Tyler answered.

“Okay. Sorry— it’s just that you seemed pretty overwhelmed earlier.”



“I need this. I need closure and it’s important to me that I show this to you.”

That answer made Josh a little emotional, the fact that Tyler trusted him with this part of his
life wasn’t something he took for granted.

Having walked into the building, one thing stood out: this place seemed even colder than he
could’ve imagined. Even without the knowledge of what may have occurred in here, and that
this had been an active crime scene until now, Josh still would’ve had a strange feeling about
this place.

“That used to be my room.” Tyler said after a tour of the rest of the hall, pointing at a closed
door. He guided Josh towards it, and inside. “I think I’m going to take those VHS tapes I
used to watch home with me. What do you think?”

Josh swallowed, “This doesn’t feel like a kid’s room, but at the same time it does. It’s weird.”
He stared at the little cracks in the ceiling, and Tyler followed his gaze.

The view brought up an uncomfortable memory in Tyler’s mind. He remembered how it felt
to be grabbed by his wrists and pressed down on the bed when he couldn’t calm down, his
frail body sinking into the mattress. On a good day.

He still knew how it escalated that one night. It wasn’t something Tyler had done that was
different— it was the look in the man’s eyes that wasn’t quite like usual. Tyler had tried to sit
up slowly, wanting to drink some water at the sink across the room. Before he realized what
was happening, a hand had grabbed around his throat and pushed him back down harshly.

It made him feel sick to his stomach.

Gentle fingertips on the side of Tyler’s face turned his suddenly sweaty head away from the
ceiling.

“Are you still good?”

“I- I think I can’t breathe.” was all he could say while rubbing his throat. “It hurts. Please
stop.” he shivered.

Josh squeezed Tyler’s hand. “Hey, it’s just me and you here. He’s gone. He can’t hurt you.”

“He grabbed my throat.” Tyler said to no one in particular.

Hearing details of what had happened would never be easy. Sometimes Josh wished he could
do more than just give comfort and wait for Tyler to work through things on his own. “I’m so
sorry.”

“This place is haunted. Everything here feels bad.”

“Should we go home?”

“No— no, not yet. I’m not going to run away again. I’m not.”



“Are you sure?”

Tyler looked into Josh’s eyes, slightly in doubt about his own decision, but taking the awful
memories as reasons to fight back. “Can we sit on the bed together? For just a minute? I want
to have at least one positive memory of this room.”

It almost felt forbidden to touch anything. Careful to not change this room that had been
frozen in time, Josh sat down. He waited for Tyler to do the same, but he seemed hesitant.
Slowly but surely, he made his way over to the bed and rested his head on Josh’s shoulder.
“Thank you. I know this might seem dumb.”

“I don’t think it’s dumb at all.” Josh said, his hand on Tyler’s knee.

“That kid and I are the same person. Weird to think about.”

“Life can be weird.”

Tyler smiled. “Yeah.” Knowing Josh was trying to keep the mood light, he couldn’t help but
feel like he needed to emphasize how much of a struggle even acknowledging this fact had
been. “I mean it, though. It’s like I’ve been split in two somewhere along the way. My life
doesn’t feel continuous. I never fully realized that.”

Josh listened to him attentively.

“I changed my name to Tyler to feel like I had control over who I was. He called me Robbie.
I hated it.” Tyler took a breath, “When my parents called me by that name again, I—” he
stopped and shrugged.

“Does it feel different now?”

“Yeah. Yeah, it does.” he confirmed, “Actually, I have…”

“What?”

Tyler reached into the pocket of his jacket and handed over his new, real, ID card to Josh,
who took a closer look at it. “Tyler Robert Joseph.” he read out loud. “You made it your
middle name?”

“What do you think?”

“It fits you so well.” Josh whispered, with Tyler still leaning against him. “I really like it.”

The walls were closing in on the both of them. Tyler was starting to feel suffocated. “I think
we should get out of here, but— I’m- I’m not running way now, am I?”

“Nah. I feel it too. This place is terrible.”

Tyler sighed, “It really is.” Josh was right. This wasn’t running away, this was choosing to
protect yourself.



“Late night Taco Bell trip?”

“I thought you’d never ask.”

Chapter End Notes

Only the epilogue left to go. I’ll save the the sappy words for that one…



My taste in music is your face

Chapter Notes

Well, I guess the moment is finally there. The last ever chapter (epilogue) of this story. If
you read this—or actually, if you’ve read any chapter at all, thank you. I’ve enjoyed
writing this story either way, but the comments I’ve gotten in the past two years make it
even better.

Thank you.

See the end of the chapter for more notes

Death.

Everyone dies. Some alone, some in company. Some people die heroes, some people die as
cold hearted as they used to live their life.

Does it even make a difference, when you cease to exist?

Truth is, people rarely, truly stop existing. There’s always a bunch of different versions of a
person living on in other people’s minds. There’s the kind of deceased that you want to offer
their own, beautiful room in your head, and the kind you wish you could evict.

Preferably, try to not live your life in such a way that you become the latter.

Life.

It’s all you have, and most of it is dependent on luck. Pure luck. Some people spend their
whole lives fighting, hoping to get merely a glimpse of what the lucky people take for
granted.

So, what if you won that fight? Is it still pure luck, or should you give yourself a bit more
credit for it all?

Tyler didn’t really remember what made him want to fight back. At a certain point, it was as
if a magnet was trying to pull him out of the life he knew. With no plan, no belongings, and
no one to go back to, he was thrown into the deep end. Little did he know that had only been
the beginning.

The beginning of something beautiful.

*



Josh took a breath and looked out of the window of the van, “I guess we’re doing this thing,
huh?”

“You better. I didn’t help you guys get all that stuff into the back of the car for nothing.”
Mark said.

Tyler felt a little silly for having taken his dragon figurine with him for the occasion, but he
had been through thick and thin with him. It would only be fair to show him how far he had
come.

He had finally decided on a name for him: Trash. Trash still gave him comfort, even if he had
other sources for that now. Milkshakes would never be the same again, he could live with
that, but Trash was the one thing that had really remained a constant throughout both
segments of his life. It was the connection between them, and Tyler would always hold on to
it.

He looked to Josh, who smiled at him. “What?” Tyler asked.

“I just think it’s cute, the little dragon. I think you’re cute.”

“You do?”

“You didn’t realize?”

“I mean— I don’t know. I don’t consider myself that cute.”

Josh tapped his foot on the car mat. “Usually I would’ve started arguing with you, but I’m too
nervous right now. Are you nervous? I’m pretty nervous.”

“I’m not sure. Maybe it just won’t feel real until I’m actually on stage.” Tyler answered after
contemplating for a bit. “I think I’m more excited.”

“I love that about you. Your excitement.”

“Do you really mean all of that, or are you just trying to flirt?”

“Both.” Josh grinned. “No, I’m being serious. I admire the way you can be excited about both
the big and the little things in life.” he said as he squeezed Tyler’s hand, and slowly leaned in
to kiss him on the cheek.

Tyler turned around, grabbed both of Josh’s cheeks, whose eyes widened, and pulled him into
a kiss that seemed to last an eternity.

“I was trying to take it slow, but— oh, well.” Josh gasped, after.

“Well, I wasn’t.”

The car stopped in the parking lot of the bar, and mark scraped his throat. “You guys know
I’m here too, right?”



*

“Are we ready?” Josh whispered into Tyler’s ear at the side of the tiny stage. They had just
finished setting everything up, hoping to win over some hearts of the people in this bar.

Tyler’s eyes darted across the room. “I think we can do it.”

“Do you think anyone apart from our parents and Jenna and Thomas will even pay attention
to us?”

“I hope so.”

The both of them mentally prepared themselves to take the stage. Tyler walked up to the
microphone, he scanned the room until he saw his parents, and Josh’s, and Jenna with her
dad. His parents gave him an encouraging smile, and he took that as the cue to start the show.

The drums came in, and Tyler started pressing on the piano keys: “I just wanna stay in the
sun where I find…”

Chapter End Notes

(They end up making it big and live happily ever after, in case you were wondering.)

It’s weird to think I’ve been working on this for over two years now and managed to
finish the story entirely. You get attached to characters you write, and I hope I did them
justice in the end. I also hope that some of the sensitive subjects I’ve covered are
approached respectfully.

I enjoy writing and would like to post another work sometime, maybe— I have some
ideas, pretty different from this story, but it’s not fully fleshed out yet. Stick around and
we’ll see.
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