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Dedication
 
For my son. You will always be my baby no matter how old you are.   
 
 
 


Chapter One
 
Legacy stared at the tornado in front of her. She didn’t care that her anger had created it because she was too furious to freaking be bothered with what her emotions were doing.
The nightmare she’d just had was enough to ignite the fury that was buried deep within her. Rage burned through Legacy from her core. Rage caused by her so-called best friend.
River. That slimy bastard! Just thinking his name made her blood boil. He was going to pay and pay dearly for causing her this heartache, turmoil, and confusion that skewed her change.
It was River all along! She didn’t know how far back his treachery went, but she could only assume he’d been playing her from the first day they’d met.
His strange expression on that fateful summer Saturday forged new meanings for her now. She’d been so worried about Medusa—his damn mother—all this time, and she should have been focused on him just as much. What fueled her distaste was realizing River had tried warning her all along. He’d told her he felt as if he was turning into a monster, and he even blamed some of his ill decisions on his monster heritage.
Adin was right again. River was a monster. She was the one who didn’t want to see it. River took advantage of her kindness, and he played her for a fool. A fool!
She couldn’t believe it took a dream to show her the light. Oh, River hadn’t come out and confessed in her dream. But she knew. Boy, did she ever.
If she’d learned one thing from her dreams, it was the fact that they helped her discover what was going on in her life, and what her dream last night revealed was that River was behind Venus showing up in Adin’s life…in Legacy’s life—not Medusa.
This type of betrayal was monumental. River may already be a god, but he was about to feel her wrath.
As Legacy thought about the hurt his lies caused, the tornado intensified.
“Legacy!” Lissa yelled as she ran into her room and grabbed her arm. “What’s going on?”
“River is a liar!” she screamed.
“You have to get control of yourself! This tornado can destroy every home on the block. Do you want to kill someone?” she yelled.
She could kill someone right now, but death would be too easy for River.
“Fine,” she said through gritted teeth, and snapped her head toward the tornado. “Stop!” she screamed while she glared at it.
The tornado instantly disappeared, and Lissa gasped. “How…how did you do that?” she asked incredulously.
“River showed me how to do that. Hasn’t he been such a helpful friend? I’m so happy I have him in my life,” she said with heavy sarcasm.
“What happened with River?”
“Oh, nothing…yet. But something is going to happen. Very soon,” she said, stepping away from Lissa.
“Legacy, what’s going on?”
She ignored her as she paced, trying to think of a way to tell River she knew everything. She couldn’t decide if she was going to go straight to his house and inform him, at the top of her lungs, she was privy to his lies, or if she should bite her tongue and make him confess.
“Legacy?” Lissa said, her tone reproachful.
“I had an enlightening dream last night. Medusa wasn’t the one behind Venus showing up at Adin’s school. It was River.”
“Oh,” Lissa said slowly as she sat on the edge of her bed.
Legacy’s gaze flashed to her guardian. “Oh? Is that all you have to say about it? River has been playing me, Lissa!”
“Legacy, I told you that River’s and Adin’s feelings for you were strong. You’ve practically been with Adin ever since you met River. Maybe this is how River was able to deal with your relationship with Adin.”
“Are you defending him?” she yelled.
“Of course not. I’m just saying River is a teenage boy who is in love with a girl he can’t have. His hormones are raging. He can’t help that part.”
“I don’t want to hear excuses for him! He’s been working me from the get-go! River wanted me so badly that the orchestrated Venus’s arrival. Hell, he even said he thought Adin would break up with me and not the other way around when I told him we’d broken up. He said he thought Adin wouldn’t be able to ignore his bond with Venus. River obviously didn’t just think this—he was banking on it!”
“Legacy, I know you’re mad,” Lissa said in a pacifying tone, “but you need to think this through logically.”
“Hmm…think this through. Okay. How’s this? River was eager to show me his abilities both before and after he ascended, but he conveniently left out his ability to produce snakes. Now, why do you think that is?”
Lissa shook her head. “I-I, er …”
“That’s okay,” Legacy said, waving her hand. “I’ll explain my theory. See, River knew he was going to use that to his advantage. He had to have been the one to manifest the snakes that night I was here alone, hoping I’d return to Calli’s house—probably so he’d see me as soon as he returned from his trip. He also was the one behind the snakes during Adin’s accident. I have to admit putting the snakes in that car was a little sloppy on his part. I mean, I was the one to cause the accident. If River knew then that I’d be the one to kill Adin, he wouldn’t have even needed to bother trying to hurt him. Oh, and during the summer when I stayed at Calli’s that night when Spike got out and River followed me, there was a snake in the woods. I bet he made it appear just so he’d have an opportunity to protect me. What a jerk!”
“Legacy, look, I know you’re really angry right now, but you have to remember Medusa wants you dead. The snakes could have been her doing.”
“Fine, but bringing Venus here threw off my change to the point I was so unruly I’d kill the man I love. That was River’s doing!” 
“You have every right to be mad at River for bringing Venus into Adin’s life, but you can’t just assume he has been behind everything.”
Legacy took a deep breath and looked away from her. “Maybe you’re right,” she said, but she lied. She knew River was behind everything. It was just too convenient for it not to have been him. Sure, Medusa wanted her dead, so the wretched hag could secure her abilities, keep her from being with River, and seek revenge against Poseidon, but River had a much bigger objective. He wanted to be with Legacy, and now it was apparent he’d stop at nothing to ensure the future he’d dreamed about. 
“So what are you going to do now?” Lissa asked timidly.
“I don’t know. I need to think about everything. Maybe I should go talk to Calli.”
Calli was her real best friend. Not some person who’d played her for personal gain. She couldn’t believe she’d considered River her best friend. Friends didn’t betray each other like this. Friends looked out for one another. And best friends, those were the kinds of friends who did everything for each other, thinking about the other’s needs before his or her own. River wasn’t a best friend. He didn’t do things for her because they benefited her. He did things for himself.
He wasn’t a kind, caring man. He was a selfish asshole.
“I think that’s a good idea. Maybe Calli can help you sort out everything,” she said softly.
“Yeah, I’m going to change and go over here.”
She got dressed after Lissa left her room and drove to Calli’s house. Just pulling into her BFF’s estate and seeing River’s house made her stomach turn. It took everything in her not to storm over there and give him a piece of her mind. She tore her gaze off his house and made her way to Calli’s door. She was already waiting.
“What’s going on? You sounded mad on the—”
“It’s a long story,” Legacy said as she walked past Calli and headed to the kitchen.
She grabbed a drink, slammed the fridge shut, and sat down with a huff. Calli got a drink and sat next to her before she regurgitated every despicable detail through gritted teeth. Calli stared at her in utter disbelief.
“No way. No freaking way,” she whispered.
“I-I don’t know what the hell I’m going to do, Calli. River has ruined my life!”
“Legacy, River is in love with you. You should have seen the way he looked when I told him you were sick after you broke up with Adin.”
“And that was his fault!”
“Maybe it was, but I’m not talking about that. I’m talking about how he reacted to you being sick. Whenever you’ve been sick or depressed or scared, he gets this look that shows how protective he is of you. I just don’t see him going out of his way to purposely cause you any harm.”
“He knew I’d be upset about breaking up with Adin. That was just a small price to pay for me to get away from him and open River’s door of opportunity.”
Calli shook her head. “River has done everything you’ve ever asked of him, Legacy. He backed off when you were worried about him treating you as more than a friend. Heck, he took me to the homecoming dance just because you asked him, even though he really didn’t want to go and be around you and Adin like that. Maybe he did do all the things you said, but I know he’d never hurt you on purpose. He’s a man in love. It sounds like he’s doing whatever it takes to make sure you’ll be his without thinking of all the consequences of his actions.”
“Well, you’re at least partly right.” Legacy felt disgusted remembering what had happened, what she needed to tell Calli. “He kissed me.”
“What?” Calli screeched.
“Yeah, I actually felt sorry for him at the time because he tried not to, but now I think it was just an act. If he’s been playing me all along, why not work his monster magic to get me to drop my guard when he made his move?”
“What do you mean?” Calli asked, her expression unfathomable. At least until Legacy told her about the kiss and then it morphed into disbelief as the story continued. “I was too shocked to do anything in that moment, but I figured I could allow that one kiss.” She sighed, looking at Calli. “Oh, but it gets better.”
“What?” Calli gaped at her, seeming too shocked to process it all, and Legacy couldn’t blame her one bit. 
“I could feel him trembling as he kissed me. When I kissed him back, he got a little too into it, so I started to push against his chest to make him stop. Instead of pushing him away, though, I, umm, pulled him against me.”
“No way!”
Legacy shook her head. “Yeah, I didn’t understand my reaction either, other than I’m just a ho-bag, but me doing that got him all hot. He kissed me, hard, and then I started crying, so he pulled away, apologizing.”
Calli just stared at her, so Legacy also told her the things he’d said about everything happening for a reason and that there were no coincidences.
“Wow. I really don’t know what to say,” Calli said in a daze.
“He said he understood it was too soon for me to think about this now, but that he’d always protect me and love me.”
“First off, you’re not a ho-bag. Laurel Kavanaugh is the only dirty whore I know, and she makes biker gangs look like choir boys. Second, there’s no doubt in my mind that River loves you. He’s just not thinking logically. He’s a man. Men usually think with the wrong head when it comes to the women they love.” 
“Are you saying I should forgive him just because he’s hurt that I’m, I mean, I was with Adin?”
“Oh no. Of course you should be furious with him. I’m just trying to remind you that, even though River has made mistakes, those mistakes do not define who he is. Your mom told you River and Adin would be here to protect you. If River was such a danger, I think your mom would’ve warned you about him when she was warning you about Hades.”
“River may not be a physical danger, but he’s an emotional one.”
“Legacy, I just think—”
The doorbell rang, cutting off her thought, and then they both sat up straighter in their chairs.
“Er, doesn’t your gate close and lock automatically?” Legacy asked.
“River has the code.”
“What?” Legacy yelled.
“Good grief, he’s your best friend and my neighbor. He’s over here all the time. We gave each other our codes so we didn’t have to deal with the intercoms.”
The doorbell rang again.
“Apparently, he’s just as impatient as ever,” Legacy sneered.
“I’ll get rid of him,” Calli said, standing up.
She got up too. “That won’t work. My car’s outside, so he knows I’m here.”
They started walking toward the door.
“We can tell him we’re going to the mall. We can leave and keep talking,” Calli suggested.
“Don’t worry about it. I have a few things to get off my chest.” 
They were almost to the door when Calli stopped and grabbed her arm.
“Legacy, I don’t think that’s a good idea. You’re still too mad about everything.”
She gave Calli a soft smile. “I’ll be fine.”
Legacy turned away from her and walked to the door with Calli following her now. She took a deep breath as she put her hand on the doorknob and opened the door with a smile planted on her face.
“Hi,” Legacy said as cheerfully as she could muster under the given circumstances. Luckily, her overexertion created an aura of calm happiness rather than feeling as fake as it actually was.
“Hey,” River breathed, and a glowing smile formed on his face. He looked over her shoulder. “Hi, Calli, can I come in?”
“Er, sure,” she said shakily.
Legacy stepped away from the door so River could get in and motioned for him to enter.
He stepped in and rubbed her arm as he passed. His touch tingled, and she cursed the reaction as she tried to ignore it.
“We were gabbing in the kitchen if you want to hang,” Calli said as she turned from him and walked away. 
River turned his head to the side and looked at Legacy. She half-smiled at him and followed Calli. He followed her into the kitchen.
“You want something to drink, River?” Calli asked as he walked into the room.
“No, I’m straight. I just came by to check on Legacy,” he said, turning to look at her. “When I left her yesterday, she was still, um, upset.”
River wasn’t divulging what went down between the two of them on her couch. If she wasn’t irate with him, she’d probably be flattered that he wasn’t the kiss and tell type.
Too bad for him. “She knows,” Legacy said, staring him right in the eyes.
“Ah,” he whispered, and nodded in understanding. Then he looked down while his mouth twitched, fighting a smile. He probably thought Legacy came running over here to talk to Calli about it, giggly in all her silly-girl glory of playing tongue hockey. And he was enjoying it, the prick.
“I can leave you two alone,” Calli muttered as she picked up her drink to leave.
“That won’t be necessary,” Legacy said, looking over at her. She didn’t want to be left alone with him! She was still furious. She was trying to control her anger and her mouth. She wasn’t ready to chew him out, and if Calli left her alone with him, there’d be no incentive not to shock him to within an inch of his pathetic life!
Legacy walked over and sat down next to Calli, and River followed, taking a seat across from them, thank gods.
The next few seconds of silence were beyond awkward. No one knew what to say. River wasn’t going to bring up the kiss. Calli wasn’t going to bring up why Legacy was really here, and Legacy didn’t want to even talk to River about anything, much less either of those topics—not yet anyway.
Calli was the one who finally spoke up. “Are you ready for your first basketball game, River?”
He nodded. “Yeah, I’m a little nervous playing for this team, but I’m starting, so that’s all cool.”
“You’ll do fine,” she said softly, looking up at him through her eyelashes.
He met her gaze and nodded. Then he looked down as he started to smile. It was painfully obvious that he was thinking about the kiss and not Calli’s conversation.
Legacy couldn’t allow that. She looked over at Calli and licked her lips. “Adin came over last night,” she said nonchalantly as she took a drink of her soda.
Calli’s head snapped up, and from the corner of Legacy’s eye, she could see River’s smile fade. Calli glanced at River before meeting her gaze. “Really?” she said, trying to meet her indifferent tone.
“Yeah.” She shrugged. She kept her eyes on Calli, but she could feel River’s gaze burning into her.
“And?” Calli asked cautiously. It was obvious she wasn’t sure if Legacy wanted to get into the specifics of it.
She didn’t, but she could generalize. “And nothing. He understands why I broke up with him.”
“He’s not fighting you on this?” she asked incredulously and then flashed her eyes at River, realizing that she probably shouldn’t have asked that with their audience.
Legacy laughed lightly. “Well, of course he is.” She looked over at River, and he was watching her like a hawk. “Wouldn’t you?” she asked him.
“Er, what?” he asked, his eyebrows furrowed.
“If we were together and I broke up with you, wouldn’t you try to convince me to change my mind?”
“Yeah,” he whispered.
She looked back at Calli. “I can’t really blame him for trying.”
“What did he try, I mean, say?” River asked.
Her eyes flashed to his. “Oh, you know. We love each other. He doesn’t care that I could kill him. He’d rather live a short and happy life with me than a long and miserable life without me. If I didn’t know I was truly capable of inflicting that kind of harm, I probably would’ve caved.” She looked over at Calli and tried not to smirk. “He tried other ways of persuasion too.” She couldn’t help but add that little bit of info for River’s benefit. He sighed heavily as he crossed his arms, so Legacy looked over at him. “Oh, and I told him you kissed me.”
His head popped up. She realized that she sounded a little arrogant and needed to change her tone. She sighed and looked down, shrugging. “I figured if he knew,” she whispered, “he might accept how things are. I also told him I’d understand if he turned to Venus. You know, since I’m pushing him away, I really don’t know what that’ll mean about…things.” She shook her head and took a drink.
“What did he say?” River asked evenly.
“About this kiss?” she asked with smile. “Um, he commented that you didn’t waste any time, but then he didn’t fault you for trying. He said he knows what it’s like kissing me.”
“He wasn’t mad?” Calli asked.
She looked over at her BFF. “No. He’s not my boyfriend anymore. He knows I’m completely within my rights to kiss whomever I want.”
“Yeah, but he loves you, Legacy.”
“So do I,” River said quickly. “I know what it’s like knowing you’re kissing another man. If he’s anything like me, he’s mad,” River said, looking away.
Jealous much? He obviously understood what she meant when she’d mentioned the other ways of persuasion. Good. “But he’s not like you, is he?” she asked, looking at River.
“No,” he said calmly, watching her eyes, seeming as if he were trying to decipher the meaning of her question.
“If he were like you,” she said, “our relationship wouldn’t be a problem. You’re a god, and I’m going to be a goddess. Adin is mortal, so he’s going to die. Even if we were free to be together now, it’d be short-lived.”
River nodded. “Is that why you sound so bitter?” he asked in an irritated tone.
She suppressed a growl. It would not do for him to get an attitude with her! She took a deep breath and exhaled slowly. “Do I sound bitter?” she asked calmly.
“Something’s wrong,” River acknowledged.
He was definitely perceptive, but she wasn’t ready to confront him. She needed to play her cards just right. And with that thought, she realized how she was going to do that. 
She sighed, shaking her head. “I-I’m sorry.” She glanced at him and looked away. “I don’t mean to sound like that. It’s just that…so much has happened. I think I’m just…confused,” she barely whispered.
River once told her that he thought she was confused about how he made her feel, so picking that word to describe her feelings seemed to disarm him.
“You’re right. You’ve been through a lot. I shouldn’t have snapped at you. I’m sorry,” he whispered.
She looked up at him, and he looked genuinely sad. “Don’t be sorry. I’m just trying to take everything in.” More than this jerk realized.
“I should go,” River whispered as he started to stand up. “You obviously came here to vent, and I’m interrupting. I just wanted to make sure you were okay.”
She nodded as she stood up. Calli stood up too. River started out the kitchen, and they followed him. He turned around and hugged Calli. After she pulled away, she walked back toward the kitchen, but then looked over her shoulder. “I’ll see you at school.”
He smiled softly and nodded. He wasn’t making a move to hug Legacy, so she stepped up to him and wrapped her arms around him. His breath caught as he wrapped his arms tightly around her. She felt her heart race as he gently caressed her back, so she knew he could feel it too. She held onto him much longer than she normally did, and when he realized she wasn’t pulling away, he leaned his head down and kissed the top of her head. He kept his face buried in her hair, and she could feel his hot breath saturating every strand.
She squeezed him tighter, and he kissed her hair again.
“I’m really sorry for how I acted in the kitchen. I shouldn’t have brought up Adin,” she whispered. “I just saw you smiling, and I knew you were thinking about…about the other day. I just wasn’t ready to deal with that.”
“Shhh…” River whispered as he nuzzled her hair. “You have nothing to be sorry about. I know you’re going through a hard time right now, baby.”
She nodded against his chest. “I wish this didn’t feel…so…nice,” she breathed.
“Mmm, I’m glad it feels that way to you.” He kissed her head again. “You know it feels that way to me too.”
She nodded as she pulled away from his embrace. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”
“Bye,” he whispered as she stepped away from him, but he let his hand slide down her arm as she walked away and clasped his hand onto hers briefly before letting her go. He turned to walk out the door, and she closed it behind him. When she turned to walk back into the kitchen, she saw Calli standing in the doorway, close enough to witness what just happened with River without being seen.
“What the hell was that all about?” she asked incredulously.
“Damage control.”
“What does that mean?”
“When I apologized for my behavior in the kitchen, I realized I was being a bit too hateful toward River.”
“Er, because you were furious with him.”
Legacy looked at her BFF with a coy smile. “Oh, I still am. It’s taking all my strength not to suffocate the life out of him.”
“Then why in the world did you hug him like that?”
“You’ve heard the saying ‘keep your friends close and your enemies closer,’ haven’t you?”
“Yeah,” Calli said slowly.
“Well, I’ve decided that it’s time to give River a taste of his own medicine.”
“I don’t like this sound of this. What do you mean by that?”
“He wants me all to himself, so I think I’m going to let him believe that he’s winning me over.” She laughed, shaking her head. “Why didn’t I think of this before?”
“Legacy, you can’t do that. I know you’re mad at him, but you can’t do that!” Calli looked panicked.
“Calli, it’s River’s fault that I’m a danger to Adin, and I still believe River—not Medusa—has been behind the covert attacks against me so far. Adin was right. River is a monster.”
“Lying to River isn’t going to help you.”
“That’s not true. As much as I hate to admit it, I still need his help with Medusa, and I probably still need his help with my change. If I cut ties with him completely, there’s no telling what he’d do, so that’s really not a risk I should take. Besides he needs to pay for what he did to me.”
“And how exactly is he going to pay?” Calli asked timidly.
“It’s his turn to be played.”
 


Chapter Two
 
“You still have time to change your mind,” Calli said as she and Legacy walked from the parking lot to school.
Calli had pleaded with her all afternoon about her plan to hurt River as much as he’d hurt her. She’d kept telling Legacy that River was a friend to them both and he’d helped both in the past. She didn’t want her hurting him, but she understood why Legacy felt she had to do this.
“We’ve been over this. Now, how do I look?” she asked as she smoothed her hair.
She wore stiletto boots, a mini-jean skirt, and a form-fitting, low-cut cashmere sweater. She also wore her hair up, so River would be able to smell her perfume on her neck. She kept her makeup casual—she didn’t want it to be too obvious she was dressing up.
“Like a knockout,” Calli said, but her tone was wistful. Her BFF really didn’t like her plan.
Legacy smiled and wagged her eyebrows as they neared the picnic table where they’d always gathered before school. River’s car was already here, so she figured he’d be there waiting for them. Normally, she and Calli made it to school before he did, but Legacy took her time getting ready. If she wanted this little plan of hers to work, she’d need to be careful about how much time she spent with him. If she was around him too much, she might be tempted to lay it on too thick or let her real irritation show through. If either of those things happened, he’d see right through her. She needed to gradually get used to spending more time with him, which would make it seem like their relationship developed naturally. That way, he wouldn’t suspect a thing.
He was already at the picnic table and had his back to them as they approached.
“Good morning,” Calli said to River as she walked around him to sit down.
He twisted around and looked at her. “Morning.” Then he looked at Legacy. His jaw dropped. That was a good sign. She kept her expression even.
“Good morning,” she said as she stepped around him.
It was apparent he was at a momentary loss for words as he watched her take her seat. She smiled at him as she sat down. “Er, good morning,” he finally said.
“What are you working on?” she asked, taking in his open books.
“Um.” He glanced down at his books as if they were foreign objects that just appeared on the table. “Calculus,” he said, looking back at Legacy.
She nodded, letting the corner of her mouth twitch. The bell rang then, and they all got up and made their way to chemistry. River carried Legacy’s books, as always.
She made small talk with Calli, so she wouldn’t be forced to make conversation with River, but when they got into class, a sub was standing in the front. Great.
The substitute teacher handed out worksheets and allowed them to work together quietly. She’d been hoping to save any lengthy conversation with River until lunch, but now that wouldn’t be the case. At least she’d have Calli here.
“Why don’t we work together, Calli?” Ellen suggested eagerly.
Crap. Oh well, Legacy would have to get used to being alone with River anyway. No time like the present to start working on that comfort.
Calli glanced at Legacy with wide eyes, obviously seeking some kind of guidance. Legacy shrugged and turned to her worksheet, working on it alone. She figured she wore the alluring outfit—that was enough of a first step. Legacy had no doubt that River would come over and work with her, so she waited for him to make that move. A sexy outfit and eagerness to work together would be too transparent.
“Do you, umm …” Legacy glanced to her side, acknowledging the deep voice. River was standing beside her, holding his worksheet. “Want to work together?”
“Sure.” She moved her books over to make room for him, and he sat down and opened his book.
“I’ve already found the answer to the first one. It’s on page three-oh-two,” she said, looking down as she wrote her answer.
River thumbed in his book and scribbled his reply. They worked diligently, talking about their responses to the questions until they finished and not talking about anything else.
Apparently, they’d worked so efficiently that they finished before everyone else and still had twenty minutes left in class.
River took their papers up to the teacher, and when he came back, he pulled his chair closer to her as he sat down. He tried to be casual about it, but she knew what he was doing.
He put his elbows on the table and clasped his hands together in front of his face. She heard him sigh, and then he looked at her, keeping his hands up as if he were covering his face from everyone else’s view.
“You look beautiful,” he breathed.
She turned her head to look at him fully; his eyes gleamed that beautiful emerald green color. River was a very attractive man. Too bad his personality didn’t mirror his looks. “Thanks.”
She kept her eyes locked on his until he started to smile softly. “What’s the occasion?” he asked.
“What do you mean?” she asked, feigning puzzlement.
“Why are you dressed up?” He cocked his head to the side, leaning against his folded hands.
She shrugged. “I’ve worn all this before, just not together. Well, I think I might have worn it all together last year.”
“Oh.” He nodded.
“Why? Does it look like I’m dressed up to you?” She already knew the answer to that question.
“Yeah,” he whispered. He looked as if he were about to say something else, but Calli walked up. 
“You finished early,” her BFF said as she leaned against the table.
“Yep. We worked hard to get it done,” Legacy said.
They kept talking until the bell rang, and then River walked her to their business class. Thankfully, the teacher was there, so they were busy. When he walked her to Spanish class, Calli met up with them, so River hadn’t really talked much since chemistry, but she knew after this Spanish class with Calli, she and River would be together again during history, followed by lunch. The rest of the day would be easy since the only other class she’d be around him in was during gym last period, but since he was on the basketball team, she knew he’d be busy. Getting through school would really be about getting through the first half of the days.
Legacy and Calli talked during Spanish, but there wasn’t much to report. When Spanish was over, River quickly met up with her and took her books while he walked her to history class. Thankfully, they were both busy taking lecture notes all period, so they didn’t have time to talk during that class either.
Then the bell rang for lunch. 
Showtime.
River walked to her desk and grabbed her books. They walked to their lockers before meeting up with Calli. Since they were all on the honor roll, they were allowed to leave campus for lunch, but they needed to ditch their books.
“Ellen said they’re all going to Beef’s for lunch. Want to go?” Calli asked as she and River approached.
“I don’t care,” she said as she looked at River.
“That’s fine with me,” he said. “I’ll drive.”
They walked toward River’s car. “Shotgun,” Calli called out as River reached the passenger door. Legacy figured she did this to keep her from having to sit right next to him.
River lifted the seat so Legacy could get in. Then he moved it so Calli could get in front.
The lunch hangout was just right down the road, but on the way there, Legacy saw River watching her in his rearview mirror. She didn’t look at him, though. She talked to Calli about the new routine the cheerleading squad was going to be debuting during the first basketball game.
At the restaurant, they all squeezed around a table that really needed to be a little bigger to accommodate all ten of them. River sat next to Legacy, of course. She knew he would make sure that’d happen, especially after Calli rode up front in his car. At least part of her plan would be easy since he was so willing to be around her. 
Because of how close they were sitting, when she crossed her legs, her right leg brushed up against River’s leg as it dangled over her left one.
River scooted his right leg a little closer to hers, apparently so that it’d be easier for her to brush up against, which she did as her leg bounced easily.
Oh, this was going to be too easy.
Calli sat on the other side of Legacy, so as she leaned over toward her BFF and asked her what she was going to order, Legacy’s leg pressed up against River’s. He leaned back and put his hands on his legs, looking over at the girls.
“I guess the chef salad,” Calli responded.
“I think I’m just going to get a baked potato.” She leaned back in her seat and looked at River. “What do you want?” she whispered, hoping the innuendo had come through loud and clear.
He stared at her while his breathing accelerated, but his expression never changed. “A cheeseburger.”
She nodded and looked down while she crossed her arms just to have something to do.
The waiter came and took their orders, and they all talked to each other and in groups throughout lunch. Why the hell Alex and Laos were here, she didn’t know. But if they didn’t shut up about which one was going to nail Laurel, Legacy was going to reach across the table and stab them with her fork. Hmm… or she could just send a little jolt their way. She shook that thought away so she could stay focused on her object. Seducing River.
After they finished eating, they still had about ten minutes before they had to leave to make it back to school on time. Seth sat to the left of River, so Legacy figured she could use that to her advantage.
She leaned over River, and his eyes flashed to her, watching closely. “Hey, Seth, you ready for Friday?”
“Hell yeah!” Everyone laughed at his enthusiasm.
But then River turned his head so that he was facing Legacy’s direction, putting his nose in line with her neck. She heard a soft groan escape his lips, so she knew he’d gotten a whiff of her perfume. While she was still leaning over him, she lifted her hand up to the side of her neck and gently rubbed it, causing her arm to brush against his chest.
“Who do they play again?” she asked Seth.
“The Bears.”
“Right.” She nodded as she leaned back into her seat.
River put his left elbow on the table, dropped his head into his hand, and looked at Legacy. She glanced over at him, and he smiled. She returned the gesture, but then looked away. She felt River’s hand gently slide onto her knee and realized he’d leaned against the table to block that action from Seth’s view. The only person who could see what he did was Calli because she was on the other side of Legacy, but she’d have to be looking closely.
Legacy shut her eyes briefly, and when she opened them back up, she focused on River’s gaze. He looked at her tenderly, not like she was used to seeing coming from him. Sure, he’d looked at her lovingly before, but usually he’d look at her with intense eyes whenever they had a close encounter. That kind of look would be easier to deal with.
She covertly reached down and placed her hand on top of his. She stroked her thumb against his hand once, and then she moved it from her leg back to his and moved her hand away. She didn’t want it to seem like she didn’t want his hand there, but she also didn’t want River to get away with doing too much too soon.
“We should probably get going,” she said, glancing at River and Calli.
When they headed toward River’s car, he announced it was Legacy’s turn to sit up front since Calli had sat up front on the way, which was fine with her. She turned around and talked to Calli on the ride back, and because of her low-cut top, River had a pleasant view whenever he glanced at her.
The rest of the day was a breeze just as Legacy had suspected. During gym, the basketball team—and River—was busy practicing on the court, so her class was outside practicing golf swings.
Since the basketball team had practice after school, she didn’t have to worry about talking to River again. When she headed to the locker room after class, she saw him glance at her, but she didn’t make eye contact. After changing her clothes and exiting the dressing area, she didn’t even look at the court for fear that she’d get caught looking at him. The day was a success already. No need to push her luck. 
 Legacy made her way quickly to her car and headed home. She changed into something more comfortable than the sexy ensemble she’d worn to school and started on her homework at the kitchen table. But her concentration was lacking. She couldn’t stop thinking about the damage River had done to her life. 
Right as she finished, she heard a knock on the door, so she got up to answer it. When she opened the door, her heart tingled, and she had to force herself not to smile, which felt totally unnatural. Adin always put a smile on her face.
And it didn’t help that he looked incredibly hot. He was wearing loose jeans and a fitted cream sweater that nicely displayed his musculature. 
“Hi,” he said softly.
“Hi.”
“Can I come in for a minute?”
“Um, sure.” Legacy stepped aside. “I just finished my homework.” She headed to the kitchen, and he followed.
She started gathering her books as Adin took a seat. When she completed the task—really an excuse for a distraction—she sat across from him.
“How was school?” he asked.
“Hmm…difficult.” She really didn’t know how to answer that question, but from the confused look in his eyes, she realized her response had thrown him for a loop.
“Difficult how?”
She inhaled slowly and shook her head. She was so not going there. “Long story. How was your day?”
Thanks gods he got the hint and didn’t press it. “It was fine. We’re studying for finals. In a couple of weeks, I’ll be finished with this semester. Then I’ll be out for over a month before the next term starts.”
“Over a month? Wow. That doesn’t seem fair.” She laughed.
Adin chuckled. Then he ran his fingers through his hair and leaned against the table, gazing at her. A few seconds passed before he spoke again. “You’re too far away,” he whispered.
“That’s for the best.” She half-smiled at him. Was her heart trying to break free from the confines of her chest?
Standing up, he said, “I disagree.” He walked over and took the seat right next to her.
Legacy sighed and looked down. Being this close to him physically would be challenging, and she knew it. But she’d have to stay detached. 
“I miss you like crazy,” he breathed, resting his forehead against hers.
“I know.”
“Let’s do something tonight. I can cook you dinner, or if you’d rather not be alone, we can go out to eat.”
She’d love to do either one of those things, but one date would turn into two, and two dates would turn her into mush. “I don’t think that’s a good idea.”
“I figured you were going to say that,” he whispered. Leaning back, he said, “You can pay for your own meal since we’re just friends now.” He grinned.
A startled laugh escaped her, and she shook her head.
“And you don’t even have to dress up. In fact, you’re too dressed up as it is. Go throw on some sweats and a holey shirt.” They both chuckled while they stared at each other.
Adin’s smile faded. “I don’t know how to be your friend,” he confessed.
“I don’t know how to be yours either,” she whispered. She probably shouldn’t have said that, but it was the truth.
“I don’t know what to do here, Legacy. You’re more than just a friend. You’ve always been more than just a friend to me, even when we were just friends.”
“I know. It doesn’t feel right thinking of you like that.” 
He slid his hand into her hair and put his lips to her ear. “Then let’s go back to how it was before.”
Feeling his breath against her skin sent a shiver through her body, and it did not go unnoticed by Adin. He rubbed his cheek against hers, breathing heavily.
“I love you so much, sweetheart.”
Although she really didn’t want to, she pulled away from him. “You know we can’t. And if we’re going to be just friends, you can’t touch me and talk to me like that.” She hated telling him this.
Adin took a deep breath and groaned through his exhale. He seemed to be searching for the right words to say, but it was apparent he was coming up empty. There were no magical words to make her change her mind about keeping Adin safe.
“Legacy, for months I watched River be a part of your life. I know he touched you and told you that he loved you. It’s only fair that I be allowed to do the same.”
He was reaching, and she smiled at him. “Yes, well, River didn’t present a real temptation. You do. I am in love with you.” 
“I guess you’re right,” he said with a slight smile.
Since they were talking about River, she figured now was as good a time as any to bring up what she could about him. She had no intention of telling Adin about her dream. If Adin knew River was the one behind Venus being here, he’d slaughter River, but she needed to figure out a way to prepare Adin for what was to come.
“About River,” she started as she looked down. “Don’t be surprised if you see him around a lot more.”
Adin grimaced. “Oh, since you broke up with me, I figured he’d be sniffing around you twenty-four-seven.”
“Yeah, he’s definitely making his move.” She was, too, but for very different reasons. Reasons she couldn’t tell Adin.
“Is River the reason why your day was difficult?”
“Yes,” she said as she looked up at him through her eyelashes. She needed to be careful with how much she told him, but eventually, he’d figure out something was going on.
“What happened?”
“I don’t think it’s wise to talk about that,” she said, looking away.
“Sweetheart, I want to be here for you. If you’re dealing with something, talk to me. You won’t let me take you out on dates, and apparently, we have to be careful how we spend our time together, but we should be able to talk about anything.”
That wasn’t true, but he didn’t realize it. She did, however, need to warn him about what she could. “Adin, er, I’m probably going to be spending a lot of time with River.”
“Why?” he asked slowly.
“Because I need to.”
He looked at her, studying her expression. “Are you…are you going to be dating him?” he asked, bewildered.
“I don’t know. Maybe.” She shrugged, looking back up.
She could hear Adin’s breathing accelerate while his eyes searched hers. “Do you like him like that?”
She shook her head slightly and squinted her eyes. Even though she needed to let River believe she liked him, she wasn’t ready to let Adin think of this possibility. He knew she was still in love with him, so she needed to phrase her response carefully. “There’re a lot of things I’m going through right now. Things I need to do. Things I can’t turn to you about.”
“Legacy, you can always come to me. You know that,” he said quickly.
“I know, but things are complicated now, and I don’t want to take a risk that would end up killing you.”
“Just because you think you can’t turn to me, doesn’t mean you have to turn to him, Legacy.”
“He knows what I’m going through, Adin.” That wasn’t the real reason she’d be spending more time with River, but that was the only reason she could tell Adin.
“Legacy! He’s in love with you. If you date him, it’ll just encourage his feelings,” he said frantically.
She sighed. She didn’t want Adin to get worked up about this, but she should have known he would’ve. “That’s a risk I’m just going to have to take.”
Adin shook his head. “That’s easy for you to say now, when you don’t share his feelings, but if you spend time with him like that, you’ll be encouraging your feelings for him too.”
She shrugged. “I can’t be with the man I want. My feelings are really irrelevant at this point.”
“Not to me. Your feelings…your everything matters to me.”
“I know, and you’re just going to have to trust me on this. I know what I’m doing.” 
Adin studied her briefly. “You’re up to something,” he said slowly. 
She pursed her lips. Of course she was up to something. Adin was a smart man and he knew her extremely well. She should’ve known he’d figure that out right away. 
He gasped. “Are you doing this to keep me away from you?” he asked, grabbing her hand.
“I don’t want you away from me,” she whispered, looking down at their joined hands.
He caressed the back of her hand with his thumb. “Then why? Why are you doing this? It’s hard enough knowing I can’t be with you, but I can’t even begin to wrap my head around the idea of you being with River.”
“I told you. This is what I need right now,” she said as she pulled her hand away from his.
As she said that, she thought about the line in her recurring dream from the fall. What we want to do and what we need to do are two different things.
Adin first told her this when they were making out in his car, and then she started dreaming about that line. But instead of Adin being the one to say it in her dream, she was the one who was always saying it. When she told him this during their breakup, Adin was the one to point out that it had come from her dream.
Maybe that line wasn’t just about her breakup with Adin, but also about what she needed to do with River—even though she didn’t want to put Adin through this. She wanted Adin, but she couldn’t have him because of River’s actions, so she needed to punish River.
What she wanted and needed right now were definitely two different things, and as she sat staring at Adin, she wanted nothing more than to run away with him and forget all about River and the hell he was putting her through.
Instead, she found the strength to ask Adin to leave.
And he did.
 


Chapter Three
 
The next morning, Legacy picked out a pair of skinny jeans and a silk top, which she left several buttons unfastened at her cleavage. She left her hair down this time, but doused on the perfume again.
As she headed to school, she realized maybe she was doing better at controlling her emotions. Ever since she’d screamed at the tornado, she hadn’t noticed any strange weather patterns, and her emotions were still on a rollercoaster. She didn’t need to lose sight of her objective. No matter how mad she was at River or how much she hated hurting Adin, she needed to retain some focus on her ascension. She begrudgingly knew that River could still help her with that, like he had been doing all along. Stupid prick.
When she got to school, Calli and River were already there. She walked to the picnic table and made eye contact with Calli since she was facing Legacy. River had his back to her since he was sitting in the same spot he always sat in.
“Good morning,” Calli said when Legacy got into earshot.
River turned around and smiled at her. She smiled back at him. “Good morning,” she said, glancing at both of them.
“Hey,” River said as she took her seat next to Calli.
“You’re either getting here earlier, or I’m getting here later,” Legacy said to River as she rummaged around in her purse for some gum.
“I think it’s a little of both.”
Legacy glanced up at him, and he was smiling. “Maybe.” She shrugged, but she knew it made sense. He’d want to get here earlier, so he could spend as much time with her as possible. She’d want to get here later, so she wouldn’t have to be around him any more than she absolutely had to. She’d have to make a conscious effort to get here earlier, so he wouldn’t think she wanted to avoid him. 
Game time. Legacy looked down and glanced back up at him through her eyelashes. “I bet I’ll beat you here tomorrow,” she said with a crooked smile.
He chuckled and looked down. Odd. She knew he wasn’t shy. He was so overbearing with his feelings once he’d told her about the prophecy, so why was he acting this way now? She guessed it was because this was the first time she’d been available since they met. This was new territory for him.
And for her.
“You’re on,” he murmured without looking at her.
The bell rang, and they headed to chemistry. Their teacher kept them busy in class, so Legacy was thrilled. The same was true for their business class, but she was still looking forward to her break from River during her Spanish class with Calli. And thank gods it was time for Spanish.
“Well, whatever you’re doing, it’s working. River is totally enamored with you,” Calli said after they took our seats.
“He was already in love with me,” she said matter-of-factly.
“I know, but he’s different. Before, he’d talk freely about you when you weren’t around. Now, it’s almost like he avoids conversations about you. When I mentioned you this morning before you got here, he was careful not to change his expression, and he changed the subject when he figured it was safe.”
“Hmm, I wonder why?” And she really did wonder, just like the shy behavior this morning.
“It’s like his attraction is so much stronger for you now that it almost makes him uncomfortable.”
“I guess that makes sense.” She hesitated, looking at Calli. “I talked to Adin last night.”
“Did you tell him about this scheme of yours?”
“Not in so many words. I told him that I’d be spending a lot more time with River, though. He asked if I was going to be dating him, and I told him I might. Of course, he didn’t like hearing that, but what could he say?”
Legacy sighed and looked away from Calli. She didn’t like thinking about hurting Adin like this, but she had no choice. It was River’s fault. She didn’t need to lose sight of that painful detail.
Calli nodded solemnly, then perked up. “Oh, I’m running over to Ellen’s house during lunch. Thad went home sick, and she needs to get her car.”
“Okay.”
Which meant she’d be alone with River at lunch. Already. Before Thanksgiving, she wouldn’t have given that a second thought, but now…
“I’ll talk to Kate next period and see if she and Seth can join you,” Calli said as if she could read Legacy’s thoughts.
“Thanks.”
And thank gods Calli delivered. Kate and River were casually talking about lunch after they left history class and walked into them.
“Seth’s taking her to the Mexican place down the street. Want to go?” River asked her.
Thank you, thank you, thank you! “Sure,” she said with a smile, and then glanced at River.
He nodded.
They headed to the parking lot where Seth met up with them. “I’ll drive,” he said to River.
Seth had an SUV, so there was plenty of room for the four of them. But that meant River and Legacy would be sitting together in the backseat. Not an ideal situation, but at least they wouldn’t be completely alone all through lunch.
River opened the door for her and walked around to get in on the other side.
They all talked on the way to the restaurant, so it wasn’t as uncomfortable as she had feared. River and Seth talked about basketball, and they were animated in their gestures when they talked about different plays. Legacy and Kate talked about fashion.
“I like that shirt,” Kate said.
Legacy looked down and rubbed her hand along it. “Thanks.”
“Where did you get it?”
“Um, I don’t remember.” Then she realized this was a golden opportunity. She had been really careful all day with her flirting since her little bet with River about getting to school before he did tomorrow. It was time to make another move.
She leaned toward River. His breath caught. She put her hand on her shirt collar and pulled it away from her neck while she took her other hand and lifted her hair. She already had enough buttons unfastened, so she didn’t have to undo anymore.
“What does it say?” she asked River softly.
He reached up and gently grabbed the collar. He leaned his head down, his hair brushing against her neck. His hot breath trailed down the back of her shirt, causing goose bumps along its path.
“I, er, I can’t really see it,” he murmured, and shook his head slightly. When he moved his head, the side of his face brushed the back of her head, and she heard—and felt—a soft sigh escape him.
She leaned closer to him, their sides touching. She tilted her head down some more.
“Old Navy,” River said quickly, glancing at Kate as he let go of Legacy’s shirt and moved away, almost too quickly.
She grabbed the front of her shirt and readjusted it, trying not to smile.
“I need to go see if they have anymore,” Kate said, slightly amused.
Legacy wasn’t sure what to make of her tone, but she figured it had something to do with what River had just done.
“I’ve had it awhile,” she said as they pulled into the parking lot. Duh, if she’d just bought it, she would remember where she got it.
River got out, and Legacy slid out of the same door. They walked in and were guided to a booth. Legacy stifled a groan. The booth was small, so she’d be sitting just as close to River as she had yesterday.
He waited for her to slide in first, and then he slid in beside her. Their legs touched, but at least she wasn’t wearing a skirt today.
They all continued to talk before and after the orders were taken. River and Seth gabbed about sports while she talked to Kate about whatever trivial topic they could come up with. It almost seemed as if River was trying a little too hard to keep talking to Seth, but Legacy was pleased, regardless of his reason.
When they were about halfway finished eating, Kate broached the uncomfortable topic that she knew would have to be addressed eventually. Uncomfortable because she had purposely kept this news to herself—only River and Calli knew.
“Is Adin coming with you to the first basketball game?” Kate asked.
Legacy’s eyes flashed to Kate, and she could feel River’s eyes penetrating her. She kept her expression smooth as she willed herself to answer as calmly as she could. “I doubt it.”
She looked down as she took another bite of her food, but no one else moved. All eyes were still locked on their target.
“Why do you say it like that?” Kate asked, concerned.
Legacy swallowed her food and cleared her throat as she put her fork down. “We, er…aren’t together anymore.”
“What?” Kate asked, barely a whisper.
She could hear River’s breathing spike. When she glanced up at Kate, she could see Seth was no longer looking at her. He was looking at River. Staring at him. There was no telling what Seth was thinking. Though, she could guess. Seth and River were becoming friends. He was probably thinking this was a lucky break for his new friend.
“I broke up with him.” 
“Why?”
She sighed. “We’re just too different. Um…” She glanced at River while she searched for the words to explain, and he was watching her protectively. “I don’t want to talk about it,” she whispered.
He gave her a soft smile while he slid his hand along her arm. “She had a tough time with it, but she’s doing better,” River said, looking over at Kate while he rubbed her arm reassuringly.
“Sorry, I-I didn’t know,” Kate said.
Legacy took a deep breath and looked at her. “I haven’t really told anybody yet. It’s not something I feel comfortable announcing to everyone.”
“Who all knows?” Kate asked.
“River and Calli were the only ones that knew before.” She looked down. “Um, Lissa told Calli because I wouldn’t answer my phone. She came over and visited with me. Then River came over, and I told him.” She glanced at River, and he reached up and stroked her hair briefly before putting his hand back in his lap.
Kate gave her a gentle look. “Um, we can sit together at the game then,” she said. “Calli will be cheering, and River and Seth will be playing. Ellen will probably be going out with Thad.”
She smiled up at Kate, grateful for the subject change. She knew she had to show up in support of Calli. At least now she didn’t have to sit alone. “That sounds like fun.”
They started talking about the game when the waitress brought the ticket to the table, but since it wasn’t separated, Seth and River looked at it to figure out who needed to pay for what.
“How much is mine?” she asked, digging in her purse.
“I got it,” River said, and glanced briefly at her.
Hmmm. Should she allow him to pay for her meal? It wasn’t the first time he’d offered to pay when they’d been out, but putting up a little bit of a fight wouldn’t hurt.
“That’s okay.” She shrugged, still digging and then pulling out her wallet.
River looked over at her in amusement. “Put that back up,” he said as he took a twenty out of his wallet.
She reached for the ticket, so she could see how much she owed, but River snatched it up.
She giggled, reaching across him to snatch it, but he held it away from the table.
He chuckled, watching her face while she watched his hand, trying to find an opportunity to grab it.
She leaned over farther. “You are so stubborn,” she said with a laugh, making another ill-fated attempt to grab the ticket.
“Me?” River chuckled. “You’re the one who’s being stubborn.”
“Fine,” she said with feigned annoyance as she moved away. 
“Now was that so hard?” he said as he turned to face her. He was inches from her now.
“No,” she whispered. Shock tore through her. It wasn’t hard. It really, really wasn’t. She couldn’t believe how easy it was for her to let go of her deep-rooted anger and be genuinely playful with him. She didn’t know what to think about that.
River stared at her for a few seconds before looking away. He dropped the money on top of the ticket and so did Seth. They left and headed back to the SUV. They all talked on the ride back to school, but River looked at her much more this time. A few times, she stared at him, but only briefly.
The rest of the day was a breeze again, thank heavens. She talked to Calli during English about lunch, informing her about her flirting with River and about the fact that she’d told Kate and Seth about Adin.
“You realize as soon as Kate tells Ellen, this will be all over school,” Calli said.
“Yeah, I know. I couldn’t help it, though. Kate brought it up, and River was right there.”
“Why did it matter that River was there when she asked about Adin?” Calli shook her head and frowned.
“Because River knows how I feel about Adin, and I need him to think I’m somewhat interested in him.”
She sighed. “Legacy, I really wish you wouldn’t do this.”
“You’ve already given me your opinion on this. You know why I have to do it.” 
When school finally let out, she went straight home and did what little homework she had. She put on some yoga pants and a tank top since Lissa was cold-natured and kept the temperature in the house a toasty seventy-nine degrees, and then she played on the Internet. She felt agitated and needed the distraction. Otherwise, she would think about Adin—or River. Neither was a pleasant thought for different reasons.
She heard a knock on the door, and her heart fluttered. She knew it was just out of habit because Adin wouldn’t actually be coming here. He told her yesterday his fraternity would be busy doing stuff tonight. It almost seemed as if he was telling her in a reassuring manner, so she wouldn’t wonder where he was—or who he was with.
She opened the door to see River standing on her porch. He had on the same clothes from school, but his hair was slightly damp. He must’ve showered after practice and come straight over. She shouldn’t be surprised to see him. He knew he was free to come by anytime. Of course, that offer had been extended before she realized he was the one who’d ruined her life. If she wanted this plan to work, though, he’d still need to feel welcome here.
She smiled softly at him. “Hi.”
“Hi. Er, can I, um, come in?”
“Yeah,” she said as she stepped away from the opening.
River walked in behind her and followed her into the living room where they both took a seat on the couch. He wasn’t as close as he’d been sitting next to her at lunch. He hunched over and rested his elbows on his knees, clasping his hands.
“How was practice?” she asked after she realized River wasn’t going to jump right into a conversation without coaxing.
“Good. We, umm, went over some new plays.”
“Do you think you’ll be using those plays this Friday?” she asked to keep the conversation flowing, light.
River sat up and rubbed his hands on his legs and looked at her. “Yeah, probably. It’ll depend on how the game’s going. Basketball isn’t like football or baseball. It’s fast paced the entire time. You have to be able to think and react quickly.”
“I don’t know much about basketball,” she said with a half-smile.
River turned toward her and put his hands in his lap. “I can explain it to you.”
“How?” She laughed. “You’ll be playing. You can’t explain it to me while I watch the game.”
River chuckled. “You can come over tomorrow, and I’ll show you how to play. That way, you’ll understand some of what’s going on Friday night.”
Her over at River’s house? She wasn’t sure how she felt about that happening so soon. As she thought about that, her smile faded.
“My mom’s out of town,” River said softly. 
He’d misinterpreted her reaction—and with good reason. What she didn’t expect, though, was that she didn’t even think about Medusa being a reason to avoid River’s house. She was thinking entirely of River. She was already losing focus on her ascension, and that was not a good sign. She could allow herself this revenge against River, but she could not slip up and get killed by Medusa or taken by Hades. She had too much to focus on, but she needed to keep her objectives clear. All of them.
“It’s not that,” she murmured, looking away from him.
He sighed and folded his arms against his chest, looking up. “I’m making you uncomfortable already,” he muttered.
Uh-oh. She didn’t want him to think that. “Why do you think that?” If she knew his reason, then she’d be in a better position to discredit it.
“Because your energy is all over the place.”
Her energy? Crap! She totally forgot he could feel her energy. River was a god, for crying out loud. This was a major slip up. “What do you mean?”
He shrugged his shoulders. “Usually, your energy pulls me toward you. It feels so good, inviting,” he breathed. “But lately, it almost feels like you’re repelling me. Your energy is conflicting with your words and actions. I don’t know what to make of it.” He looked up at the ceiling.
This was not good! Of course she wanted to repel the monster. Each encounter was a struggle to sell to herself. Apparently, it was an even bigger struggle to sell to River than she had realized. She’d have to figure out a way to keep her energy from betraying her interests. In the meantime, she could confess some truths that’d hopefully match the energy she was projecting.
“You’re not making me uncomfortable,” she whispered, looking at him. Then she looked down. “But I’m still in love with Adin, and I know…how you feel about me too.”
“Which is why I think I’m making you uncomfortable.”
“Well, maybe you are then, but not because how you’ve been acting. If I am uncomfortable around you, it’s because my emotions are so confused.” She couldn’t even make eye contact with him. She felt her face flush. She took a deep breath and tried looking at him. He was looking down. She kept her gaze away from him while she mustered the strength to continue. “When you kissed me…” She paused and saw River’s head pop up from the corner of her eye. “It stirred something unfamiliar in me.” She met his gaze. “And I don’t know how to deal with that,” she whispered.
This was true. She knew she grabbed him and pulled him closer to her when she wanted—or she thought she had wanted—to push him away.
River scooted closer to her, and she shut her eyes. He brushed his hand along her hair, not saying anything.
“I don’t know what’s happening between us,” she murmured.
“Believe or it not, this is confusing for me too.”
She chuckled, mainly as a distraction from his intimate touch. “I know you’re enjoying what this might mean for you,” she said with a smile. “I know you too well not to believe otherwise.”
River gave a short laugh while he dropped his hand back to his lap. “Yeah, I’m excited about what’s to come.” Then his mood turned somber. “But I love you, Legacy. I know you’re hurting right now. No matter how happy I may be thinking about the possibilities, I know those possibilities aren’t coming without a price—your pain. And I really don’t like that.”
She didn’t want to talk about the reason she was in pain, and if she didn’t know any better, she might actually believe his sincerity. 
“I just think that I’m going to need some time, River. I-I can’t make any promises about what might happen. Right now, I’m still having a hard time letting go of Adin.” She sighed and looked away.
River stroked her face again and gently turned it to face him. “Baby, he was your first love. He’ll always have a place in your heart.”
“I-I know,” she said on the verge of tears. She didn’t want to cry about Adin in front of River. She took a deep breath and forced a small smile on her face. “You don’t know what it means to me, you helping me.”
“You don’t know what it means to me, you allowing me to help you,” he whispered.
The front door opened, and River took his hand off her face.
Lissa walked into the living room. “Hey, kids.”
They both greeted her as she dropped her briefcase and walked back out.
“I should go,” River said, standing.
Legacy walked him to his car and stood beside him by the door. He gently wrapped his arms around her and hugged her. She hugged him back, and he kissed the top of her head before letting go.
“I’ll see you tomorrow,” he said as he opened his door.
“Not if I see you first.” She giggled.
“Oh, right. I forgot about our little bet.”
“Well, crap. I shouldn’t have said anything then.”
River laughed, shaking his head as he got in his car. She watched him drive away before walking back inside. As soon as she walked in, she saw Lissa standing in the hallway.
“What’s going on?”
“What do you mean?” Legacy asked timidly.
“You’ve been crying in your room for weeks. You had a dream that pointed the blame of your pain to River, and now—all of a sudden—you’re laughing and carrying on with him.”
“He’s my friend,” she said, shrugging.
“Legacy, you know I like River…but you were ready to rip him a new one just a few days ago.”
“I’ve decided there’s a better way to deal with him.”
“What does that mean?”
“It means that it’s River’s turn to be played.”
Lissa expression became horrified. “Legacy! That is too dangerous. River is a god. A god! If you purposely defy him, he could, he could, I-I don’t know what he could do.” Lissa had stepped up to her and shook Legacy during her tirade.
Legacy crossed her arms as she stared at her. “He’ll learn never to double-cross me again.”
“Legacy, that is total—” Lissa shook her head and cleared her throat as she released her grip on her arms and gently caressed them. “Legacy, you may be a goddess one day, but you still have feelings. You getting close to River may have huge consequences when it comes to your emotion.”
“I’m aware of that, but this is the best thing for me to do right now.”
“I think you need to focus on your change and not this silly scheme. River may be the reason your progress is off, but you should be focusing on getting it back on track, not punishing River for causing this damage.” Lissa let go of her with a frustrated huff. “Quit acting like a spoiled little teenager and start acting like a goddess!”
In theory, she was right.
In theory.
The reality of it was that she was hurt, betrayed. She needed to punish River for what he’d done, but what she realized this afternoon was she couldn’t just put on an act and have him fall for it. Her energy would give her away if she kept trying that. If she wanted this to work, she would have to resort to taking drastic measures.
She would have to let go of her anger and really believe that she wanted to be with River, so her energy would not betray her. She wanted to hurt him like he’d hurt her, but what was even harder to accept was she’d have to let go of this anger and truly believe she was falling for him so that it’d work.
If she didn’t, her energy would hamper her goal.
She just couldn’t pretend that she was falling for River.
She had to really fall for him, and risk the consequences of knowing what hell was really like.
 


Chapter Four


After having gone to bed, Legacy had fallen asleep thinking about Adin and River. She’d experienced a dream where she sat in a field, meditating under a vibrant sky. As she meditated, clouds started rolling in, and she heard her mother’s voice.
“He lies,” she said softly.
Legacy had woken up the following morning thinking about this new dream. Since her mom had said, “he lies,” she’d obviously been talking about a man. There were only a couple of men in Legacy’s life. If the dream was about Adin, then she had no idea what the message meant. She knew Adin had kept things from her in the past, and she didn’t understand what he meant by having skills and things not being as they seemed, but she didn’t know if those things constituted as lies.
River, on the other hand, was a natural liar. The dream could have very easily been about him. It would have made more sense if she’d had that dream before she figured out he was a liar. If the dream was about him, then she got the feeling it referenced lies she wasn’t aware of, which provided another reason for her to get close to him.
Not wanting to lose the bet she had with River, Legacy got ready quickly for school, picking out another cute outfit. She ran down the stairs and jumped in her car. She was going to win this! Yeah, it might be silly on the whole grand scheme of things, but she was competitive. She quickly made her way to the campus and she actually squealed when she didn’t see his car in the parking lot. She parked her car and dashed to their regular picnic table, but as she rounded the corner, she saw River already sitting down, facing her direction.
She laughed out loud, shaking her head as she approached him.
“I won,” he said cheerfully.
“Where’s your car?”
“I parked on the other side of the gym. I figured it’d be more convenient when I get out of practice this afternoon. Plus, I wanted to see your face when you realized you’d lost,” he said, laughing.
“That’s not very nice,” she chided playfully. “You shouldn’t gloat like that.”
“I’m terribly sorry, baby,” he said, still chuckling.
She sat down in front of him and put her backpack on the bench beside her. “So what do you want?” she asked with a smile.
“Huh?” River’s eyes narrowed briefly. “What are you talking about?”
“You won. You have to get some kind of prize for winning.”
“Oh,” River said with a smile. “Well, what would you have asked for if you’d won?”
She hadn’t come up with a prize if she’d won. She figured she would just tell him she’d hold her prize in reserve until she came up with what she wanted. No way was she going to give him that idea, though. But since she hadn’t won, she could tell him something, in an effort to be flirtatious, that she never would’ve really picked. “A backrub,” she said softly, staring at him. The last thing she wanted was him rubbing his hands on her, but she needed him to visualize that action.
“Oh,” he breathed. “I’m sorry you lost.”
“Me too,” she whispered as she stared at him through her eyelashes. Then she shifted her position and looked at him fully. “So, what do you want?”
He got a devilish grin on his face while he quickly rubbed his hands back and forth. She kept her breathing even and braced herself for the worst. She had no idea what he’d ask for. If he were a gentleman, she wouldn’t have to worry about it, but he was a monster. There really was no telling what he’d come up with. 
“I think…I’d like to give you a ride to school tomorrow.”
That was unexpected, so she laughed in relief. “You have practice in the afternoons. You want me to sit around until you get out? That’s not very—”
“No, silly. I wouldn’t make you wait around for me. I don’t have practice on Thursdays. Coach doesn’t want to work us too hard the day before a game.”
“Oh.” She smiled. “Okay.”
Calli walked up, and they all chatted until the bell rang. The first half of the day was much like yesterday. They were all busy in class, so they didn’t have time to talk. Lunchtime was again the highlight of the school day—or the darkest part of the school day, depending on how she wanted to look at it.
They all went to a local burger place for lunch. Calli drove this time since River’s car was parked by the gym, and he sat in back. Conversations circled around the upcoming game and Calli’s routine until they reached the restaurant. When they went inside, Thad, Seth, Ellen, and Kate were already seated. They got in line and placed orders before sitting in the three empty chairs.
Everything had been going smoothly. They’d all been chatting and laughed while eating. Then Ellen cleared her throat. “I heard you dumped Adin.”
Legacy dropped her chicken sandwich and stared at the heifer. “What’s it to you?”
“I just didn’t think you’d be that stupid.”
She grimaced while she crossed her arms over her chest.
“Ellen,” Thad whispered, and shook his head, seeming embarrassed at her tone.
Since they were seated at a round table, she could see River and Calli staring at her, both readying themselves to jump in.
“It really is none of your business, Ellen. I figured you’d be happy about it anyway.”
“Why?” she scoffed.
“Because he never liked you. He thought you were superficial.”
Calli let a short laugh slip, and Ellen’s eyes shot over to her and back at Legacy. “I-I don’t care what he thinks about me. He was obviously out of your league. You were a fool to let him go.”
She sighed, picking up her sandwich. “I’m a big girl, Ellen. I don’t need your concern,” she said as she took a bite. Everyone went back to eating, but the tension was still clearly noticeable.
On the ride back to school, Legacy didn’t say much. She just looked out the window. During summer, she’d had to get used to people finding out her and Adin dating. Now, she’d have to get used to people learning not only was she not dating him anymore, but she was the one to break it off.
When they got back to school, River walked her and Calli to English before heading to his class. Her thoughts were still heavily focused on lunch, though.
“Are you okay?” Calli asked once they took their seats.
She took a deep breath. “Yeah,” she said on an exhale.
“I’m sorry about how Ellen acted.”
“Don’t be. It’s not your fault,” she said, looking away.
“I know, but she hangs around us because she follows me around like a little lost puppy dog.”
“I know you mean well, Calli, but I’d really rather not talk about Ellen…or Adin.”
When the bell rang at the end of the period, River quickly caught up with her and walked her to her next class. He didn’t say anything about lunch. She knew he sensed she was still bothered by her encounter with Ellen.
Legacy sat in the only class she didn’t share with either Calli or River, but unfortunately, she shared it with Ellen. They didn’t talk. She had nothing to say to that bitch, and she was sure the feeling was mutual.
When she got to gym, Calli and River walked toward her, but River turned into the guys’ locker room as Legacy and Calli headed into theirs.
“River is freaking out about you,” Calli said.
“What? Why?”
“He asked me if you mentioned anything in English, and when I told him what you said, he seemed really worried—especially since you had calculus with Ellen.”
“I’m fine. We didn’t talk.”
“Yeah, but, Legacy, River was on edge throughout calculus. He didn’t pay attention to the teacher. He kept shifting in his seat like he was aching to get out of there to check on you.”
“I’ll talk to him after school. He mentioned me coming over to his house to learn how to play basketball. I’m not sure if he forgot about that, but I’ll use it as my reason to come over.”
“What about Medusa?” Calli asked, worried.
“He said she was out of town.”
“Oh, okay. Well, I’ll give you his gate codes before we leave.”
“Thanks. How about we hang out at the mall after school?” Legacy could use the distraction.
“Sounds good,” Calli said with a smile.
They finished changing into their gym clothes and parted ways when they left the locker room. She saw River huddled with his team on the court, but his head shifted in her direction when she walked out. Their gazes held and she offered him a small smile before turning her attention to her own class.
After school, Calli followed Legacy home, so she could change into some yoga pants and a sweatshirt before heading to the mall. She wasn’t sure if her instructional lesson on basketball would include a hands-on approach to learning, so she figured she should be prepared.
They chatted at the mall, and by the time they left, Legacy actually started feeling a little better about her encounter with Ellen. She knew what kind of person she was, so that was probably the worst experience she’d have to endure about her breakup where her classmates were concerned. At least she could take comfort in the fact that that encounter was now over.
Legacy followed Calli into her neighborhood and used the codes her BFF had given her to get into River’s estate. His car was parked out front, so she parked beside him, leaving plenty of room to play at the basketball hoop.
She walked up to his front door and rang the doorbell. After several seconds, the door opened, and River stood with a confused expression on his face that slowly morphed into relief.
“Hi.”
River stepped toward her. “Hi. I’ve been so worried about you since lunch. I went by your house when I got out of practice, but you weren’t home.”
“Yeah, Calli and I went to the mall. That helped put the Ellen business behind me.”
River nodded, but it looked like he was deep in thought. She figured if she got right to the point of her visit, he’d let it go. 
“Anyway, I’m here for my basketball lesson, coach.” She smiled.
River chuckled and stared at her briefly before stepping aside. “Come in. I need to change.”
She waited by the door while he ran upstairs and put on something more appropriate for a basketball lesson. While she stood in his foyer, she stared at all the paintings on the wall in the lavishly styled den off the main corridor. This art collection had to be worth millions just by itself. She saw a Picasso, Monet, Renoir, Jackson, and several exquisite pieces by lesser known artists.
She was so completely riveted that she hadn’t heard River walking back down the stairs.
“What are you looking at?”
Startled, she gasped and turned around as her hand flew up to her chest. River had on some athletic pants and a long-sleeved t-shirt, carrying his tennis shoes. “Er, the paintings,” she said a little breathlessly.
“Did I scare you?”
“Er, I just didn’t hear you coming back down.” She shrugged.
He sat on the bottom step to put on his shoes. “What had caught your attention to the point that you hadn’t noticed this god of man walking in?” He winked at her as he tied his second shoe.
“Ha. Ha. The paintings, you self-righteous prick. They had to have cost a fortune.”
River feigned being shocked. “Me? I never said I was self-righteous…and they were.”
“I, er, used to paint when I was growing up,” she blurted out without thinking, though she didn’t miss he hadn’t corrected her on the prick comment. “I stopped when I got in high school. I just didn’t really have the time for it anymore.”
“I didn’t know that,” he said softly.
“Not many people do.” She shrugged, turning back around to gaze at the artwork again, wondering why it had been so easy to open up to him. Anger reminded her why she was here, and it wasn’t to gawk at paintings and blab about herself. She needed to get her act together.
 


Chapter Five
 
River jumped up and grabbed Legacy’s hand. “Let’s go.”
He led her outside and into his garage to get a basketball. Then he talked while he dribbled in front of the goal.
“The team with the ball is offense. The team without the ball is defense.”
“I’m not an idiot, River,” she said, putting her hands on her hips.
He chuckled and held the ball. “I know, baby. But with basketball, possession changes extremely fast. You’d be surprised how often the cheerleaders get yelled at because they’re cheering for the wrong team.” He started dribbling again. “There are different types of baskets that can be made. This is a layup,” River said as he demonstrated. “You want to try?”
“I think I’m not coordinated enough to step into a throw like that. I’d rather start off trying baskets with my feet firmly planted on the ground.”
“Okay,” River said with a chuckle.
He proceeded to tell her, and show her, the difference between walking and traveling, why and how one would get to throw free throws, the various positions, and other throws.
“Right here is about where the free throw line would be.” River threw the ball in. “Nothing but net,” he said with a chuckle. 
She gave him a quizzical look.
“It means that the ball didn’t hit the rim when it went in.”
“Oh.” She smiled.
“Your turn,” he said as he handed her the ball.
She squatted like she was going to throw the ball in.
“Wait.” River walked over to her and took the ball. “Spread your legs a little. Hold the ball like this.” He handed her the ball back and wrapped his arms around her. “Like this.”
She nodded as he stepped away. She threw the ball. Not only did it not make it in, but it didn’t even hit the hoop or the backboard.
“That’s what they call an air ball.”
She looked at him, and his lips twitched like he was fighting a smile.
She scooted closer.
“You’re not far enough back,” he chided playfully. 
“So?” she said without looking at him, fixing her gaze on the goal. She tried again. This time, she actually hit the side of the rim.
“That’s a brick,” River said with a chuckle.
She shifted her position and tried again. This time, the ball hit the hoop, bounced off of the backboard, and made it through.
“Yea!” She jumped up and down while she clapped her hands.
River laughed while he retrieved the ball—the “rebound” as he called it earlier. “Let’s play one-on-one.”
“Huh?” Surely he was joking.
“We’ll play each other,” River said while he was rolling the ball off his fingers, into the air, and catching it.
“You can’t be serious. There’s no way I’d win.”
“It’s not about winning, Legacy. It’s to show you how to play.”
“Er, o-okay.” This was going to be highly embarrassing. If any videos showed up on YouTube, she’d strike his ass down with the strongest lightning bolt she could conjure.
She got the ball first, but River was all over her. “I can’t get around you,” she squealed, trying not to laugh.
He reached around and slapped the ball out of her hand and made it in.
“Two points.” He stepped to the side and bounced the ball over to her.
She held the ball in her hand while she glared at him.
“Start dribbling,” he ordered.
“As soon as I start dribbling the ball, you’re going to take it away again.”
“Of course I am.” He smirked. “But when I get the ball, you try to stop me from making it in.”
She nodded while she started dribbling the ball. He came over to her, and she turned around, holding it.
“You’re walking, Legacy. Dribble the ball.”
She dribbled the ball, and River reached for it again. She grabbed it and moved away from him again.
“That’s traveling. Dribble the ball when you move.”
She did so, and River came for it again. This time, he got it, but she jumped in front of him, trying to take the ball back. He dribbled to the side. She lunged over to that side. He quickly dribbled to the other side. She jumped over to that side.
Before she knew it, they were both moving from side-to-side so fast that the wind picked up. Her hair whipped around, but she stayed focused on the ball. River finally moved so fast that he was slicing through the wind as he dunked the basketball. As he landed, he turned to face Legacy.
“You’re cheating!” he said, laughing.
“I’m not cheating.”
“You were moving faster than human speed.”
“You did too! I watched you make it in. No human could have moved that quickly.”
He wagged his eyebrows. “That’s four points.” 
He bounced the ball over to her. This time, she tried even harder to keep him from getting the ball, and it took him a little longer to get it, but he did eventually. She tried to block him, and again, they started moving faster than human speed. River was all over the court, and she was right on his heels. She finally reached for the ball and was able to put her hands around it. They both struggled with it, the wind howling and wrapping her hair around her face and against River’s. Finally, she knocked the ball loose, and they both dove for it. River stumbled over, and she fell on top of him as the ball rolled out of bounds.
They both laughed uncontrollably while she slid partly off him, looking up at his face. Their laughter slowed while they struggled to breathe normally, smiling widely.
But as she stared at him, his smile faded. 
As did hers.
She knew instantly he was acutely aware of her being on top of him, his hands still on her waist to keep her from hitting the ground when she fell. His breaths became shallow as his chest heaved below her. The look in his eyes was unmistakable. He gently clutched her waist as he moved his head closer to hers, wetting his lips, staring intently.
Then he stopped and laid his head back down against the concrete, still watching her closely, sweat trickling along his brow. She knew he wanted to kiss her, but he was trying to keep himself in check. Because she had let go of her anger and inhibitions for the sake of her goal, he wasn’t the only one who wanted to kiss in this moment. 
She leaned closer to him and heard him take in a breath. His eyes quickly searched hers as she neared him. When she licked her lips, his eyes fluttered shut. She brushed her lips against his and kissed him. His heart was hammering below her, but the rest of him lay motionless—well, except his mouth.
He kissed her back, matching her gentle touch with his own feather light caress.
When she slid her hand up to the side of his neck, he banded an arm around her, and they both deepened the kiss just slightly.
She was trying not to think about what she was doing because she knew he’d feel the change in her energy. But she unwittingly thought about it, not because she was worried about her scheme, but because she suddenly felt like a horrible person for what she was doing to him.
She broke away from the kiss. “Sorry, sorry,” she muttered, without looking at him as she clumsily stood up.
River jumped up, putting his arms around her. “Don’t be sorry, baby. I-I know you’re confused right now,” he whispered. He was trying to be supportive, but as he held her, his head nuzzled her hair, and she could feel his body trembling and heart crashing in his chest.
She stood still while River’s hands soothed her back, thinking how she was going to be able to get through this. She wasn’t the type of person to treat someone like this. She knew what she was doing would eventually hurt him. She wanted him to hurt. She needed him to hurt—as much as he’d hurt her. Not only did she hate him for making her do this, but she hated herself for allowing this to happen.
As she thought about her irritation and confusion, she knew he’d notice the change in her energy, but she figured it didn’t matter if her energy repelled him right now. He already knew she was confused. She pulled away from him.
“I should go,” she whispered.
“Legacy,” River breathed, moving both of his hands up to stroke the hair off her face. “You…you know how much I love you. I’m not going to pressure you.”
“I know,” she said, turning away from him and walking toward her car.
When she reached it, he opened her door. “I’ll be at your house by eight.”
She glanced up at him with raised eyebrows.
“In the morning. I’m taking you to school, remember?”
Right. She nodded as she got into her car. No need for a goodbye hug since she had just been on top of him, kissing.
He watched her drive away, but she couldn’t look at him.
She spent the rest of the evening lost in her thoughts. She engaged in conversations with both Olive and Lissa, but only in body. Her mind was focused on this plan of hers. A plan that really just started, and she was already feeling like a lowlife because of it. She needed to focus—review her motivation. She went upstairs and pulled out her pictures of Adin.
She spent the next two hours looking at all the photographs she had of them. The Halloween party, homecoming, Rose’s birthday party, and many candid shots that they had taken over the last six months. She loved Adin. He was the only man she loved and the only man she ever wanted to love. She knew from the depths of her soul she would always love him. Forever.
But why did she want to kiss River? She knew she had to believe she wanted to be with him in order for River to believe it. She had to find a way to trick herself into believing it without actually falling for him. She didn’t want the prophecy to be true. She didn’t want to really be with River to keep Adin alive. But she was a person…with emotions. She was starting to realize that if she believed she wanted to be with River…she’d really want to be with him. For real.
She slowly gathered up the photos and left them stacked on her nightstand. Then she walked over to her jewelry box and opened it. She looked down at the watch Adin had given her for her birthday. She stroked her fingers over it as she remembered that day. The day that changed everything for her and for Adin. She picked up the watch and walked over to her bed. She lifted it to her face and smelled its metallic smell as she sat down. It felt silly, but the smell of the metal felt nostalgic. It felt right. She knew she’d miss feeling the watch on her wrist, but she didn’t expect to miss gazing at it and smelling it. When she took another whiff, she also detected a hint of vanilla. She reached over and grabbed a tissue off her nightstand and started cleaning the crevices between the links were her vanilla bean lotion caked from her daily use. Then she rubbed the crystal until it sparkled. She kept wiping all over the watch until it looked brand new.
As she held and gazed at it, she couldn’t help herself. She slipped it on her wrist and clasped it. She shut her eyes and felt the weighty comfort of the watch as it hung on her wrist, slightly loose like she’d remembered. With her eyes still shut, she lifted the watch and smelled it again. She slowly leaned back against her pillows and laid her wrist in front of her face. She continued to stare at the watch until she fell asleep.
She dreamed the new dream again. She sat in a field, meditating under a vibrant sky. As she meditated, clouds started rolling in, and she heard her mother’s voice.
“Watch out, he lies,” she said softly.
Legacy woke up suddenly, looking down at the clothes she had slept in. Her alarm didn’t go off, and it was already after seven. She had less than an hour to shower and get ready before River would be here.
She quickly removed the watch and put it on her nightstand by the photos. Then she ran into the bathroom and showered. When she got finished, she threw on some jeans and an oversized hoodie. She put some makeup on while she let her hair air-dry. Then she hurriedly dried the rest of it and pulled it up in a ponytail.
She ran downstairs, heading for the kitchen, when she heard the knock on the door. She looked at her wrist to see what time it was, but of course she wasn’t wearing her watch. She walked over to the door and opened it.
“Hi,” River said softly.
“Hey, I overslept. What time is it?”
“About a quarter to eight. I’m early.”
“Oh, I need to grab some breakfast, and I’ll be ready.”
“We can swing through the coffee shop if you want.”
“Okay. Let me get my books.”
She gathered her books into her backpack and grabbed her handbag. River led the way to his car and opened the door for her to get in.
Once she was in her seat, she opened the mirror on the visor to make sure her makeup was even. She wiped her hands along her jaw line to blend it a little more. Then she shut the mirror and eased back into the seat. 
Now, they were on the road, and she finally felt like she had a moment to relax and think. Her mind went straight to her dream. She realized the dream was definitely warning her about a man who was lying to her. She didn’t like the idea that either River was still lying, or Adin was starting to lie to her about something. She’d need to pay special attention to both of them, though how she could pay close attention to Adin when she was trying to push him away, she had no idea.
River didn’t say anything to her. She figured he was still doing what he could so that she didn’t feel any pressure from him. This little dance of seduction would go much easier if he wasn’t so nice about what she was going through. She almost felt like she wanted him to be his old, pushy self. That was the River she knew how to deal with.
He pulled into the drive-thru and looked over at her. “What do you want?” It was the first time he’d spoken since they got into the car.
“Um, a blueberry muffin and a latte,” she said as she reached to the back to get her purse.
“You know I’m not going to let you pay so don’t even try,” he said with a small chuckle, but it almost seemed forced.
“Fine,” she said with a smile, not knowing what to make of his demeanor.
He ordered two lattes and her muffin, which she ate on the way to school.
“How was your night?” she asked, a little timidly while she glanced at him.
“Um, fine, I guess,” he said, flashing his eyes at her and then back at the road.
“What did you do, um, after I left?”
He took a deep breath and exhaled slowly. “I talked to my father.”
She stared at him, waiting for him to continue, but he didn’t.
“Poseidon?”
“Yeah, um, after you told me about communicating with your mom in the hospital, I tried reaching out to my dad. It worked. I talk to him pretty regularly. Well, whenever my mom’s not around.”
“Oh. W-what do you, er, talk about?”
River shrugged as he pulled into the parking lot at school. “Usually small stuff, but sometimes he brings up things like the future, responsibilities, those kinds of things.”
He parked the car, and she started to get out, grabbing her backpack and purse. “What did you talk about last night?” she asked as she walked around his car to meet him. 
He locked his car and looked at her. “You,” he said softly as he took her backpack and started up the path to school.
She wasn’t surprised by this. She did kiss him yesterday. She wasn’t sure if she should press him to talk about it, but curiosity got the best of her because he seemed so cryptic. “Umm, what did you say?” she finally asked.
He turned to look at her. “I told him the woman I loved is in love with another man, and I get the feeling she’s using me.”
Uh-oh.
 


Chapter Six 
 
This was so not good. Legacy stared at River, studying his expression. He hadn’t said that to get a rise out of her. Oh no. He looked as if he actually believed this.
“Why do you think that?” she asked in an even tone.
He grimaced and looked away. “Because you dumped your boyfriend to save his life. If you stay with him, then you’ll kill him. You obviously don’t want to do that, so you latch yourself onto me to push him away.”
She shook her head. No sooner had she wanted the real River to surface than he actually did, and now she regretted thinking that. “That’s insane,” she said, walking away from him. She needed to gather her thoughts on this.
River followed beside her. “I don’t think so. You just broke up with him, and you’ve been dressing up and flirting with me like crazy.”
She stopped and stared at him. “I’m not dressed up now, and I knew you’d be picking me up! If I was trying to woo you, don’t you think I’d have worn something sexy?”
“You overslept,” he said curtly.
She stared at him. “Unbelievable,” she muttered. “I try letting my guard down as much as I can right now, and this is the thanks I get.”
“So you want me to be grateful you’re giving me special attention now?” he asked with heavy sarcasm. “I love you, Legacy. I want to be with you, but I don’t want you screwing me over in the process.”
“You know I’m confused,” she said, walking away from him again, but he followed. What a jerk. It was okay for him to play her, but not the other way around?
The bell rang while they continued to class.
“You’re confused all right,” he sneered, and looked away from her.
She stopped walking and grabbed his arm to stop him. “Did it ever occur to you the reason I’m so confused is because I’m finally realizing I already have strong feelings for you?”
What made her say that? Where did that come from? Thank God, she didn’t have time to analyze it right now.
River gaped at her.
“Ugh,” she breathed, dropped his arm, grabbed her books from him, and stormed off.
She got into class and threw her backpack on the table. Calli looked over at her, but Legacy shook her head. She didn’t want to talk about it. River came in and took his seat, but she didn’t look at him.
When class was over, he came over to pick up her books.
“Don’t,” she snapped, not looking at him. She shoved her books into her backpack and walked out of the room. Her next class was with River, but she went into the restroom to kill the time before class started. She didn’t want him trying to talk to her. She walked out and into the room just as the tardy bell rang and she took her seat.
When that class was over, she grabbed her books and darted out without waiting for him. She wasn’t sure if he followed her to her next class. No way was she going turn around to find out.
She walked into Spanish and saw Calli. Her BFF was waiting and ready to get the scoop.
“River thinks I’m using him,” she said as she dropped into her chair.
“Oh no. He figured it out?”
“No. He thinks I’m cozying up to him to keep Adin away. He knows that if I stay with Adin, I’ll kill him. He thinks I’m using him to keep Adin alive.”
“Oh. But, um, Legacy, you are using River. Why are you mad that he thinks you are?”
“Because that jerk played me for months. It’s okay for him to do it, but not me? Besides, I’m not using him. I’m punishing him. There’s a difference.”
Class started, so she and Calli stopped talking. Once it was over, she headed to her history class—another class with River. When she rounded the corner, she saw him walking toward the class from the opposite direction. Their eyes met for a brief moment. Then she looked down and darted into the restroom to wait out the time again. She wasn’t being a chicken. She didn’t want to talk to him. If any of the reason was related to guilt, she totally ignored it. She walked out when she had about thirty seconds left until the bell rang and barely made it to class on time.
When history was over, she grabbed her books and headed out.
“Legacy,” she heard River call from behind, so she sneaked into the same restroom haven she’d used before class started.
She dug in her purse and pulled out her cell phone.
“Hello?” Calli answered.
“Hey, I’m stuck in the bathroom in the history building.”
“What do you mean you’re stuck?”
“River is stalking me, so I came in here.”
“Well, you need to get out here, so we can leave for lunch. Everyone’s going for pizza today.”
“I’m not going.”
“You can’t spend your lunch hour in the bathroom, Legacy.”
“The hell I can’t. Bring me back a piece of pizza, and I can wolf it down before English.”
“You are being absurd, Legacy,” Calli said, laughing.
“I can’t talk to him right now.”
“Well, if you’re not going, neither am I. We can both spend lunch in the restroom. I’ll be there in a minute.”
“Calli, don’t—”
She hung up the phone. About ten minutes later, her infuriating but wonderful friend walked into the restroom.
“He was still waiting outside for you,” Calli said, dropping her backpack.
“I figured he would be.”
“I told him to get us something to eat while I talked to you.”
“Did he leave?”
“Yeah, I watched him walk away.”
Legacy sighed. “My nerves are on overload.”
“Because you feel guilty doing this to him,” Calli said softly.
To her utter disbelief, she started crying. “I-I don’t think it’s just that. He told me my energy was conflicting with my actions toward him, so I realized I needed to believe I was falling for him, not just pretend. I’m worried I might actually fall in love with him. I-I can’t do that, Calli! He’s a monster.”
“He’s your best friend,” she murmured. “I already told you his actions don’t define who he is. He was wrong for what he did to you, but he’d never harm you.”
Calli spent the rest of lunch trying to console her, to little avail. She had been telling River she was just confused, but now she really believed that she actually was.
When they had about ten minutes left, Calli’s phone rang. It was River, bringing back their lunch. They walked out of the restroom and outside the building. River was walking toward them, but she stayed by the door while Calli met him. He handed her two bags and glanced over at Legacy. His eyebrows furrowed, and he quickly said something to Calli that Legacy couldn’t make out. She saw her nod and say something. They conversed back and forth until he turned around and walked away. Calli walked back over to Legacy, handed her a bag, and they quickly unwrapped the sandwiches.
“What’d he say?” she asked as she took a bite.
“He asked if you’d been crying.”
Her head shot up.
“I told him you had.” When she saw Legacy shake her head, she clarified. “He could tell. Your eyes are swollen. Anyway, he wanted to come over and talk to you. I told him that wasn’t a good idea.”
“Thanks,” she whispered.
They finished their lunch right when the bell rang and they headed to English. River didn’t show up to walk her to her other classes that afternoon, and when she got into gym, he was already with the basketball team, practicing.
When gym was over, she changed slowly, knowing she’d have to talk to him on the ride home. Calli had said she’d take her home, and she seriously considered her offer. But she didn’t want River to use that as an opportunity to negate his prize and make her ride with him again, or worse, pick out a different prize altogether because she’d reneged on the first one.
She walked out of the locker room to find a solemn River leaning against the opposite wall, waiting. She looked up at him and turned to walk out of the gym. He followed without saying anything. When they got to his car, he opened the door for her, but she didn’t look at him. He drove in silence while she stared outside the window. After he pulled into her driveway, he turned off the engine. She guessed he thought he would be staying. She started to open the door, but River suddenly, but gently, grabbed her arm.
She quickly looked over at him.
“I’m sorry,” he barely whispered.
She felt a lump rise in her throat and swallowed. “Me too,” she murmured as pulled her arm free and got out of his car.
She shut the door and headed for the house, but heard River open and shut his door too. He caught up with her as she opened the front door.
“Legacy, please …”
She turned around and saw his agonized expression.
“I-I had no right to doubt your motives. It’s just that I, um, you know how I feel about you. I think I’m just trying to protect my heart from getting hurt.”
Little did he know that that was really her motive—not keeping Adin alive—for pursuing him. He was right to protect his heart. She wanted to crush it. “Maybe we should back off then. I already know what it feels like to have a broken heart. You’re right to want to protect yours.”
“No, that…that’s not what I meant. I know people can’t find happiness without taking risks…” He took a deep breath and looked down. “Can I come in?”
She stared at him while she pondered this. She could let him in and off the hook, or she could make him sweat it out. She figured she needed to work through this little snag so she could get her plan back on track. She didn’t need to avoid him, and she didn’t need him questioning her motives. And she really didn’t need any real drama to contend with. She nodded slowly before heading into the house.
River followed her to the couch, sitting closer to her than he had before. She waited for him to start, which he finally did after he realized she wasn’t going to.
“Legacy, I love spending time with you, and the idea of you growing closer to me…” He shut his eyes on a sigh and whispered, “I can’t even begin to express how that makes me feel.”
“But you think I’m using you?” she asked, and he opened his eyes to meet her gaze.
“I-I thought that, yes, but I don’t think that now. As soon as you said something about being confused because of how strong your feelings are, everything clicked. I wanted to talk to you after first period, but you’ve been avoiding me. Rightly so. But, um, when I came back from lunch and saw that you’d been crying…I felt like shit.”
“I just had a lot on my mind,” she said, looking away from him.
“Please forgive me, baby,” River murmured as he reached up and turned her head toward his.
She looked at him and sighed. “There’s nothing to forgive.” She shrugged. “We’re both trying to figure this out.”
River leaned his forehead against hers as he continued stroking her face. “Last night, when you kissed me, that was the best moment of my life,” he whispered. “I…I wanted to kiss you, but I was trying to be good.”
“I know. When you didn’t kiss me, I felt a little sad, I guess. I didn’t realize I wanted you to kiss me until you actually started to and stopped.”
River’s hands kept stroking her face, but his movements became rhythmic while he breathed heavily through his slightly opened mouth. “Baby, I’m so scared of losing you once I have you,” he said as his voice cracked.
“You know I can’t make any promises right now,” she whispered. “I’m still in love with…with him.”
“I know, and that’s what scares me. You could always go back to him. It was hard seeing you two together before, but if something evolves between us and you go back to him, it’d destroy me,” he whispered, shaking his head against hers.
“I understand,” she said, pulling away from him. “Maybe we should cool it for awhile. You know, until things settle down.”
“No,” River breathed, pulling her head back to his. “As much as I’m scared of losing you, I’m also scared of not doing anything. If I do nothing, then you may very well go back to him or move on with someone else. I’d lose my opportunity to be with the woman I love more than anything.”
She reached up and placed her hands on his chest, the first time she’d put her hands on him since their fight. She gently caressed him there, and his breathing spiked. She kept one hand over his heart while she slid the other hand around his back to lightly squeeze him against her.
River whispered her name while he cupped the back of her head. He lowered his lips and grazed them over hers, moaning before kissing her.
They kissed softly like yesterday, but after a few seconds, something changed. He tugged at her ponytail holder until her hair fell around her face. He grabbed a handful of her unkempt hair with that hand and locked his other arm around her, pulling her up against him, digging his fingers into her waist while he kissed her, hard. 
She slid her hand up from his chest into his hair as she returned the kiss. They kept kissing for several seconds before she slowly pulled away.
River wasn’t ready to stop.
He stared at her intensely for a fraction of a second before crushing his lips to hers again. They both kissed each other with equal intensity. River moved one hand and grabbed her wrist. He pushed her hand down his abdomen toward his pants. He was going to have her feel him, which meant them kissing like this was turning him on. Oh gods, she didn’t know if she should touch his dick. 
Legacy heard someone fumble with the doorknob. She pulled away quickly and twisted her hair back up with a small smile on her face.
“Legacy?” Olive called out.
“In here,” she said as she finished mussing with her hair.
She glanced at River, and he was smiling too. He had his elbows propped on his knees and was hovering over the evidence of his arousal. That made her want to smile more.
“You two are glowing,” Olive said, amused. “What have you been doing?”
“Er, nothing.” She shrugged.
“We had some things to discuss,” River said.
“Hm, well, Lissa had to work late, so I’m cooking dinner. Do you want to stay, River?”
He glanced at Legacy, and she shrugged.
River stayed the rest of the evening, and they talked freely without anymore kissing. When he got ready to leave, she walked him out, but as soon as she walked outside, she saw Adin’s car at his grandmother’s house and felt a wave of guilt crush her. River was in front of her, but there must have been a noticeable change in her energy because he turned around and stared. He followed the angle of her gaze and closed his eyes when he realized what had shifted her mood.
Not only did she feel guilty about Adin knowing River was here, but she felt guilty for River knowing that she was affected by Adin. She felt bad for both of them. Both!
She really was a terrible person.
“I’ll see you tomorrow,” she whispered as she turned away from River.
“No, wait.” He seemed to be gathering his thoughts. “This is okay,” he whispered. “Like you said, it’s going to take some time. Neither of us can rush this.”
She looked into his eyes while she felt her breathing hitch. “Thanks,” she muttered while tears leaked from her stinging eyes.
River pulled her against his chest and wrapped his arms around her. “Shhh…don’t cry, baby.” He kissed the top of her head, and she nodded, pulling away, wiping her tears. “Did you notice that it’s not raining?”
She looked at him quizzically and glanced at the sky.
“That’s one of the reasons I was so shocked when I got back from lunch and Calli said you’d been crying. It didn’t rain then either.”
She nodded. It was an interesting development, but not one she wanted to deal with right now. “See you tomorrow.”
He leaned over and kissed her forehead before walking to his car. She didn’t watch him drive away. Instead, she walked right back into the house, still wiping her face. She walked straight into her bedroom and over to her window, staring out into the dusky sky.
She knew why she was doing this to River, but why was she doing this to herself? She really seemed to be making a mess of things. She was not in love with River. She was in love with the man who happened to be right next door at this very moment. As she thought about her love for Adin, she cried again. Maybe Lissa was right. She probably should be focused on fixing the problem River had created by bringing Venus into Adin’s life rather than punishing River for his actions. She wasn’t twelve. Why was she acting like she was?
A knock on her door pulled her out of her reverie. Turning around, she said, “Come in.”
When Adin walked in, she stifled a gasp. 
“Hi,” Adin said softly.
“Hi, Adin,” she breathed, turning back toward the window.
“Why are you crying?”
“I, er, just have a lot going on right now,” she whispered.
Adin stepped up against her and wrapped his arms around her. “Does this have to do with why River was over here? Did he upset you?”
“It’s complicated, Adin,” she said, stepping out of his embrace.
“It doesn’t have to be, Legacy.”
If only he knew. If only she could tell him. 
“Are you going to explain to me why you’re spending more time with River?”
“No, and I don’t want him to know that you’ve been over here.”
“Why?” 
“I can’t tell you why.”
He sighed and shook his head. “Legacy, if you spend time with him, you’ll fall for him. You’re bonded to him through that prophecy. You’re already playing with fire by pushing me away.”
“Look, I can’t explain what’s going on. You’ll just have to trust me.”
He looked at her warily. “You’ve said that before—to trust you. You’re spending more time with River and said that you might date him. How far are you going to take this?”
“As far as I need to,” she said, looking down.
Adin groaned, shaking his head. “Umm, are you planning on being intimate with him?” She could see just how the very thought of this possibility devastated him.
“That depends on what you mean by intimate,” she muttered, looking away. Gods, she was no better than Laurel Kavanaugh. She didn’t want to think about doing things with River that she’d done with Adin, and she really didn’t want Adin to think about her doing those things with River.
“Well, he’s already kissed you once. Have you kissed since?”
She sighed, not looking at him. Of course he’d want to know that. Her reaction was answer enough.
“When?” he asked, his tone agonized.
“Yesterday,” she whispered, and looked up at him. “And today.”
A low groaned escaped him, his face tortured. “I came over here tonight to tell you I’ll be spending Christmas at my dad’s this year. I leave next week after finals are over. I wasn’t planning on staying after Christmas, but because of what’s happening between you and River,” Adin paused, shaking his head, “I think I might stay there until the next semester starts. I don’t think I can sit by and watch you turn to him like this.”
She hadn’t thought about Adin being gone over Christmas. She knew it was only weeks away, but she really couldn’t think about him being gone for the whole month he was out of school. “I’ll miss you like crazy. No matter how long you’re gone,” she whispered.
“Sweetheart,” Adin breathed, pulling her into a hug.
He held her, gently rubbing her back. When she pulled away from him, she saw his gaze fixed behind her. She turned around to see what he was looking at.
It was her nightstand.
He was staring at the stack of pictures and her watch. She sighed and turned back around. She didn’t know what to say about those things being out when he knew she’d thrown the photos away and tossed the watch into her jewelry box during their breakup. She looked up at him, and he was already watching her eyes.
“I-I just …”
“There’s nothing to explain,” Adin said softly. “I’ve been looking at pictures of you too. I’m just happy you kept them after all.”
 She sighed through a small smile. “I, er, would’ve kept the conch shell too.”
“Do you want it back?” he asked, rubbing his hands on her back.
“No.” She looked away from him. “Not yet.”
She glanced back at Adin, and he smiled at the prospect of giving her the shell back because of what it signified.
“Um, have you worn your watch?” he asked, looking tenderly into her eyes.
She took a shallow breath. “Yeah, I slept with it last night.”
Adin brought his hands to her face, dropped his forehead to hers, and rubbed her cheeks. “Will you sleep with it every night? Please?”
“I, er, already considered doing that. Since I can’t be close to you, I think it’ll help fill that void. I know it sounds silly.”
“You can be close to me. You are close to me—no matter how far you push me away or what happens with River, I’m always going to be a part of you.” 
She slid away from him and walked to the door, opening it.
Knowing she was ready for him to leave, Adin walked up to her by the door and stroked her arm. “Be careful with this business with River. I don’t want to lose your heart.”
“I don’t want you to lose it.”
He leaned down and kissed her forehead before leaving. And it took all her strength to let him go.
Once Adin was gone, she thought about her scheme. Before he’d shown up, she was having second thoughts.
Not now.
After being in Adin’s arms, no matter how briefly, she was reminded what River had caused her to lose. She was reminded of what was still at stake. Not only did she need to punish River for what he’d done to throw off her change and cause Adin harm, but she needed to work at fixing the problem he’d caused, so she could be with Adin again.
There was no reason why she couldn’t do both. And succeed. She had no other choice but to succeed. And since it was River’s fault she couldn’t be with Adin, River was going to help her fix it.
She’d make sure of it.
 


Chapter Seven
 
Legacy awoke to her new meditating dream again, but she noticed the field was rather large, larger than she had recalled from her other dreams. As she meditated, clouds rolled in, and she heard her mother’s voice.
“Evil lies inside the good,” she said softly.
The dream was still rather short, and Legacy didn’t know what to make of this new statement. Her mother had been talking about a man lying, but now she talked about evil. Who was evil? 
River was a monster. He once had told her even the good people in his family had evil tendencies when he warned her about his mother over the summer.
The other man in her life was Adin. There was no way she believed him to be evil, but she couldn’t help but wonder why he was gifted with certain skills that regular humans were not. He’d told her that everything wasn’t as it seemed. If she looked at him from a detached perspective, she could see how an unbiased person may think Adin could actually be who her mom was warning her about.
But she was biased. She honestly didn’t believe the message was about Adin. Legacy could have considered him before when her mother’s only message had been about a man lying, but not now—not when the warning was about evil. Out of those two, River was still the primary suspect.
She slowly got out of bed and walked to the window she was staring through last night when Adin had shown up. She’d been shocked to see him, but still pleasantly surprised if she was being truly honest with herself. Seeing Adin gave her renewed focus. It was an unfortunate aspect of her scheme that she had to believe she was falling for River, but maybe she’d be able to get away with letting go of her anger and true feelings while he was around. When she’d kissed him the other day, she wanted to. When he’d kissed her yesterday, she enjoyed it then too, but when she was away from him, she still knew where her heart was.
River was an obligation. Nothing more. And she intended on keeping it that way.
She wore her school sweatshirt and jeans in anticipation for today’s pep rally and tonight’s game, but she got up on time, so she was able to fix her hair today.
She headed to school, psyching herself for the challenge ahead. If she kept her focus on the end result—Adin—the details should be inconsequential. Life would be full of tough choices and actions. This was just one of those instances where she had to rise up and meet it head on. And, well, if she needed to chat with Laurel Kavanaugh on the how-tos of becoming a slut, then she’d message her on Facebook. Legacy would stay detached. Period.
She parked her car and headed to their regular picnic table for their morning meet-and-greet before class started. When she rounded the corner, she noticed the table was empty.
Hmmm. She wasn’t early. Class started in less than ten minutes. She put her books down and waited until the bell rang.
Neither Calli nor River showed. She walked to class alone, trying not to think anything of it. She was one of the first students inside the room, so she slowly pulled out her books while the others trickled in.
She heard River’s voice in the hall, and her heart fluttered. What the hell? Don’t think anything of it. Surely, it was just nerves. Yes. Nervous. Obviously, she still needed to work on the whole “staying detached” agenda.
She saw Calli walk in first with River right behind her. Calli had on her cheerleading outfit, and River was wearing his official athletic suit. They both looked up at her and smiled.
“Hey, Legacy, sorry we missed you this morning. River helped me haul the pep rally stuff to the gym so I wouldn’t have to do it later,” Calli said as she took her seat.
“Oh, that’s good,” Legacy said to her. “That was nice of you, River,” she said, looking over at him.
“I’m a nice guy,” he said with a chuckle as he took his seat. His slightly cocky demeanor seemed to be back again.
The morning was uneventful with the classes shortened to accommodate the afternoon pep rally that’d take longer than normal since the basketball players were going to be introduced individually. 
They went to the deli for lunch today so River and Seth wouldn’t have anything too heavy on their stomachs for tonight. Legacy and Calli rode with River while Ellen and Thad rode with Seth and Kate in Seth’s SUV.
Lunch was really relaxed. They all talked and laughed as if they were all the best of friends, which should’ve been a stretch for Ellen and Legacy after how the heifer had acted the other day. And if Legacy didn’t know any better, she’d think nothing had happened between her and River. He seemed like his regular, pre-Adin-breakup self. She found some comfort in that. Though a couple of times, she noticed the glint in River’s eyes when he met her gaze. There was no mistaking something was happening between them—it was obvious, if only to the two in question.
They were all shoved around a small table with Legacy sandwiched between River and Calli like always. After everybody finished eating, they still had some time before they had to be back at school, even though lunch was also shortened for the pep rally. While they were all talking, she saw River rub his hands on his legs in a nervous gesture while he spoke to Thad across the table, and then he stealthily slid his hand onto her leg.
Okay. What should I do now? She was talking to Kate who was diagonal to River, so she was already turned in his direction when he’d made his move. She made her split-second decision. Rather than move his hand away like last time, Legacy continued talking to Kate as if nothing had happened.
River kept talking to Thad while he gently stroked her knee, moving his hand up onto her thigh as he sat more upright. He let his fingers fall onto her inner thigh while he lightly caressed her leg.
Legacy suddenly felt flush and lost her train of thought. She glanced over at Calli who must have suspected something was wrong because her BFF gave her a puzzled look. She lightly nodded her head in River’s direction and shrugged off her inquisitive eyes.
She slowly turned her head toward River while she cleared her throat to make sure she could speak without her voice cracking. “When do you want to head back?”
He turned toward Legacy. “Whenever you’re ready,” he said like nothing was going on underneath the table, but he stared at her for a few seconds longer while he gave her leg a gentle squeeze.
She was happy her hair was down because she just knew her ears were flaming red. She hoped she wasn’t actually showing any signs on her face, but the slight smile River flashed, which disappeared as quickly as it had formed, was confirmation that she was, in fact, blushing.
Legacy picked up her water and guzzled half of it down. She peered at Calli. “Are you ready?”
“Yeah.”
On the way back to school, River didn’t say or act any differently than he had before the pass he’d just made. It was as if it hadn’t happened.
Except it had.
During the pep rally, Legacy sat with Kate, Ellen, and Thad. Alex and Laos sat a couple of rows behind them, but their bickering couldn’t be ignored. If the two of them hated each other as much as it seemed, she had no idea why they tortured themselves by hanging out all the time. Whatever. Ellen and Thad were pretty much in their own little world, so Legacy and Kate chatted amongst themselves while the festivities were underway and cheered for River and Seth when their names were called.
Afterward, they all walked to the parking lot. Calli invited her to stay the night at her house, so Calli was going to follow her home so she could get a change of clothes. When everyone disbursed to their respective rides, River opened Legacy’s door for her—like he had ever since school started—and hugged her before she got in—just like he always did when she hadn’t been enforcing the no physical contract rule that started at the beginning of the school year. That seemed like a lifetime ago.
Calli followed her home, and then she ran upstairs to get some PJs, her toiletries, and clothes for tomorrow, after explaining to Lissa she’d be staying over at Calli’s. She threw her bag in the backseat of Calli’s BMW as she got in. They gabbed on the way to the game about River’s under-table moves at lunch, which Calli found a little too comical. By the time they reached the gym, the game still had about thirty minutes before it’d start, so spectators were only slowly trickling in. Legacy made her way up the bleachers while Calli retreated to where the cheerleaders were supposed to meet. She watched the opposing team warm up, but caught herself glancing over to the varsity locker room, waiting for their school’s team to come out.
A few minutes later, they did.
She watched one-by-one as they exited the locker room until she found River. He was hamming it up with Seth, but as soon as he hit the court, he scanned the bleachers. She smiled when their eyes met, and he winked back before starting to warm up.
Legacy was surprised how well he looked out there. The little instructional session they’d had helped because she wasn’t completely clueless—only slightly. Though, he looked much more efficient right now than he had the other night. While she watched, Kate came up to join her. They talked about how little they knew about basketball and watched the guys practice while other students, parents, family, friends, and faculty filled the stands. Calli came up and chatted for a few minutes before the game actually started, and then the buzzer sounded.
River was right. This was very fast-paced.
Legacy and Kate were the diligent little cheering section for their friends, both getting really excited whenever River or Seth made a basket. Before they knew it, it was halftime.
Calli did a fantastic job with their new routine. She had explained earlier how they had to save this routine for basketball season since the movements were too small to really standout on a football field.
The rest of the game finished quickly, and when the final buzzer sounded, they had won by a rather large margin. She and Kate whooped and hollered while Calli and the cheerleaders cheered more gracefully at their victory.
Legacy and Kate ran down the stands and onto the court, mimicking the other fans. Kate leaped right into Seth’s arms, and he swung her around. Calli had already given River a quick hug since she was right by the players during the game, and then she started gathering her gear. Legacy walked up to River while he was celebrating with some of his teammates.
“Congratulations!” she said as she approached him from his side. He turned to face her. 
He closed the distance between them with one step and picked her up in a bear hug while she laughed.
“Our little basketball lesson was worth it. I actually understood most of what happened,” she said as he put her down.
“I already thought it was worth it,” he said with a glowing smile. Of course he would because she’d kissed him.
“I have to go change. Can you wait for me?” he asked as he started to turn around.
“O-okay.” He didn’t give her a chance to explain she had ridden with Calli, but she figured her BFF wouldn’t mind waiting. River followed his teammates back into the locker room. Legacy heard several chants once they were all inside and rolled her eyes at the amount of testosterone that was being embraced in there.
She walked over to Calli and tried to tell her about River asking her to wait for him, but Calli was clearly distracted. “Did you see who showed up tonight?” she said with a crooked smile.
“Er, no. Who?”
“Paul. One o’clock.”
Legacy looked in the direction she was indicating, and there was River’s cousin, Paul. “I guess he came up to watch River.”
“Uh-huh. Anyway, I heard some of the players talking about going out to celebrate. Want to go?”
“Oh, umm, sure.”
“Good. If you go, then River will go, and if River goes, then maybe Paul will go.”
“I thought you weren’t interested.”
“I’m not. He’s just eye candy. Nothing wrong with having a little distraction.”
Legacy chuckled and rolled her eyes. Then she helped Calli lug her things to her car. They made it back just as the basketball team was disbursing. Paul was talking to River when they walked over.
“You going to Beef’s with everyone else?” Calli asked River.
“I was thinking about it. I’m not sure if Paul wants to go, though,” he said, giving his cousin a slanted looked.
“Oh, sure you do, Paul,” Calli said. “We’re going. I can keep you company.” She put her hand around his arm as to lead him away.
“Oh, well, then, that changes things,” Paul said, laughing.
Legacy looked at River, and he was glowing, riding the high of winning with the prospect of getting to celebrate that victory with her, no doubt.
He stepped up to her and put his hand on her back to guide her, and they following Paul and Calli out of the gym.
She and Calli followed River and Paul to the restaurant, and they all had a blast hanging out with their classmates, but after about an hour, it was getting a little tedious. It was only ten o’clock, so not really late for a Friday night, but they had already had such a full day. Calli looked at Legacy and gave her that are you ready look, which Legacy responded with a slow nod.
Legacy looked at River and said, “I think Calli and I are leaving.”
But then Calli leaned over her to look at River. “You two can come over and watch some movies if you want. Legacy’s staying over with me tonight.”
What the…? What was Calli doing? She knew her BFF liked hanging out with Paul, but as far as she was concerned, the day was already a success. No need to press her luck with River. She tried not to think about it, in case her energy faltered. Instead, she thought happy thoughts about hanging out at Calli’s house. Because she knew exactly what this was going to be.
An impromptu date.
 


Chapter Eight
 
“Sure,” Paul answered for River a little too enthusiastically. That sealed it. Legacy’s night wasn’t over. They said their goodbyes to their fellow classmates, and the guys followed them to Calli’s house.
“I hope you know what you’re doing,” she muttered to Calli once they were alone.
“Oh, c’mon, Legacy. I’m entitled to a little male companionship too. I need the practice. I’ve been doing really well putting Zach behind me, but I know I’m not ready to date. I think spending time with Paul will help speed up that process.” She seemed a little amused when she said this, though. What was Legacy missing here?
Legacy sighed. “You’re right. You’ve been helping me with all my problems, and I’ve been totally lacking in my best friend duties. I suck.”
“Nah. I’m a big girl. Besides, we help each other.”
They pulled into Calli’s estate and saw River park his car at his house. Calli changed out of her uniform, and Legacy put on a pair of leggings and a long t-shirt. She wanted to be comfortable if they were going to be lounging around, watching a movie. Calli got the movie ready while Legacy nuked the popcorn. After about twenty minutes, the guys knocked on the door.
Calli answered since Legacy was still tending to the microwave. She had her back to the door as she heard someone walk in. “I’m almost finished,” she said as she pulled the second bag out of the microwave, shaking it as she turned around.
It was River in different clothes. He was still in athletic pants, but these were a personal pair, not part of his basketball uniform, with a fitted t-shirt. Not only had he changed, but his hair looked slightly damp. He must have jumped in the shower to freshen up before coming over.
“Do you need any help?” he asked.
“Nope. Unless you want to grab some drinks.”
She poured the popcorn in the second bowl while River got some drinks out of the refrigerator. He held the door open for her while she carried the two bowls. As she passed by him, she could smell the freshly applied cologne on his body. It wasn’t strong, just a subtle hint of the same pleasant but manly scent he wore on his birthday.
He followed her to the media room where Calli and Paul were already plopped on the couch. It was a small media room. Calli’s parents didn’t really like the movie theater feel of home theaters that were popular of late; rather, they wanted to be comfortable and cozy while watching movies on the state-of-the art flat screen with surround sound system. Instead of oversized recliners, the Rhodes had a custom overstuffed couch and ottoman built to fit in the back part of the room. Legacy and River had to climb onto it, and it was big enough that several people could spread out in several different directions without touching each other.
She passed Calli a bowl of the popcorn, and River handed them their drinks before he and Legacy scooted into place. They sat right beside each other, their legs touching. When the movie started, the lights automatically dimmed in increments until the only light radiating in the room came from the screen. As soon as it was dark, she felt as if she was alone with River in this room. Even though it was small, Calli and Paul seemed to be far enough away that they might as well have been in another room entirely.
When she lifted up slightly to grab her drink, River gently stroked her back. As she eased back against the couch, he slowly slid his hand up and across her back so that his arm was wrapped around her shoulder and she was up against him rather than the couch. They both munched on the popcorn while they watched the movie, their hands brushing against each other every now and then in the bowl.
But no way was she actually watching the movie. It was some action flick that Calli had picked, thinking the guys would like it. Legacy was too focused on every move and every sound River made to even think about paying attention to the screen. She was obsessing about River, analyzing everything. He’d been careful the first time he’d put his hand on her knee, just like he had been again today. But if he was keeping what happened between them private, did he feel that way about showing affection in front of Paul and Calli? He did put his arm around her, which either meant he didn’t care what they thought, or it was too dark and they were too self-involved to care about the likes of them.
But then again, he’d put his arms around her plenty over the last six months. Ugh! She didn’t need to think about what he might do. She just needed to let go and enjoy—truly enjoy—this time with him.
About thirty minutes into the movie, she turned to River. “Please move the popcorn so I’ll stop eating it.” She chuckled. 
He laughed lightly and set it on the other side of his legs. Then he lifted the hand that was dangling off her shoulder and gently stroked her hair while he went back to watching the movie. He lightly ran his fingers through her hair, grazing her scalp every few strokes, making it prickle. She tilted her head in his direction, her breath hitting the crook of his neck with each exhale while she breathed in his scent—a scent she was finding more and more pleasant—with every inhale.
River’s breathing spiked a few seconds after she’d started breathing against his skin. He slowly slid his other hand onto her leg while he turned his head in her direction, resting his cheek against her forehead, knotting his hand in her hair.
She wondered if he was peeking at their company. She didn’t really care at this moment if they noticed what was happening. What did that mean? She immediately blocked that worry and placed her hand on his chest. A soft gasp escaped his lips. Then he moved the hand he’d just placed on her leg up to the hand that was on his chest. He gently caressed it.
Legacy pulled her hand away, just slightly, and River continued to rub it until their palms touched. He rubbed his palm against hers, lightly grazing his fingers against hers. That light touch tingled throughout her hand, making her move her hand more eagerly against his. Then he clasped his fingers with hers. He turned his head as he brought their joined hands to his mouth, and he kissed the back of her hand.
She eased her head against the cushion to get a better view of what he was doing. She watched his face as he kissed her hand a second, third, fourth time. He had has eyes closed, taking in the sweet smell of her skin with each kiss. 
While she watched, his eyes opened and flashed to hers, and then he looked over her head at Calli and Paul for a tiny moment before gazing into her eyes again. He slowly pulled her hand back to his chest, and she could feel his heart thudding. She took an unsteady breath while she watched his eyes watching her.
Shallow breaths was all either of them could muster. By the way he looked at her, she could tell he wanted to make a move—a more serious move. She saw him steal another glance at Calli and Paul, and then he leaned closer. His gaze flashed in the direction of their company one more time as he closed the distance between them.
A muted noise from another room startled her, and she twisted in Calli’s direction and dropped River’s hand. Calli had her back to them, and Paul was fixated on the movie.
“Calli, is that your phone?” Legacy asked.
“Huh?”
She heard it again. “That,” she said, pointing in the direction of the sound.
“Crap. This room has a sound barrier, so noises outside are muffled,” she said, pausing the moving and getting up. “I’ll be right back.”
“I’m going to take a leak,” Paul said, standing up.
After Paul and Calli left the room, Legacy and River sat in semi-darkness with the glow of the stilled movie casting light across their faces. Alone. He stared at her just as intensely as before the interruption, maybe even more so now that they had no audience. He picked up the hand he was holding and put her palm against his cheek, his eyes hungry. That was the only warning Legacy got.
Seizing the opportunity, River crushed his lips to hers, moaning as he kissed her. She slid her hand up his face and tangled it in his soft, dark hair. He wrapped his free hand around her body, pulling her against him as he shifted in his seat to feel her completely pressed against him. His body was hard everywhere and she had to force herself not to whimper. They kept kissing until muffled footprints came toward the room. River pulled away right before Calli and Paul walked in.
Legacy realized she, too, needed a bathroom break, not so much for the relief on her bladder, though. She put her hand on River’s knee to stand up, but looked at Calli. “I’m going to the restroom. You can go ahead and start the movie without me.”
“You sure?” Calli asked while River watched her intently from his seated position.
“Yeah. I’ve seen this before.”
She left the media room and went straight to the bathroom. She stayed for a few minutes staring at herself, trying not to think about what she was doing because if she did, she didn’t know if River could feel the change in her energy. She didn’t know what her energy range was or if she even had one. After she felt somewhat composed, she opened the door. She stepped out of the restroom, and saw River waiting to use it. But he stood at the other end of the hall, giving her some privacy. “All yours,” she said with a smile as she walked toward him.
“Not yet,” he murmured.
Not yet. She felt the blow to her chest. She knew what he meant, and there was no doubt he realized she wasn’t talking about herself when she said that. He’d once said he was a good player when they were at the fair during the fall, and she knew then what he’d meant by that too. He was a player.
A good one.
She stared at him as she stopped walking. He was the one to take the last remaining steps in her direction. 
“Let’s get some fresh air,” he said softly.
Legacy nodded and headed outside, seeking the privacy of Calli’s backyard. She walked over to the outdoor fireplace and sat on the lavish patio couch, which was nice enough to be a settee in a formal living room of an upper-middle class home.
River sat beside her but not as close as before. She shivered as the cold night air hit her uncovered arms, and she lightly chafed them.
“Maybe fresh air wasn’t such a good idea,” she said with a chuckle.
River stood up and turned on the fireplace.
“Well, that was easy,” she muttered, rolling her eyes playfully.
“I know how to start a real fire too.” He laughed.
“Really? How?” With his godly abilities?
“Strike a match,” he said, chuckling as he sat down closer to her this time. He wrapped his arm around her, and she leaned into his side, cuddling against him for the warmth.
“Did you leave the media room,” River started softly, “because of what I just did?”
How to answer? She didn’t want her energy to be all over the place, but if he was forcing her to think about it, then she couldn’t lie. She figured he’d be able to tell. She took a deep breath and slowly said, “Not because of what you did. Because of how it made me feel.”
River leaned his head against the top of hers. “How did it make you feel?” he whispered into her hair.
She shivered as his hot breath coated her cold head, and he squeezed her tighter. “Wanted,” she whispered as she shut her eyes.
River groaned softly as he slid his hand onto the side of her face, holding her against his chest. “You know…you know how much I want you.”
“I know, River,” she breathed.
She tilted her head up to look at him. He looked at her for what seemed like an interminable amount of time while she gazed into his eyes. He slowly moved his head toward her until he softly closed his mouth over hers. 
He kissed her slowly, taking his time as he gently stroked her face, her hair, her neck with both hands moving in opposite directions of each other. He kept his touch light, only once gripping her head when he moved it to the other side to briefly kiss her a little deeper.
Legacy had been kissing him back just as tenderly, but when he moved her head, she moaned. It was one thing to feel his hands gently caress her. It was something altogether different feeling him take control like that. There was no mistake—it was hot.
When she moaned, he pressed himself against her, but kept his caress—and his kiss—light as before, teasingly light. She knew he had to know what he was doing. She’d told him she left the media room because she felt wanted. She knew he wanted her. It was apparent now he was trying his hand at making her want him.
His delicate touch and feather light kiss were igniting a frenzied feeling she couldn’t explain. It was as if he were dangling something she had to have just out of her reach. Whatever he was doing to her, she was consumed with it.
She couldn’t take it anymore. She slid her hands into his hair, locking her fingers in his tresses and pulling his head against hers. She kissed him deeply, almost forcefully while she moaned into his mouth. She pressed as tightly as she could up against him.
He moaned in victory, banding his arms around her, kissing her hard. They both panted as they kissed fervently, holding and squeezing each other as tightly as they could manage through trembling arms. They were both shaking, and not because it was cold out.
As she kissed him, she couldn’t explain what was happening. She figured she had to be consumed by this because it was the thrill of the unknown. She’d only known one man to excite her, to make her feel like a desirable woman. A man she loved more than life itself.
So why was she kissing some other man, and why was she enjoying it? She wasn’t in love with River. She was in love with Adin. The only man she ever wanted to love.
River grabbed the tops of her arms and pushed her off him, suddenly breaking the kiss. “Fuck! That right there,” he said, irritated.
Startled, she said, “W-what?”
He crossed his arms over his chest and looked away.
“River?” she whispered. “What’s the matter?”
He shook his head, standing up. “I’m going home.”
“Why?” she asked, jumping up and grabbing his arm when he started to walk off. Her throat tightened.
He glared at her angrily while she stared at him wide-eyed. “Stop,” he said through his teeth while he twisted his arm away from her grip.
He stalked into the house, and she followed behind, not knowing what to say. He walked into the media room, but she kept walking down the hall to buy a few minutes before joining them. She had thought River changed his mind about going home and was going to start watching the movie again since he went into the media room, but she heard him announce he was leaving.
She headed to the door since she was ahead of River and knew that was where he was headed. When she reached the front entryway, she turned around, ready to face him. She wondered what he’d say, if he’d explain himself before leaving. She didn’t have to wonder long.
He didn’t say anything. He walked right up to the door beside her without looking at her, opened it, and slammed it shut as he left.
What the hell was wrong with him? She was pissed. But what shocked her was that she was hurt.
Oh gods, she felt like crying. Over River. What was happening to her?
Paul walked out of the media room with Calli beside him. They both looked shocked at the sudden turn of events.
“See you later,” Paul said as he glanced at Calli. He left without looking at Legacy either.
“What was that about?” Calli asked, stepping up to her.
“I-I don’t know. Er, we were kissing,” she said in a daze, “and he suddenly pushed me away and got up.” She shrugged, looking into the blank space of the hallway.
“If you were kissing him, why did he stop? You’re the number one person in his life.”
On a sigh, she said, “Because he’s not the number one person in my life, and he knows it.”
“Did you think about this scheme of yours while he was kissing you?”
“No, well, kinda. At the end, I did wonder why I was enjoying it since he wasn’t the man I love.”
“Legacy, you know River can feel your energy. He’s told you he can sense when you’re pulling him in and when you’re pushing him away.”
“Ugh, I know,” she said, shaking her head and walking away from the door.
“No. I don’t think you do,” she insisted.
Legacy turned around and looked at her with her eyebrows raised.
“He already knows you’re confused, that you’re pushing him away on some level, but how do you think he felt when you wanted to push him away when you were in the middle of, um …”
“Oh gods, you’re right! That’s it. I should go talk to him.”
Calli sighed, shaking her head. “Legacy, do you want to punish him or not?”
“What do you mean?”
“I mean, you’re already torturing him. He knows that part of you wants him, and the other part doesn’t. You just repelled him when he was at his most vulnerable. Not that I think you should continue with this scheme, but it seems like it’s working.”
Calli was right. That was her goal—to make him suffer—but right now she really didn’t find any comfort in that. Maybe because she hadn’t planned on River suffering along the way. She expected to crush him in the end, not hurt him little-by-little. These little wounds to his ego would desensitize him to the big crush to come. She didn’t want that. What would be the point then? 
She sighed. This plan was too complicated.
Revenge was too complicated.
 


Chapter Nine
 
“Watch out, for he lies. Evil lies inside the good.”
Legacy awoke from her dream, realizing both warnings had been present. There was no mistake—both had to have been about the same man. Adin wasn’t evil, so that left one man. The man who stormed out on her last night.
She left Calli’s house early that morning because she didn’t want to chance seeing River. Now that he had time to calm down, she figured he’d be remorseful, but she needed time to think, to sort through things.
She drove home in a daze, staring out into the wintery morning. The chill in the air was depressing her even more. She didn’t really like the winter. She hated being cold. Of course her emotions could be causing the particularly icy feeling of this Saturday morning.
She walked into the house and passed Olive on the stairs. “If River comes over, I don’t want to see him,” she said without looking at her.
Legacy spent all day barricaded in her room. She read, watched TV, and caught up on homework. River never once showed up. When she got ready for bed, she put on her watch, smelling its metallic scent as she drifted off.
When she awoke Sunday, she decided to keep the watch on. It wasn’t as if she was going anywhere, and if she did, she’d just take it off. She liked the feel of it on. She missed having it where it belonged. She missed having Adin where he belonged, too, but she couldn’t dwell on that. 
With nothing else to do, she spent the day thinking about everything. When she considered coming clean with River, letting him know she knew what he did, she’d think about her dream again. If her mother or her old soul was trying to warn her about River’s evil tendencies and lies, then she really didn’t need to anger him by coming clean with her plan to punish him. If she left that part out, he’d realize she’d played him. Why else would she be cozying up to a guy who she knew had betrayed her? River was too smart and perceptive for her to only confess part of this. She’d have to divulge everything. No way was that happening. Oh boy, she’d really made a mess of things.
A knock on her bedroom door jolted her out of her reverie. Since she had locked it to keep River from storming in, she had to get up.
“Who is it?” she asked while she unlocked it.
“Adin.”
Her heart squeezed in her chest. She slowly unlocked and opened the door, looking at the tall near-god in front of her. No matter how she thought River made her feel when she was with him, it didn’t even begin to compare to how Adin made her feel. Because there was no comparison. “Hi.”
“Can I come in?” he asked softly, looking into her eyes. She didn’t miss the bag he was holding.
“Um, sure.” She stepped away and motioned for him to enter. She happened to glance at her arm holding the door open. She was wearing the blasted watch! She’d worn it every day for months, so it didn’t surprise her that she had forgotten about it. She covertly put her wrist behind her back.
Adin sat on the edge of her bed and looked up at her. “How are you doing?”
She took a deep breath. “As well as to be expected.”
Adin pondered that for a moment, but didn’t push it. “Can you, er, come sit beside me? I have something for you.”
She stepped to the bed and sat beside him, keeping her watch from his view while wondering what he’d brought over.
“I’m leaving tomorrow after my last final,” he said, reaching in the bag, “so I won’t see you again until after Christmas.” She felt the blood drain from her face as he pulled out a beautifully wrapped gift draped in silver paper and a billowing bow. “Merry Christmas,” he murmured as he handed her the gift.
She felt numb. “Adin,” she breathed, reaching for the gift, not thinking about the watch. “I-I don’t know what to say. I didn’t get you anything. Well, I haven’t done any Christmas shopping yet,” she said with a shake of her head. This was so surreal.
“Don’t worry about getting me something,” he said while she stared at the gift. “And I didn’t spend a lot of money this time, so don’t worry about that, either,” he said, looking away.
She nodded while she started to tug on the bow.
“Wait,” Adin said as he reached up to stop her. She looked up at him, still in a daze. “I want you to open it on Christmas.”
She frowned at him. “But you won’t be here. Don’t you want to watch me open it?”
He chuckled softly. “I’d love to watch you open it, but, er, since I won’t be here, if you have something to open from me, then I can still be a part of your holiday.”
“Oh,” she murmured. “Well, do you want me to thank you now or later?” she asked with a small smile forming on her face.
“Both.” Adin smiled crookedly.
She sat the gift on the bed and wrapped her arms around him. “Thank you,” she whispered against his chest while she hugged him.
“My pleasure, sweetheart,” Adin said as he rubbed her back. “I hope you like it.”
She pulled away from him, looking into his eyes. “I’m sure I’ll love it.”
Adin reached up and tucked a stray piece of hair behind her ear, and her heartbeat quickened. “I love you, Legacy,” Adin whispered as he moved his hand from her ear to her cheek.
She shut her eyes. His touch was electric. There was no comparison to River or any other man for that matter, but she couldn’t get absorbed in this moment. Adin’s life depended on it. She must stay focused! She reached up and started to pull his hand off her face. “Adin, I—”
Adin lightly grasped her arm, and she opened her eyes, startled. He was staring at her watch. “Legacy,” he breathed. He pulled her wrist up to his face, his hand shaking, and pressed it against his cheek, shutting his eyes.
“Adin, it doesn’t change—”
“I know, princess,” he whispered without opening his eyes. “Just let me enjoy this moment, please.”
She kept quiet while Adin felt her watch on her wrist. It was the first time he’d seen her wear it since their breakup. She was sure he hoped there’d come a day when she’d wear it again. He was already privy to her sleeping in it, but he hadn’t actually witnessed that. He lowered her arm and wrapped both his hands tightly around her hand as he opened his eyes.
“I think we’re going to be fine. I really do,” he murmured through smiling lips.
“You know I hope you’re right about that, but unless something changes, you know we can’t be together.”
“Something will change.”
Not wanting to get her hopes up about a life with Adin, she stood up. “I hope you have a wonderful time at your dad’s.”
Adin stood and walked to the door without waiting for her to give him the signal this time. “You know there’s so much I want to say to you, don’t you? Be careful, don’t do this, I love you, let me be there for you.” He grimaced, looking away. “I’ve told you these things a thousand times in my head just to keep from saying them too much to you in person.” Looking back at her, he said, “Just because I don’t spend every second of every day trying to convince you of these things doesn’t mean I don’t want to. I don’t because I have no idea what you’re going through, and no matter how much I miss you, I don’t want to say anything that may add to your stress.”
“I know,” she whispered. 
Adin nodded with a sad smile. Then he seemed to put on a brave front. “No peeking,” he said, motioning to the gift. “You have to wait ‘til Christmas.”
“I promise,” she said with a smile.
He kissed her forehead quickly before walking out. She turned around and stared at the present. Tears pricked her eyes. She slowly walked over to the gift and picked it up while she wept to herself.
Legacy heard something hitting the roof and looked outside. It was raining, but not just regular rain. It was freezing rain. Ice pinged off of the roof and windows. She hadn’t made the weather do this before, so she stood up and looked out the window, intrigued. Then she realized this type of weather wasn’t safe, so she looked up at the sky.
“Stop,” she barely whispered, and it ceased.
She wasn’t as controlled as she needed to be when causing the weather, but she seemed to have a hold on how to stop it.
If only she could will any order to work—she’d will her life fixed.
 
* * * * *
 
Legacy parked her car and headed to the morning picnic table where she met Calli and River every morning before school. After Adin had left her house last night, she thought a lot about this plan to punish River and finally decided she needed a break. She was too emotional to pull this off. Of course how long that break was going to be would entirely depend on River’s determination to win her over. But after this past weekend, she really didn’t know where he stood on exploring a relationship with her anyway.
River and Calli were already seated, talking, when she approached. They looked to be deep in their conversation, but they both shifted in their seats when she walked up. Uh-huh. She apparently was the topic of their conversation. She’d have to get the skinny from Calli in Spanish.
“Don’t stop talking on my account,” she said with a chuckle as she sat down.
“Er, River was just telling me that Paul might transfer to the university out here next semester.”
“Well, that’s cool,” she said to Calli, and looked over at River. “Does he not like his school?” she asked him in a casual tone.
River’s eyes met hers. “Um, yeah, but he likes hanging out up here.” As soon as he answered, he looked away.
Legacy didn’t have time to ponder that because the bell rang. When she got up and started to sling her backpack over her shoulder, River walked around and took it from her. He wanted to carry her books, so she figured that was a sign he wasn’t mad at her anymore. He couldn’t even stand to look at her Friday night.
When chemistry was over, River came over, grabbed her books, and walked her to their business class. The small talk was uncomfortable. Hmmm. Maybe he was still mad, but didn’t want to make a scene at school.
River walked her to Spanish, but this time, there was awkward silence rather than awkward conversation, so she was eager to find out from Calli if he talked about Friday night.
“What has he said?” Legacy asked as she sat next to her BFF.
Calli took a deep breath. “He thinks he’s as confused as you are. Or as confused as he thinks you are.”
“What do you mean?”
“Well, he does feel bad about how he acted Friday night, but he’s concerned if he doesn’t get a handle on what’s happening with you, then it’ll just happen again. He doesn’t want to keep getting upset with you about your conflicted emotions.”
“Did he ask about me? About how I reacted to him Friday, I mean?”
“He did, but I told him that I couldn’t tell him. I said I was his friend, and I wanted to help him, but you were my best friend. Your feelings come first, and I didn’t know if you wanted me talking about that with him. He understood and didn’t press it.”
“Did he ask you not to say anything to me about his feelings?”
“No,” Calli said, looking up at the teacher since class was starting, effectively ending the conversation for now.
When Spanish was over, River met up with her and walked with her the rest of the way to their history class. Again with the uncomfortable silence. When it was lunchtime, she and Calli rode with River as if nothing was wrong. This was all kinds of messed up.
Calli pulled out a bag while they were in River’s car and shook it. “It’s time to draw names for Christmas presents.”
“What?” Legacy asked, turning around to look at her in the back seat.
“Well, you and I usually get each other something for Christmas, but now that River is one of the girls…” She chuckled. “We get to include him. Instead of each of us buying the other two a gift, I figured it’d be more fun to draw names and not tell each other who each person got.”
“Oh. That sounds like fun.”
“Okay,” River said as he pulled into the restaurant.
“I have each of our names in here. If you draw your own, show it to me before you put it back.”
They all pulled a name out of the bag, and Legacy was relieved when she drew Calli’s name.
At the table, River seemed more relaxed than he had earlier. She still sat between River and Calli, but River did not put his hand on her knee. In fact, she didn’t think he touched her at all. Not even an accidental brush of an arm.
“Legacy,” Kate said. “Do you want to study for the calculus final?”
“Definitely.” She really liked the sound of this because she was actually worried about this test.
“Oh, yeah,” Calli said. “Why don’t we all study for it tonight?”
“Thad’s taking me out,” Ellen said, looking away.
“I can’t tonight,” Seth said.
Calli looked over at River, waiting for his answer. “Um, sure,” he said, glancing at Legacy then at Calli.
The rest of the day was easier than the beginning. River walked her to her classes, but he seemed a little at ease, not like his regular self, but not as stiff as this morning either.
After school, Calli and Kate came right over to study, and River came over after he got out of basketball practice. They all studied for several hours, but she just wasn’t getting some of this. Everyone else breezed through the study guide while she struggled with the section on implicit differentiation. All three chimed in on ways for her to complete the computations, but it just wasn’t clicking. She managed to get through the problems with their help, but she wasn’t actually sure if she learned anything. When Calli and Kate got ready to leave, she was still going over her notes, trying to commit them to memory.
“Um, I can stay and help you,” River offered, shrugging his shoulders.
She looked up at him. “Okay.”
After Calli and Kate left, River became a machine. A detached, mathematical machine, trying his best to explain the concepts to her. After about another hour, the light bulb finally turned on.
“Oh, if I write y explicitly as a function of x, then I could find the derivative of y when a function of y is written implicitly as a function of x."
“Right, but you can’t always do that. You need to be able to find the derivative of y without using y explicitly as a function of x.”
“Which I can do using the chain rule,” she said, looking up at him.
River smiled and nodded. “Right.”
She sighed and leaned back into her chair as the rules finally started making sense. “I think I got it now.”
River and Legacy chatted about the study guide while they gathered their books and piled them on the table. After several minutes, it seemed like River was slowly edging toward his uncomfortable demeanor of this morning, so she had to address the pink elephant in the room and broach the uncomfortable topic of Friday night and the even harder topic of their relationship.
She sighed, watching him play nervously with his hands. “About the other night,” she said softly, and River’s head shot up. “I’m sorry.”
He shut his eyes while he briefly shook his head. “You have nothing to be sorry about.”
“I have plenty to be sorry about.”
River opened his eyes. “I was the one who pushed you away and stormed off. I was a complete jackass.”
“You only physically pushed me away after I emotionally pushed you away,” she said, taking a seat beside him. “So you were only a partial jackass.”
“I’m not sure what to do here, Legacy,” he said, looking down.
“Well, the way I see it, we have two choices.” His eyes flashed to hers. “We could either go back to how it was before, forgetting the last few weeks ever happened, maybe even employing the no physical contact rule again.” River’s eyes popped open for a second before he could control his reaction. “Or you could treat me like the woman you love and help me through this,” she said softly, looking down. “Help me for my sake. Not yours. You’re too attached. You’re taking my conflicted emotions too personally.”
“How could I not take them personally when you were kissing me like that, and your energy mirrored your actions until suddenly…suddenly it didn’t?”
She glanced up at him, and he looked sad. “I said I was sorry about that, and I am sorry. I’m sorry I hurt you, but I really had no idea why you acted that way until after you left. I was blindsided. Calli helped me figure out afterward what had happened, but during the moment, I had no idea what I was doing. If we’re going to explore whatever this is between us, you can’t shut me out like that.”
“You’re right,” he whispered. “I’m sorry. I really do feel horrible for walking off. After I left, I hoped you’d come over, but I told Paul to tell you I went to bed if you’d tried to come talk to me. I felt confused too. I tossed and turned all night, thinking about what happened. The next morning, I got up and walked outside to come over, but your car was gone. I debated all weekend whether I should call or come by. I just didn’t know what to do…about Friday night or about us.”
“I don’t know what to do about what’s happening either.” She knew River didn’t realize just how honest those words were. “But I, er, don’t think we need to make any decisions tonight. I think it might be healthy for us to not push anything right now. We should take a breather and see if this is something we really want to jump into.” She needed a break to regroup her efforts. She also figured making him wait would make him long for her even more. 
“I already know that’s what I want,” River said, gazing into her eyes.
“Maybe want was the wrong word. We should see if this is something we need before going any further. Who knows…you may decide a relationship with me is something you don’t need, no matter how much you want it. If we take a little time to decide what’s best for us, then I think we’ll be in a better position to accept what’s happening.”
River took a deep breath. “I’ve waited seven months. I can wait a little longer,” he said with a small smile.
Legacy didn’t know how long she’d be granted this reprieve. But she was going to take it. Hopefully, the monster she knew him to be wouldn’t pull any surprises while she regrouped.
Besides, she had her ascension to focus on. She needed a break from this revenge business.
 


Chapter Ten
 
The last two weeks were blissfully uneventful. Legacy had finished her Christmas shopping, so at least she’d been productive and not waiting until the last minute like Lissa. 
Legacy had dreamed her winter he lies dream several times, but there was no pattern as to when it’d fill her nights. She was still sure the dream wasn’t about Adin. Even thinking about him wasn’t just a slight pull of the heartstrings. It was a tug of war. With steel cables. Strings? She wished. Gods, she missed Adin terribly. Even though they were broken up, there had always been the potential to see him—until he’d gone to his dad’s for the Christmas holiday. Not since they’d started dating had they been apart from each other this long. The longest they had been apart was a week, and so far, this trip was double that time with Christmas still almost a week away. Adin had another two weeks after that until school started. She wasn’t sure if he’d be gone the entire time, but he did warn her he probably would. She still hoped he’d come back early, even though she knew she had no right to.
River was acting like her best friend again. He did give her longing looks from time to time, but he used to do that before anything ever happened between them. She didn’t flirt with him as much as she had been, but she still flirted a little. She needed to seem like she was still interested.
But she was interested in only one thing—revenge. This breather they’d been taking was really helping her perspective. She wasn’t as angry with him, so she didn’t feel like her emotions were out of control when it came to this endeavor. She had grown to accept what River’s actions had permanently done to her life. When she started this punishment of his, she was furious and eager to hurt him as much as he’d hurt her. Now, she felt like she still needed to teach him a lesson, but not so much for satisfying her own vengeance, but to show him she wasn’t one to double-cross. If her mom or her old soul was trying to warn her about River in this new seasonal dream, that was all the more reason for him to learn this lesson. She looked at this as survival 101. River had already ascended. He was a god, and she needed to do whatever was necessary to make sure she ascended too.
Over the last couple of weeks, Kate, Seth, Calli, and River all came over to her house to study for semester tests. River continued to help her with her calculus and chemistry, and since she was such a history buff, she helped Calli with her history preparations.
Today was the last day of school before winter vacation, and the day of finals. She’d gotten ready for school, wearing her school hoodie and jeans since they also had a basketball game tonight. The game was an away game, so she was going to ride with Kate since Calli had to ride with the cheerleaders and River with the team.
When Legacy got to school, Calli was already at their picnic table studying. She sat beside her BFF and crammed until River walked up.
“If you don’t have it by now, it doesn’t matter. Testing starts in five minutes,” he said with a laugh.
“Shut up,” Calli mumbled, nose still in her history book.
River kept quiet while Calli studied the Civil War timeline and Legacy studied the periodic table of elements.
When the bell rang, he grabbed her books. They walked to their lockers to put up their books since they were not allowed to bring them into any of the classes. Then the test began.
Oh gods, Legacy’s brain was fried by lunchtime, and she was sure she wasn’t alone in that feeling. They all went to Beef’s for lunch since it was their favorite place to hang. River and Seth got sandwiches instead of their regular greasy burgers because of the game tonight. They all ate, talked, and laughed through most of lunch, and when everyone got done eating, no one wanted to rush back to school.
While River was looking away from Legacy, talking to Seth, he moved his hand to her leg and gently stroked it once before moving it away.
What motivated him to do that? He hadn’t made a move since they’d decided on this little breather, but the maneuver seemed like an absentminded gesture. She wasn’t sure if he consciously did it, and if so, what provoked him? If it was an unconscious effort, then she understood why he moved his hand away as quickly as he did. This was the restaurant where he first made a move like that. Maybe that was why he did it, she guessed.
Then River turned to face her, sliding his hand back onto her leg. “Ready to go?” he asked casually. Okay, so he meant to do it.
“Sure.”
He patted her leg before moving his hand and standing up. Pat? Not a gentle, loving caress. That didn’t seem like a pass at all. Maybe what happened earlier was nothing more than a fluke.
Or maybe he’d decided he wanted to stay friends. That her conflicted emotions were too much for him. If so, how would she go about luring him back for his much deserved punishment? She’d have to pay close attention to his behavior to see if he’d made a decision.
On the ride back to school, she couldn’t sense any changes from River. Their conversations were casual, but they did decide the three of them would get together on Sunday to do their gift exchange.
The rest of the day was much easier than the morning since her only hard exam was calculus. She muddled through the test, thinking she did okay. During English, she made plans to spend the night with Calli after the basketball game. Calli and River left school during last period to head to the game while she had to stay and take her P.E. exam. It was a cakewalk. When school let out, Kate followed her to her house to drop off her car, and they headed to the game together.
“Legacy?” Kate asked, glancing out her window.
“Yes?”
“How are you doing with your breakup from Adin?”
That seemed like an odd question. “Um, fine, I guess.”
“Well, Seth and River are becoming pretty good buddies, and Seth’s mentioned to me how much River talks about you.”
Ah. This made sense now. “Yeah, we’re best friends.”
“Do you, er, think something could happen between you and River?” she asked a little timidly.
How to answer? “Umm, maybe.”
Kate nodded. “Well, I think River would probably flip at the chance to date you. You should hear some of the stuff he says. I mean, nothing too obvious, but like last Friday when you wore the sweatshirt you have on now, he went on and on about how much he loved that color on you.”
Legacy looked out her window to keep Kate from seeing her roll her eyes. Of course River would love the school sweatshirt on her because their school colors were green and gold. He loved it when she wore green. Her eyes tended to change colors from blue to green, depending on what she was wearing. His eyes were green, and he liked it when their eyes matched. He once said it made him feel as if they were on the right path.
If she were on a path with River, it was the wrong one as far as she was concerned. But maybe he hoped they would be on the same path. Maybe the leg pat at lunch wasn’t a plutonic gesture after all.
“He’s always liked green on me,” she said a little too dryly. “Er, how are things with you and Seth?” she asked to get the focus off River.
“Um, good. Well, we do fight a lot, but other than that, everything’s good.”
Fight? “What do you mean by that?”
“He just gets on my nerves sometimes. He’s always clingy. There are times I just want to be left alone without him hovering over me twenty-four-seven, you know. I mean, don’t get me wrong, he’s wonderful. I just think he’s more serious about me than I am about him.”
“Oh,” she said, looking away from her. “Do you not want to be in a serious relationship?”
“Sure, well, just as much as anyone else our age, I guess.”
She nodded. Kate obviously didn’t feel about Seth the way Legacy felt about Adin. But she was still getting to know this chick. Technically, Legacy had known her for years, but now that they all hung around each other, she was really getting to know her. 
When they got to the school, Legacy stood in line for some popcorn while Kate went to the bleachers behind where their basketball team would be sitting during the game. For how nonchalantly Kate had talked about Seth being the clingy one, she sure did seem to want to be close to him.
Legacy headed to her seat with popcorn in hand. When she passed the home team practicing, a tall, brown-haired, brown-eyed guy glanced over at her.
“Damn, I’d love to hit that,” he said to his teammate loudly enough to make sure she’d hear him.
She grimaced, shaking her head as she kept walking. Guys could be such jerks.
“Where are you going, little momma?” he said as he dribbled the ball over to her.
What a moron. She stopped and looked at him. “Really? Is that the best you can do?” She laughed and kept walking to her seat, but as her eyes scanned the court, she saw River.
He was staring at the moron. There was no way he could’ve heard the exchange from where he was standing. Well, that would be true if River were mortal, but he wasn’t. She guessed he could very well have heard, but his unfathomable expression left her a little perplexed. She took her seat next to Kate while she munched on her snack.
“What’d that guy say to you? You looked irritated,” Kate asked, reaching into her bag of popcorn.
“He just came onto me.” She shrugged—it wasn’t as if that was the first time that’d ever happened.
When the game was about to start, River sat on the bleacher in front of Legacy, though she knew he’d be sitting all over the bleacher when he was sitting during the game, which he wouldn’t be doing very often.
She wanted to ask him if he heard what the guy said, but she knew now wasn’t the time. She couldn’t ask him if he had superhuman hearing in front of Kate, but she could chat with him to feel him out.
Legacy leaned toward him. “Want some popcorn?” she whispered.
River turned his head to the side, giving it an infinitesimal shake, and smiled at her. Then he turned back around.
Hmmm…not enough of an exchange to really judge. She tried again. “Good luck,” she whispered.
River turned his head to the side again. “Thanks,” he whispered, and winked at her before turning back around. Then he and several other players got up and walked onto the court. She’d just have to ask him about this later.
Once the buzzer sounded, she realized the moron was on the court too, and he was really good. He seemed to be one of the better players on his team, which was probably where his cockiness came from. These dumb hick chicks over here probably fought each other, falling all over themselves for a corn-fed boy like the moron. How sad.
As the game went on, she couldn’t help but notice how attentive River was to that guy. Anytime the moron got the ball with River around, River managed to get it away from him, either by knocking it away or yanking it out of his hands. She was getting tickled.
Oak Grove was leading, but not by much, when halftime was nearing. Right before the buzzer sounded, the moron had the ball right in front of them with River blocking him. The poor guy was trapped. River wasn’t going to let him get a shot in before the end of the first half. When the buzzer sounded, River elbowed him and cursed at him as he stepped away. The two exchanged looks briefly as they parted, and as River headed to the locker room, he glanced at Legacy.
He didn’t smile or show any other expression. He just looked at her and turned his head to watch where he was going.
“You’d think the way River was acting he’d seen that guy coming on to you,” Kate said, leaning to the side to watch the guys walk away.
“You’d think,” she said, feigning a little humor, but after seeing how River acted toward that guy, she figured it was pretty safe to assume he had heard.
When the teams came back out, River sat away from her this time with Seth beside him. They seemed to be in serious conversation. When the buzzer sounded, Seth went out on the court and River stayed. She was surprised that River didn’t go out. He did sit out from time to time, but he always started at the beginning of a game and at the beginning of the second half.
Several minutes into the game, River was still sitting, and they were losing their narrow lead. She watched the game as Seth took River’s position guarding the moron. When she wasn’t watching the game, she was watching River. He was following the ball, glancing at the game clock every ten or fifteen seconds. He seemed on edge, like he wanted to be out on the court.
When they finally lost the lead and the home team cheered, the coach, with a reluctant look in his eyes, called on River. The coached mouthed some heated words to him, which he nodded in understanding.
Once River was back out on the court, he seemed to stay away from the moron. Seth kept covering him. She realized then that the coach must’ve chewed him out and kept him out of the game because of his behavior at the end of the first half.
River threw a bunch of three-point shots and got the lead back, which they kept the rest of the game.
When it was over, Kate ran over to Seth and hugged him while Legacy Calli walked over to River and gave him a hug. When Calli walked back to the squad, Legacy gave River another hug and started to step away, but he grabbed her arm. She looked up at him, but he wasn’t looking at her. She followed his line of sight and saw him glaring at the moron still on the court who had his back to them.
Looking back at River, she said, “Did you—”
“Wait until he goes in the locker room, and then you and Kate leave.” He looked down at me. “Don’t wait around outside. Leave. Call my cell when you get on the road.”
He dropped her arm and caught up with his team members as they entered the visitor locker room. Legacy walked over to Kate, but watched the moron peripherally. She didn’t know why River had just acted that way. She was sure he’d heard the guy come on to her, but that wasn’t the first time that had ever happened to her, and she was sure it wouldn’t be the last. She figured he was just being overprotective, but she wanted to do what he asked. “You ready?” she asked Kate shakily.
“I want to wait until the guys come back out.”
“River wants us to leave now.”
Kate furrowed her brow. “I don’t care what River wants. I want to see Seth before he loads the bus.”
Ugh! She couldn’t force Kate to leave. She was her ride. “Okay. I’m going to wait by the locker room then.” She figured if she couldn’t leave, she should at least stay close to River.
“I’m going to freshen up. I’ll be right back.” Kate trotted off to the ladies room while Legacy stood by the hallway to the visitor’s locker room.
While she waited, she noticed the home team trickling out of their locker room, and she froze when she saw the moron walk out.
He met her gaze, and a playful smile crept eerily onto his face as he walked toward her. Oh shit. Why did her spine try to crawl out of her back? She kept her composure as best she could. She didn’t want to look away from him. This suddenly felt like an animalistic stare down—the one who looked away first would be the weaker of the two, and he was out to prove he was the dominant one. 
“No,” he said silkily as he came to stand right in front of her. “That wasn’t the best I could do.”
Oh, what to do? She struggled with something to say, but kept her eyes locked on his. “In case you haven’t figured it out yet, I’m not interested,” she said smoothly.
“I’m Casey, by the way,” he said like she’d never even spoken.
“Fine, Casey, I’m still not interested.”
“I don’t care if you’re not interested. I only care if you’re interesting.” He took another step closer. “Let’s make things interesting,” he said as he grabbed her arm.
Startled, she tried pulling her arm away from him, but he yanked her under the bleachers, grabbed both of her wrists above her head with one hand, covered her mouth with his other, and stepped on both of her feet.
Too shocked and terrified to really process what was happening, she couldn’t move even if she tried to. He was definitely stronger. Her feet throbbed under his because he’d stomped so hard onto hers. Her wrists and her mouth stung from his rigid, unbreakable hold. If only she could touch him and shock him off. She struggled against his grip, trying to cry out.
He pressed himself against her. “I don’t like mouthy little bitches. But I’ve got something to shove down your throat that’ll shut you up.” He ground the evidence of this against her, and she wanted to vomit. “I’m going to teach my new whore a lesson on how—” 
Then he was off her. Gone. She stumbled forward, gasping for air, falling to her knees since the person she was pushing against had suddenly disappeared.
“River!” She heard someone yell. Seth? She was shaking and felt incoherent, but it sounded like Seth. Oh gods, what had just happened?
She recoiled further under the bleachers up against the wall when she saw a shadow come toward her. “Baby?” River asked softly.
She looked around him frantically, trying to find Casey, not even fully registering the horrified look on River’s face. He reached for her, and she flinched away from him.
“Legacy, it’s okay. It’s just me,” he said, coming closer.
He reached for her again, and she pushed him away.
He winced, hitting the wall, locking his teeth to keep from crying out.
“Is she okay?” Seth asked, trying to peek under the bleachers.
Panting, River said, “Give us a minute.”
He turned toward her, taking slow, deliberate steps with his hands up as he crouched to the floor.
“Legacy,” he whispered. “I’m going to help you out of here. Don’t shock me again, okay?” 
He reached for her, and she shook her head, tears of shock streaming down her face. She couldn’t understand what just happened to her with that guy, but she didn’t want to move.
“Okay, okay,” he murmured, sitting in front of her instead of coaxing her.
He watched her closely for several minutes while she flinched and looked at every noise to make sure she was safe. Where was he? Where did he go?
“The coach wants to talk to you,” Seth said to River from the edge of the bleachers.
River sighed heavily. “I’ll be right back, baby.” He walked backwards, watching her until he was out from under the bleachers. He stood by the opening where she could still see him, and she heard him mumbling to the coach.
River came back under the bleachers and squatted in front of her again. “I’m going to ride with you back to school. Seth’s going to stay, too, but the rest of the team needs to leave.”
She didn’t look at him. She still looked around at every sound that was made.
“We need to leave, baby,” he whispered. “I need to get you home.”
She nodded reflexively. She couldn’t speak or look at him. 
River reached out and clutched her waist to pull her over to him. He stood them up, and she instinctively put her hands against him. He winced, stepping against the wall. “Baby, you have got to try to get a hold of your shocking ability. I’m not going to hurt you, and you might accidentally shock Seth or Kate. They can’t take it like I can.” He stepped up to her again, and she shocked him away.
“Legacy, look at me.” When she didn’t look, he gently put his hands on her face and tilted it up. “What’s my name?”
She stared at him before answering. “River,” she whispered, and her breathing hitched.
“You’re safe now, baby,” he breathed, leaning his forehead against hers.
Her body shook as tears consumed her. He wrapped his arms around her, and she grabbed his shirt as she cried uncontrollably. He held her tightly while she sobbed, rubbing his hands on her back. After she started to calm down, he guided her out from under the bleachers. She stumbled as she walked because her feet hurt.
He kept both arms wrapped around Legacy as he walked her to Kate’s car. She had her arms banded around his waist, her head buried in his side.
He kept his arms around her on the way back to school, stroking her back with one hand and her face with the other.
When they arrived at school, Calli was waiting for them.
“What took you so long?” she asked as River slid out of the car, pulling Legacy out of the same door. “And why didn’t you ride the bus?” Then she saw that Legacy had been crying and gasped. “What happened?”
“Long story,” River said as he gathered her in his arms, walking her to his car.
“She’s staying the night at my house, so she can ride with me,” Calli said, following behind.
“No, I’ll take her.” He sat her in his car and started it to warm it up. Turning to Calli, he said, “I have to go change. Don’t let her out of your sight. I’ll be back as soon as I can.” He turned and ran for the gym.
Calli sat in the driver’s seat and stared at Legacy. “What happened?”
She shook her head as new tears formed. Calli didn’t ask again. She just watched her until River came running back to his car.
“What happened?” Calli barked at him as she got out of his car.
He pulled her to the side and shut the door. Legacy figured he wanted to talk to Calli without her hearing him. She saw her BFF’s head snap in her direction, a look of horror on her face, while he spoke. Calli opened the car door.
“You have to call the police,” she said frantically.
River pulled her away from the car, but left the door open this time. “She’s in no condition to file a police report.”
“What happened to the guy?”
“Seth said when he pulled the guy off Legacy, he fell to the floor. Legacy’s safety being the most important thing, Seth looked under the bleachers to check on her and called me to come over. When I got there, Seth went after the guy, but he couldn’t find him.”
Calli ducked her head back into the car. “Do you still want to spend the night, or do you want to go home?”
“I’ll stay,” she muttered.
Calli nodded. “You need to call Lissa and tell her what happened.”
She nodded, looking around for her things. “I-I left her purse in Kate’s car.”
“I’ll go get it,” Calli said. “She’s still here. Seth’s over there with her. I guess they wanted to make sure you were all right before they left.”
Calli left, and River got in the car. He stroked her hair, looking in her eyes, not saying anything. When Calli knocked on her door, she flinched and gasped, looking frantically at her.
“Shh, it’s just Calli,” River murmured while he unlocked the door. 
Calli opened it and handed Legacy her purse.
River leaned forward, looking at Calli. “I’ll follow you.”
After Calli pulled out, River got on the road behind her. Legacy dug in her purse for her phone and called Lissa.
Before she could even relay what happened, she started to cry. She told Lissa everything through tears. River tried comforting her while she spoke to her. He gently stroked her hair, rubbed her arm, caressed her knee. When she got off the phone, she stared outside, and he lightly took her hand into his and rubbed his thumb soothingly on the back on hers.
She’d never felt as helpless as she had tonight. She tried to tell herself that it happened very quickly, and she couldn’t have done anything differently to defend herself in that moment. She remembered thinking she wished she could shock him if only she could touch him and figured that was why she kept shocking River when he tried to help her.
When River pulled into Calli’s driveway, he ran around to her side to get the door. He helped her out of the car and into Calli’s house, holding her tightly. He waited outside Calli’s bedroom while she donned a pair of her pajamas. After she got dressed, he came into the room and tucked her in her bed. He lay beside her, stroking her hair, kissing her forehead until she drifted away into a dreamless slumber, grateful he was there to watch over her.
 


Chapter Eleven
 
Lissa took Legacy to the police station first thing the next morning to file a report, but they were politely informed this Casey guy hadn’t tried to rape her, and it’d be her word against his. Of course they intended on following up with him to get his side of things, but she got the feeling nothing would come of it.
When they got back home, River’s car was in the driveway. Before she could even open the door to get out of Lissa’s SUV, River was at her door, opening it.
“Good morning,” she said, looking at him 
“Hey,” he murmured as he took her hand to help her out.
He wrapped his arms around her and guided her into the house like he had last night at Calli’s. He walked her over to the couch and sat beside her.
River’s behavior during and after the basketball game last night had her believing he had heard this guy come onto her, but they hadn’t had a chance to talk about that—until now.
“Did you, er, hear that guy talk to me last night before the game?”
He groaned, looking away. “No.”
“Then how did you know he came onto me? You obviously heard something. Otherwise, you wouldn’t have elbowed and cursed at him during the game, and you wouldn’t have been protective of me afterward.”
River wrapped an arm around her waist and lifted his other arm, rubbing his hand on his forehead and shaking his head. “I didn’t hear him,” he said slowly. Then his eyes flashed over to hers. “And I would’ve been protective of you regardless.”
He wasn’t making any sense. “If you didn’t know what he—”
“I didn’t say I didn’t know. I said I didn’t hear him,” he said slowly.
She frowned while she contemplated this. He hadn’t heard that guy, but he knew what he’d said. That was impossible. Unless, unless River could hear people’s thoughts. Her eyes flashed to his, and her concern suddenly shifted. If River could read thoughts, then he’d known all along what she was up to.
His eyes got really big. “You’re worried about something. What are you worried about?”
If he could read thoughts, then he should know why she was freaking out. She’d been scheming against him for weeks. If he could read her thoughts, then that’d mean he knew everything. If he could read thoughts, then he’d been playing her all along, and he was still playing her by acting like he didn’t know what she was thinking right now.
“How did you know?” she asked slowly.
“His energy,” River said as if that were obvious.
“You mean you could feel his energy?” She didn’t know why she didn’t think of this before. She knew he could feel her energy. It only made sense that he could feel other people’s energies too. At least he didn’t say he was a mind reader, thank gods.
“No. Well, not when he was talking to you. But people’s energies radiate around themselves. I guess it’s like an aura. I can see it if I want to. Usually, I don’t because it’s just a bunch of meaningless colors. Feeling one’s energy is a more powerful indicator of emotions, but I have to be in close proximity to someone to get a read on his or her emotions.” Looking down, he said, “When he was talking to you, I saw that you looked irritated, so I tuned in—to his aura, I mean. He was radiating a dark color I hadn’t seen before. It was a coppery black color with a dark red glow. During the game, I wanted to get close to him to feel his energy, hoping that’d make more sense, but his energy was, well, very difficult to feel.”
“Were you able to feel anything coming off him?”
River sighed. “When I could feel him, he had the same energy as the other players. He was focused on the game.”
“I still don’t understand, River. How could you have known if his energy hadn’t told you his intentions?”
“Because the color of his aura was also different during the game. He had a normal glow about him, but as soon as the game was over and you came over to hug me, his aura changed to that dark color again.” 
“So you didn’t know for sure he was going to do that to me?”
River shook his head, his eyes hardening. “If I’d known, he would’ve been dealt with before the game, the moment he set his sights on you,” he said darkly.
The look in his eyes was unmistakable. River wanted to kill Casey. “Um, the police said they’d look into it,” she said quickly, though she didn’t want to voice her beliefs that nothing would ever happen to Casey for what he’d done to her.
River nodded slowly. 
She just suspected he could read minds before she realized he was reading energy, but now she’d bet she could read his mind. He didn’t just want to kill Casey—he wanted to make it painful.
“The cops can’t do anything about him,” he muttered. 
Oh no. “Neither can you, River.”
He smirked and looked away.
“River?” This was not good!
“Don’t worry, Legacy,” he said, looking back at her. “I don’t ever want you to worry about him again.”
“What does that mean?” she said gravely, the blood falling out of her face.
River looked at her from the corner of his eye. “You don’t think I’m going to let him get away with hurting you like that, do you?” he asked, barely a whisper.
Her heart started racing as the adrenaline pumped through her veins. “River, I-I don’t want you to do anything to him.”
“Let’s not talk about him right now,” he said, standing up. “I realized after last night that you haven’t been working on your abilities like I asked you to on my birthday.”
“Hmmm …” He was right. She hadn’t. She’d been so caught up in Adin with his accident and their breakup, and now River because of this vendetta that she hadn’t even focused on harnessing her abilities. 
“We’re going to work on that now. I don’t want you finding yourself in another situation where you can’t defend yourself.”
He took off his jacket, grabbed her hand, and pulled her up. He took a deep breath and stared warily into her eyes for several seconds before walking her over to the side of the living room by a wall.
“You told me Casey had you pinned against the wall. I want you to show me how he was holding you,” he said, trying to sound detached.
She gasped, shaking her head. She wasn’t ready to relive that!
“Look, Legacy, I know you were terrified last night. I think the best—and fastest—way to develop your abilities is to recreate what happened.” Looking down, he said, “I know you wanted to shock him away because you kept shocking me when I tried to help you.” He looked back up. “I think we need to see if you can shock me without using your hands.”
She really didn’t like this idea, but she knew he was right. She couldn’t allow herself to be caught off guard like that again. Casey was just some strong, mortal jock. How could she expect to fight off a god who wanted to kill her if she couldn’t even fight off a human? “Okay,” she said on a sigh.
“How was he holding you?” River asked, trying to sound detached again, but she detected a hint of pain in his voice.
“Um, I was standing like this.” She stepped back against the wall. “He, er, had both my wrists over my head,” she said as she crossed her wrists and raised them into position. “He had his other hand over my mouth, and he was stepping on my feet,” she whispered, looking away from River.
“Okay,” River muttered as he stepped up to her. He gently fisted his hand around her wrists. “I’m not going to step on your feet. I’m sure he did that so you wouldn’t knee him. Just don’t do that to me either.” He chuckled.
She laughed lightly. River was trying to ease her concerns about reliving last night, so she appreciated that. “Um, my head was turned to the side—like this—so when he stepped up against me, his mouth was at my ear.”
River placed his hand on her mouth and stepped closer. “Now when I clamp down on your wrists and mouth, I want you to think about shocking me with your body. Think about where I’m touching you. Ready?”
She shook her head, and River removed his hand from her mouth and sighed. She guessed he was thinking she said no because she didn’t want to do this. He was wrong.
“You’re not close enough,” she said, looking at him. “Casey was standing up against me.” She tried not to cringe when she said his name out loud.
River chuckled, putting his hand back over her mouth. “I know, but I’d rather you try shocking me against my hands. If I press up against you, there’s no telling where you’ll shock me.” Leaning to her ear, he said with a chuckle, “I’d rather be kneed in the groin than shocked there.”
She laughed against his hand and nodded in understanding.
“You ready?”
She nodded again, more purposefully this time.
River suddenly tightened his hands around her wrists and against her mouth, stepping as close to her as he could without touching her anywhere else.
“Do you like being taken against your will?” he growled in her ear menacingly.
River’s sudden change in demeanor jolted her back to last night. It almost seemed too easy for him to embrace the monster within. She felt her hands tingling like she wanted to strike him. She wanted to push him away. She tried thinking about that tingling feeling in her hands, willing it to the places where he was holding her. 
“If I wanted—” River snarled, but stopped and stepped away from her. “Good, Legacy.” He smiled. “It was very light, but I felt a tingle against my hand on your wrist.”
“Did you feel anything against my mouth?” she asked.
“No. Just your wrists.”
She took a deep breath. “You were…convincing,” she admitted awkwardly.
“That’s the point. Ready to go again?”
She nodded, and he assumed the position.
“Remember, try to shock me wherever I touch you.” Then he locked his hands against her. “If I wanted you, you couldn’t stop me,” he snarled. He jumped away. “Good! It was stronger that time, and you did it against both hands.”
“Really?” she asked with a grin.
“Uh-huh. Okay, now this time, instead of holding you in position before we start, I’m going to start out by grabbing you like he did, but I want you to stay up against the wall, so I don’t hurt you accidentally, okay?”
“All right.”
While he was standing in front of her, his smile faded. He grabbed her wrists and threw them above her head while he clamped his other hand against her mouth. “You’re mine,” he growled. “I’m going to—ahh!” He jumped back. “Good girl.” He laughed while shaking his hands. “But this time, try to do it sooner. When someone attacks you, every second counts.”
He didn’t wait for her to give him the signal. He slammed into her, and she shocked him before he could even say anything.
Stumbling back, he said a little breathlessly, “Very good. Now I’m going to grab you again, but I’m not going to tell you where. We already know you can shock me with your hands, so try to fight the urge to push me away. I want you shocking me with other parts of your body like you’ve been doing, not your hands.”
“Okay.”
River stepped forward and grabbed her waist. Then he jumped back. “Damn, you’re getting stronger! That…that’s good, though,” he said, stepping back to her, yet hesitating.
“We can stop,” she said, trying not to get tickled at his pain. She shouldn’t be enjoying this, but she was.
“No, no. We need to see if you can shock me when it’s not my hands holding you.”
“H-how are you going to—”
He didn’t let her finish. He pressed his chest up against hers, leaving his hands off her. It must have worked because he stumbled away before he could say anything. Then he glared at her, renewed purpose blazing in his eyes, and threw his hands on the wall beside her. He quickly slid his leg between hers. She gasped. But she didn’t shock him.
Thinking she wasn’t as quick to hurt him since he was touching her on the lower half of her body now, he tried goading her again. “You’re not strong enough to stop me from taking what I want,” he snarled while he slid his leg between hers, inching higher, higher…
Nothing.
He clamped his outer leg against hers, so now her leg was trapped between his.
Still nothing.
He leaned against the top half of her. She guessed he was hoping she’d shock him all over once she started shocking him in a place where he knew she could. But as he pressed himself up against her, all she could think was how sensual he felt. She knew he was being rough with her and talking dirty to scare her, but the surprise of his behavior had waned. She knew what he was doing, so she wasn’t scared. She was, however, starting to have other feelings as she felt his body press up against hers, his breath on her ear.
She felt the tension in his body ease, and he leaned back to look into her eyes. He kept her leg locked between his. “What’s wrong?” he asked, but as soon as he did, he started to smile. He pulled away from her completely with a huge grin on his face, and she knew he could sense she liked him being that close to her.
She rolled her eyes, looking away from him. “You being able to feel my energy is getting old,” she mumbled.
He chuckled. “Well, I was blocking you while we were practicing. My natural instinct is to protect you, so I had to shut out your energy to focus.” He took a step closer. “But, umm, when you didn’t shock me, and I asked what was wrong, your energy came flooding back.”
She sighed, shaking her head. “I think we’ve practiced enough. Besides, Calli wants me to go Christmas shopping with her.”
“Yeah, I think this was a great start. You just need to make sure you keep practicing.” He walked away and grabbed his jacket.
“Sir, yes, sir,” she said with a chuckle.
River laughed too as he walked back to her and putt his jacket on, but then he became sober as he gazed into her eyes. “Um, Legacy, I’ve been thinking…about our conversation a couple of weeks ago.”
“Yes?”
He sighed nervously. “I, er, had this whole speech planned yesterday, but then …” He shook his head at the memory of what happened. “Anyway, I’ll get right to it.” He stepped closer and looked at her with gentle eyes. “I’d like to take you out.” 
She stared at him, trying to understand his intentions. They went out all the time. Heck, he always paid for her when they went to lunch together. He’d come over and watched movies at her house and at Calli’s. This didn’t tell her if he’d decided to stay friends or try for something more.
“On a date, I mean. Just the two of us,” he clarified. 
Oh. “Um, sure.” She nodded.
He smiled lightly. “How about Monday?” he asked.
“Monday? Why Monday?”
“There’s something specific I’d like to do that we can only do on Monday.” He started to step away. “But there’s nothing wrong with a Monday date,” he said jokingly. “Our first date was on a Monday.”
“Right.” She laughed. “The Italian restaurant, my first week on the job.”
River nodded as he made his way to the door. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”
“Yep. I’ll be at Calli’s at noon for our gift exchange. You going to tell me who you got?” she asked with a laugh.
“Nope. You’ll have to find out tomorrow.”
“Crap. Calli wouldn’t tell me either.” She chuckled.
“You aren’t supposed to be asking, baby.”
She shrugged. “And?”
River laughed carelessly as he walked out and to his car. She watched him drive off before she hopped in her own car and headed to Calli’s. She was surprised when River stayed on the interstate rather than get off at his exit. She didn’t know why she was surprised, though. He didn’t say he was going home.
She arrived at Calli’s and met her outside. They jumped into Calli’s car since she loved driving it, and Legacy loved riding in it. While they were on the road, she told her BFF about the police report and River coming over to help her with her abilities.
“He, um, asked me out on a date. We’re going out Monday night,” Legacy blurted after she’d finished describing River’s earlier torture session.
Calli’s eyebrows furrowed briefly, and then she smiled. “Does this mean you’re letting go of your vendetta?” She sounded hopeful.
“No, but, er, I’m not going to focus on it either. I’ve decided if we’re going to be dating, then I’m going to let go of my plan to retaliate until the time is right. I can’t risk the chance of him questioning me again.” As she said the words, she felt horrible. River had spent all morning helping her hone her shocking ability, and here she was, talking to Calli about hurting him.
“Legacy, I don’t think—”
“Let it go, Calli. I don’t want to think about the plan anymore. Not until I need to. I have to believe I’m falling for him. I can’t do that if I’m harping on the plan or second-guessing myself.”
She nodded. “Have you heard from Adin?”
Her heart squeezed in her chest. “No,” she breathed. 
“He’s probably just giving you the space you need to deal with River.”
“I can’t think about him either. If I think about Adin, River will notice my energy change.”
Calli groaned, but didn’t press either topic. It was an impossible situation. Legacy would groan, too, but she’d never stop.
They spent the afternoon indulging in a different torture session—fighting the crowd at the mall. Why anyone would wait until the last minute to Christmas shop, she had no idea. It was a madhouse. Grown people shoving and yelling over the latest gadgets—it was absurd!
They finally left, and when they got back to Calli’s house, Calli said she was going to walk down to the pond in her neighborhood to relax her nerves, but Legacy went straight home. It was too cold for her to be walking around outside.
She literally collapsed on her bed as soon as she walked into her room. She wiggled out of her pants and sweatshirt before rolling under the covers, not bothering to brush her teeth. She slept peacefully until her current recurring dream disrupted the calm.
 Just like always, she sat in a field, meditating under a vibrant sky. As she meditated, clouds rolled in, and she heard her mother’s voice.
“Watch out, for he lies. Evil lies inside the good,” she said softly. “He’s setting you up.”
Legacy woke up with a jolt. Setting me up? How could River be setting her up? She already knew he lied to her, played her, and he himself worried he’d be evil like his mother. But how could he be setting her up? Unless it was all part of his lies.
Not knowing what to think, she went downstairs to talk to Lissa or Olive to see what they thought about her new dream, but when she got downstairs, she found a note Lissa had left on the counter stating she and Olive went Christmas shopping. Poor girls, she thought.
Legacy ate some breakfast and went back upstairs to shower and get ready for her afternoon at Calli’s. Once she was ready, she grabbed Calli’s gift and headed out the door. When she got to Calli’s house, the gate was opened, so Legacy parked and went in.
“Calli?”
“In here,” she yelled from the den.
Legacy walked in, and Calli and River were sitting by the Christmas tree Calli’s parents had professionally decorated. Holding the gift in her hand, she took a seat beside the both of them.
“Who goes first?” she asked with smile, but she was strangely nervous.
Looking at Legacy, Calli said, “Why don’t you give your gift to whomever you got? Then that person can open the gift. Then the person who opened your gift can give the gift that he or she brought, and so on.”
She giggled. “Ok-a-ay, Merry Christmas,” she said to Calli as she handed her the bag.
Calli squealed, yanking the bag from her hands. She tore out the crepe paper and pulled out the limited edition winter MAC collection Legacy had gotten her.
“Oh my gosh! Where did you find this? Dillard’s has been sold out for weeks. I even went online to order it directly from MAC, and it was sold out.”
“I ordered it through Nordstrom’s,” she said while Calli opened the cosmetics to get a closer look at the colors.
Calli threw her arms around Legacy and said, “Thank you so much. I love it!”
“You’re welcome.” She laughed and heard River laughing too.
“You’re turn, Calli,” River said.
She put down her makeup and grabbed the gift she’d purchased. Calli looked back and forth between the two of them with a huge grin on her face. “Because we know who Legacy got and I know who I got, I already know how the drawing turned out.” She laughed.
With a smirk on his face, River said, “Me too.” When Calli frowned at him, he continued. “This can only go one of two ways. We know that Legacy got you, and I know who I got. The only person who doesn’t know yet is Legacy because she went first.”
“Uh, that’s not fair,” she said, laughing. “I’m not going first next year!”
River and Calli laughed too. Then River stared at Calli. “Hand it over,” he said with another chuckle.
Calli handed the gift to River. “Merry Christmas, River.”
Which meant that River would be giving Legacy a Christmas present. His eyes flashed to hers, and she was sure it was because he wanted to see the look on her face when she realized he’d be giving it to her. 
He opened his gift and immediately started laughing. “Tickets to the see the Lakers? You didn’t stick to the budget we all agreed to,” he chided Calli playfully.
“Yes, I did. Someone gave them to my dad, and when he found out I had to get you something, he offered to let me have them. I figured since they were your fav, you’d get a kick out of going.”
He laughed again and reached over to hug her. “Thanks.”
“Legacy’s turn!” Calli squealed, and turned toward River with a smile planted on her face. He pulled out a beautifully wrapped box.
“I, er, thought long and hard about what to get you. I, um, remembered you talking about painting, and I considered getting you some art supplies, so you could start painting again. But then I didn’t think it was personal enough.”
She tried not to gasp. Painting supplies would have been very personal. She’d only mentioned her love for painting once to him, and they hadn’t talked about it since. Not only would it have been personal, it would have been very thoughtful.
River handed over her gift. “Merry Christmas, Legacy,” he whispered.
She smiled at him as she took the present. She opened the box and pulled out a picture. It was of a woman holding a baby. It wasn’t a professional picture. It was a snapshot someone had taken right after the woman had given birth. The woman was looking at the baby like it was the most import thing in her world. She noticed the woman’s frizzy, blond hair and the inscription at the bottom of the photo—Dora and Legacy.
She started shaking, staring at the first true photograph she’d ever seen of her mother. Tears pricked her eyes. “How?” she asked in a state of total disbelief.
“My father took the photo,” River said softly. She looked up at him while her tears leaked over. His eyes were glistening. “The first gift you gave me was a photograph, which I loved so much, so I figured it seemed fitting for me to give you a photograph, too, as the first gift I ever gave to you.”
She was speechless. This was the nicest thing anyone had ever given to her.
“Merry Christmas,” he whispered through smiling lips.
She leaned over and wrapped her arms tightly around him. He gently stroked her back. “Thank you so much,” she said as she pulled away from him.
“You’re welcome,” he whispered, stroking her hair once as she moved away.
“Okay, River wins with the sappiest gift. Now, let’s eat,” Calli said, standing up.
River stood up and helped Legacy stand, and they all went into the kitchen to eat the prepared food that Calli had ordered. They talked and laughed and enjoyed their own little Christmas celebration. Several times, she caught River looking at her in a way that caused her stomach to flip. He knew he’d scored big time on her gift, but she didn’t see a victorious look in his eyes. He had such a warm and loving expression, which was why she had the butterflies. She always handled his cockiness better.
In the back of her mind, she knew that the butterflies were partly related to her feelings for him. He’d been her best friend for months. He’d helped her with finding out the truth about her mother and herself and honing her abilities. And now, he was the one to put a face to her mother. She didn’t allow herself to think about the negative because she knew she couldn’t, not with him right here. So she thought about the positive. His warm heart. His caring soul. His protective nature.
She thought happy thoughts about River, and it was as easy as breathing. She kept any thoughts about her personal feelings toward him hidden deep because she knew if she thought about her feelings, she’d dwell on and fret about them.
With their first real date tomorrow, she knew she had plenty to fret about already.
 


Chapter Twelve
 
Legacy spent all morning going through her closet, picking out the best outfit to wear. River had told her dress warm, so she figured they’d be outside at least part of the date. Wearing big, bulky clothing in an effort to keep warm didn’t exactly mesh with a sexy outfit, so she had her work cut out for her.
After much deliberation, she decided on a winter white, cashmere sweater, white boots, and white and black skirt. She wore her platinum tornado necklace that her mom had sent her too. She left her hair down, but curled it, and with a splash of perfume, she was ready.
She heard River pull in her driveway right on time. She headed downstairs while he made it his way to the door. When he knocked, she got the butterflies from yesterday again. Ignore them.
She opened the door and smiled at him. He looked absolutely perfect. He had on a thin, black, v-neck sweater over a patterned, gray dress shirt, black pants, and black shoes. His dark hair tamed, and green eyes glowed. As he stepped closer to her, he smelled of the cologne he wore on special occasions. 
“Hi,” he said softly. “You look beautiful.”
“Thanks, you look great.”
“Are you ready?” he asked, taking another step.
She nodded as she stepped out and pulled the door shut.
River reached out and took her hand, guiding her to the car with a gentle touch and soft smile on his face.
Once they were on the road, he reached over and took her hand into his again. He held it gently and she wondered if he would say anything. After a couple of minutes of silence, she decided to break it.
“So when did you decide to ask me out on a date?” she asked, looking over at him.
“Last week. I was going to ask you Friday night after the game. That’s why I put my hand on your leg during lunch. Not because I was going to ask you out,” he said quickly, “but because I’d decided I didn’t want to wait any longer before moving forward.”
“And you’re okay taking the risk now?” she asked, looking down, not sure how she felt about that.
“I was okay taking the risk before,” he murmured. “I just needed to learn you were right about what you said that night I stayed and helped you with your calculus final.”
“What did I say?” She’d said a lot. She wanted to be sure they were on the same page.
“You said I needed to be there for you and not take your conflicted emotions personally.”
He didn’t do a good job of this before. How did he expect to act differently? “Do you think this will be easier on you now?”
River sighed. “No, but the way I see it, I’ve helped you with so much already, I need to help you with this too.” Looking over at her with a smile, he said, “If I can help you with this, I’ll get the ultimate reward.”
“That’s a positive way to look at it.” She laughed.
He chuckled and squeezed her hand.
When they arrived at the restaurant, he escorted her in, and they ordered. It was the type of establishment that seemed a little uppity, and she felt slightly under dressed, but the food was fabulous. They laughed and talked throughout the evening, and everything was simply effortless. When they finished eating and were staring out into the stars through the wall of windows they were sitting by, he took her hand into his, and she looked over at him.
“I wanted to take you out tonight because it is the winter solstice,” he said softly. “Um, it’s part of the changing seasons and identifies the change in the lengthening of nighttime. Because of its importance to climate patterns and the seasons, many ancient cultures believed it signified a rebirth, so each culture contained its own gods and traditions to celebrate it.” He paused, taking a deep breath. “Your life is linked to the seasons, and you will one day control them, so I wanted to celebrate this day with you because you are the type of goddess who was revered on this day.”
She stared at him, speechless. He smiled, stroking her hand, waiting for her to say something.
“Wow,” she whispered. “That’s totally cool.”
River guffawed, grabbing his chest and looking up, trying to get his composure. 
“Sorry, I probably should’ve said something more romantic,” she said as she bit down on her lip.
“No,” he said, as he wiped his eyes. “What you said was perfect.”
They both laughed some more, but then his smile faded.
“I should probably tell you something else about this day.”
Uh-oh. “This sounds serious.”
“No, not really.” He shook his head. “Um, on the winter and summer solstices, all the Greek gods—and goddess—meet on Mount Olympus.”
“Oh,” she said softly, feeling relieved that it wasn’t anything bad.
“Including Hades.”
“Oh.” Her relief dissipated.
“Yeah, he’s allowed there only those two times a year. When I talked to my dad earlier, he told me he saw him.”
“So when I become a goddess, you’re telling me I may have to see Hades twice a year?”
“It’s a possibility, yes.”
“Hmmm…well, let’s hope I ascend before ever having to see him.”
“I hope for that every day,” he whispered. She didn’t think he was talking about seeing Hades as much as he hoped that she’d ascend without incident.
They continued chatting and staring at the stars until it started to get late and they were the last two people in the restaurant. Then River escorted her to his car and drove them to the cliffs by the river. When he got out, he walked her out toward the edge.
“How far are we going? You know I’m scared of heights,” she said, hesitating.
River stopped and looked at her panicked eyes. “Over there, to those boulders.”
She nodded, and they proceeded. He took off his coat and laid it on the boulder for them to sit on. They sat and talked about everything, and it was just as effortless as it had been at the restaurant. They talked about Greek mythology, basketball, painting, school, parents, and any other topic they ventured into. A few times, he stroked her hair out of her face when the wind moved it, but other than that, he made no other move than to hold her hand. 
When she started shivering, he guided her back to his car and drove her home. He reached over and rested his hand on her leg, and she placed her hand on top of his, gently rubbing it. The action felt not only effortless, but okay.
When they arrived at her house, he walked her to the front door, and she turned around to face him. “Do you want to come in?” River had been over here much later than this when they were just hanging out, so she didn’t think much of him coming in now.
Shaking his head, he said, “I don’t think so.”
She nodded, but felt the butterflies again. She didn’t know why she was so nervous. She figured he was going to kiss her goodnight. They’d already kissed several times before, but they hadn’t kissed since movie night at Calli’s house. She realized then that was probably why she felt nervous. The last kiss they shared hadn’t ended well.
“I had a wonderful time with you,” she murmured.
“Me too.” His eyes glowed.
Stepping forward, he put both hands on her cheeks and tilted her head up. Her heart pounded. He leaned down and closed his mouth over hers, kissing her softly. She reached around his back and held him to her, making him take a step forward up against her.
He kissed her slowly but passionately. When he pulled away, he gave her a quick kiss on her upper lip before tucking her head against his chest, holding her. He held her in an embrace longer than he’d kissed her.
“Let’s take this one day at a time, okay?” River asked, rubbing his hands on her back.
She nodded into his chest.
She definitely needed to take this one day at a time, to live in the present only. If she thought about the future, it scared her to think who she’d be spending it with.
 
* * * * *
 
Legacy spent the last few days talking to Calli about her date with River and hanging out with them at Legacy’s house or at Calli’s. Her BFF hadn’t seemed too thrilled about her date because she knew what Legacy was up to, but she didn’t harp on her feelings about everything. And when she’d seen River, he was a little flirtatious, but hadn’t kissed her again. She figured he really wanted to spend all day every day kissing her, but he probably didn’t want to take the chance of pressuring her and pushing her away. She didn’t want to think beyond the now with him. She considered ignorance as bliss when it came to anything more than the here and now. She had her recurring dream every night. Still the same message. She was pretty sure the warning was about River, and she wondered if she should find a way to talk to him about it. She knew she couldn’t ask him for help, but if he knew she was having this dream, she wondered if he’d act any differently. If he knew she was on to him, maybe it’d circumvent the future.
The police had also contacted her about Casey. Apparently, he was spinning a different story, so it was her word against his. No one was happy about this, but she was determined to put it behind her. She had more important things to focus on than some wretched experience at a basketball game. She was stronger now anyway. Something like that wouldn’t happen to her again.
Legacy woke up Christmas morning bright and early. She wasn’t a little kid anymore, so one would think she’d be a little more mature about this holiday. She wasn’t. Even though winter wasn’t her most favorite time of year, Christmas was her favorite holiday.
When she walked downstairs, she smelled coffee brewing and walked into the kitchen.
“Merry Christmas, Legacy,” Lissa said as she poured a cup of coffee.
“Merry Christmas, Lissa,” she replied as she walked to the coffee pot, grabbing a mug.
They both took their coffee into the living room where Olive was already sitting with some cocoa. She wasn’t a coffee drinker.
Lissa passed out the gifts, and they all tore into them. There was no need for finesse.
Everyone got the usual basics: robes, slippers, clothes, shoes. Lissa wanted a new cappuccino machine, so Olive and Legacy got one for her. Legacy wanted a designer handbag, so that was her big gift from Lissa.
Lissa reached under the tree, pulled out a small box, and handed it to Legacy. “Here,” she said with a smile. “It arrived last week.”
She pulled out the card. One of nature’s beauties for our nature’s beauty. Love, Mom and Dad. A Christmas present from her parents? She guessed she shouldn’t have been surprised. She opened the box and took in a breath. Inside was a beautiful strand of huge pearls. They looked elegant, yet funky.
“Wow,” she whispered. “I never really cared for my birthstone until now. These are gorgeous.” She pulled them out and showed Lissa.
“Whoa,” Olive muttered as she gawked at the necklace and handed it to Lissa.
“Very nice,” Lissa murmured as she scrutinized the substantial piece of jewelry before handing it back to Legacy. 
She took the necklace into the bathroom to put it on and look at it in the mirror. It looked even better on, so she left it around her neck when she returned to the living room. Olive and Lissa complimented her on it again as she took her seat on the couch.
“You have one more, Legacy,” Lissa said as she handed her the gift that Adin had given to her before he’d left. She hadn’t forgotten about it. She just wasn’t expecting to open it in front of anyone.
She took a deep breath as she looked down at the present. She stared at it for a few minutes, not making an attempt to open it. When Lissa saw her reluctance, she got up and asked Olive to help her in the kitchen, so she knew Lissa was giving her a moment alone to open the gift from her soul mate.
Once Lissa and Olive were gone, she slowly pulled the ribbon loose and slid her fingers under the seam of the metallic paper. She unwrapped it slowly, not with the childlike fervor that she’d displayed earlier. No, this…this she wanted to savor. Once she removed the paper, she opened the plain box to find a note on top. She pulled it out and read it.
To my beautiful princess, 
May your holiday be filled with love and joy. Though we are apart right now, please know I’ve been thinking about you with every thought that passes through my head and feeling your presence with every breath I take.
With all my heart and all my love, I will be forever yours,
Adin
She stared at the note while tears slid down her face. She could shut her eyes and hear him say these beautiful words to her. This moment was the first time in weeks she had actually felt whole, and it was because she was allowing herself to embrace the love they shared. She missed him. Gods, she missed him so much it ached. But it was more than that. She loved him. She’d always love him.
With an unsteady breath, she moved the tissue paper to find the gift below. As it came into view, she laughed lightly through her tears.
It was her conch shell. Adin was right. He hadn’t spent a lot of money. He wanted to give her back her shell—the shell he’d picked out when he was on vacation over the summer to show that he’d been thinking of her while he was away. It felt as if this gesture now was his way of telling her he’d been thinking of her while they’d been separated. 
She traced her hand over it, reveling in the feel of her love for Adin. Then she slowly pulled the shell out of the box, bringing it to her face to smell it. It smelled like Adin’s room. She shut her eyes, transfixed. As she slowly opened her eyes and moved the shell over, she noticed a little black velvet box that must have been hidden in the hollow of the shell. She gasped.
Stunned, she picked up the box and slowly opened it. On top of whatever was in here was another note. This one short. It read I lied with a smiley face. 
She laughed a short, shocked laugh. If Adin had lied about her gift, then it was about how much money he had spent. She moved the note and the air suddenly fled her lungs. Her hand flew up to her chest as her heart hammered away. She was staring at a pair of diamond stud earrings. Princess cut earrings, no less…for his princess.
She held up the earrings, watching how the light danced off the facets of the stones. They were gorgeous, simply gorgeous. She slowly took them out with trembling fingers and put them in her ears. Then she grabbed her purse and made another trip to the bathroom to gaze at her reflection.
With her pearls and diamonds, she really did feel like a princess, though she was ridiculously underdressed to be wearing jewelry of this caliber. Pearls and diamonds didn’t exactly go with candy cane PJs.
She dug in her purse and took out her cell phone. She snapped a few pictures of herself until she took one that showed the earrings perfectly, her face glowing with a genuine smile. She didn’t have on any makeup, and her hair was scary, but she wanted to try and capture the initial thrill of the surprise. Then she typed this message and sent it to Adin: Thank you. They’re beautiful. Merry Christmas.
 


Chapter Thirteen
 
She walked out of the bathroom and into the kitchen to join Lissa and Olive.
“Nice earrings,” Olive said enviously.
Lissa’s eyes popped briefly, and she nodded in agreement while flipping the blueberry pancakes she was making for breakfast.
When Lissa finished cooking and they were all eating, Legacy thought about her dream again and the fact she wanted to talk to them about it and get their opinions on what it meant.
“Um, I’ve been having a new dream, which started around the beginning of winter,” she said, and took the last bite of her food.
“Really? What about?” Lissa asked.
“I, er, have been dreaming I’m sitting in a field, meditating. The sky starts out bright, but clouds roll in. Mom says, ‘Watch out, for he lies. Evil lies inside the good. He’s setting you up.’ Then I wake up.”
As she remembered the dream, she thought about the note Adin had written and put with her earrings. He confessed that he’d lied. Surely the dream wasn’t about him, was it? 
No, she didn’t believe that. She’d started having this dream before Adin ever told her he hadn’t spent a lot of money on her gift. He was being playful, not deceivingly evil.
Lissa and Olive exchange wary looks.
“Are you sure it’s your mother’s voice you hear?” Lissa asked.
“Positive. Well, it’s the same voice I heard when I talked to her in the hospital.”
“Legacy, that could be your mind putting her voice to those words. It doesn’t mean your mom is warning you about something,” Olive said.
“True,” Lissa jumped in, “but someone’s warning her. If not her mom, then Legacy herself…or someone altogether different.”
“Does it matter who’s warning me? Who is the person the voice is warning me about?” she asked while looking back and forth between the two of them.
“I-I don’t know,” Lissa said, shaking her head. “Who do you think it’s about?”
“River.”
Lissa and Olive exchanged panicked looks. “Er, that…that’s not possible,” Lissa said. “River wouldn’t be a danger to you.”
“That’s crap and you know it,” Legacy said. “River orchestrated the whole Venus debacle and that threw off my change. Now instead of enjoying a life with Adin, I have to avoid him to keep him safe. If Adin and River were both supposed to help me with my change and ascension, how could I not believe River is a danger to me? He’s forced Adin out of my life. I can’t turn to Adin anymore for help or support like I was supposed to. That was River’s doing.”
“Legacy, you’re looking at this all wrong. We know River is why Venus is here, and we all understand the ramifications of the decision he made, but he didn’t bring her here to take you out. He brought her here to create an opportunity with you because he loves you. He’s bonded to you through the prophecy. If you kill Adin, it’ll be because of the consequences of River’s actions. If Adin dies, the prophecy is fulfilled, and you no longer would be bonded to River. I guarantee you River wouldn’t have done what he did had he known he would’ve set that into motion. He knows you’ll either be with him while Adin lives out his life, or you’ll be with Adin and kill him. He just doesn’t realize you know it was him who threw off the emotional state of your change.”
“I know all this, Lissa,” Legacy said, exasperated. 
“River isn’t your enemy,” she said softly.
Legacy felt tears forming in her eyes. “He…he hurt me. He deceived me. H-How could I trust him after that?” More importantly, why did a small part of her want to trust him again?
Lissa walked over to her and stroked her arm. “You need to find a way to forgive him for what he’s done to you. You can’t keep that hatred bottled up inside. You’re better than that, Legacy.”
“I’m not ready to forgive him,” she said, standing up.
And she wasn’t. River had done irreparable damage to her life, not just to her change, to her life. How could she forgive him for doing that her? Even though she knew she was letting him believe she had strong feelings for him as punishment for what he’d done, she never really considered forgiving him. That didn’t feel like an option. 
She walked upstairs and changed her clothes. She took off the necklace, but decided to keep the earrings on. She wasn’t sure if she’d wear them every day. She didn’t really want to think about that. She just wanted to enjoy the earrings today. 
Once she was dressed, she got in her car and headed over to Calli’s house. She wanted to talk to her friend. When she pulled up to her gate, she noticed Calli’s car was gone. She buzzed the house anyway, but no one answered. She guessed they went to visit family since it was a holiday, so she pulled out of her driveway and started to leave. But she looked at River’s house and saw his car parked out front.
She considered the idea of dropping in on him. She knew he wasn’t expecting her, but she figured he’d enjoy a little Christmas surprise. If she were really into him, she’d want to see him on Christmas. Stopping by would just further her cause, her agenda.
Using the gate codes that Calli had given her, she entered the property and parked next to River’s car. As she walked around, she noticed a brand new motorcycle parked next to it with a red bow still on it. She figured this was River’s Christmas present since she couldn’t really picture Medusa riding one of these. She continued up the porch and knocked on the door.
It opened.
Medusa stood in the doorway, staring at her. Crap. Legacy knew it was highly probable that the head monster would be here since it was a holiday, but she hoped River would’ve opened the door.
“Is River here?” she asked dryly.
Turning her head, she yelled, “River!” She looked back at Legacy. “To what do we owe this pleasure?”
Was she for real? “I was just in the neighborhood, so I thought I’d stop by.”
The vile woman stepped closer to her. “I could turn you into stone right now if I wanted to,” she whispered.
No beating around the bush, eh? “Oh, but then you wouldn’t get my powers,” she mocked. “I’m surprised you haven’t tried already.”
She laughed a delicate, evil laugh. “My plan has been in motion from day one, and you won’t see it coming.”
A shock went through her system, but she kept her cool. “I’m sure I’ll figure out whatever you’re doing long before it becomes a problem.”
“Keep telling yourself that, Legacy.”
“Mom! Get away from her,” River ordered, walking up from behind Medusa.
She turned around to face him. “I wasn’t going to do anything.” Turning back toward her, she whispered, “Yet.”
He stepped up to the door and gave his mother a dismissive look.
“If you’ll excuse me, I have some business to tend to,” Medusa said with a sly smile as she turned and walked away.
River walked outside, shutting the door behind him.
“I was just telling your lovely mother I was in the neighborhood, so I thought I’d stop by.”
River’s eyes searched hers as he took her arm and stepped away from the house. “You know I love seeing you, but please call me next time to make sure she isn’t here,” he said as he practically dragged Legacy back to her car.
“Is…is that your Christmas present?” she asked, pointing to the motorcycle as they quickly passed it.
“Yes,” he said evenly as they reached the driver side door of her car.
“Is this your way of telling me I’m not welcome here?” she asked through a laugh.
River sighed. “Of course you’re welcome here. You’re more welcome here than she is.”
“Ha, ha. This is her house. I’m sure she won’t think too kindly of—”
“This isn’t her house. It’s mine.”
“Yours?” Her laugh sounded disbelieving even to her own ears.
“Yes. Now will you please get in your car and—”
“You’re serious?” she asked in a shocked tone while he opened her door for her to get in. “This, umm, this is your house?”
“Ugh, yes. Now please, please go. I don’t want my mother near you. It’s bad enough when my mom’s here and I know you’re visiting Calli.”
She shut her door and looked at him. “If this is your house, then your mom can leave, and I can stay,” she said with a smile. She was goading him, but she didn’t care.
River clawed his hands in his hair out of frustration and looked up to the sky. “Baby, I have to protect you,” he growled.
She reached up, grabbed his arms, and pulled them back down. He looked at her while she did that. She smiled gently and said, “I just wanted to visit with you for a few minutes on Christmas. We can talk out here, and then I’ll leave.”
“She’ll be watching us, Legacy.”
“Just a few minutes, please?” she asked softly.
River shut his eyes and nodded. He wasn’t happy about this, but he seemed to be giving her what she wanted—or so what he thought she wanted.
“So,” she started, “did your wicked mother buy you that motorcycle?”
“Yes,” he murmured, looking warily into her eyes.
“Maybe you should have the brakes checked,” she mumbled as she walked over to it.
River chuckled briefly in spite of himself and walked beside her.
“It looks really cool. What kind is it?”
“Um, a Ducati.”
She nodded like she’d understood what he meant. “Have you driven it yet?”
“Yes,” he muttered, looking toward his house.
She started to climb on it.
“W-what are you doing?” he asked, grabbing the handlebars.
“I’m sitting on it. What to give me a ride?” she asked as she wagged her eyebrows.
He chuckled like he really meant it this time. “I’d love to give you a ride, but I don’t have any helmets yet, and you will not be riding without one,” he said, staring at her with one eyebrow raised.
“Okay.” She smiled while she leaned into the bike. “How’s your Christmas been so far?”
“Um, good. Paul’s on his way up and will be staying a few days. I was going to see if you and Calli wanted to hang out Friday night. I thought about inviting Seth and Kate over too. We don’t have to worry about Ellen since she’s out of town.”
“Sure, sounds like fun,” she said, fiddling with the gadgets on his bike.
“How’s your Christmas been?” he asked softly.
She shrugged. “Good. My parents sent me a strand of pearls.” She sat up, looking at him. “They’re really beautiful. I never really liked my birthstone, but, River, these pearls are so cool,” she said in wonderment.
He smiled at her. Then sighed. “Er, and the earrings?” He nodded his head toward the ear facing him.
She reached up, rubbed her fingers on both ears briefly, and half-smiled at him. “Adin.”
He huffed. “Of course.”
“Look,” she said, reaching up and stroking his arm. “I considered putting them away and not telling you, but I figured that wouldn’t be very honest.” She paused, thinking about her dream. “Lying never helps.”
River pursed his lips and nodded. “And you’re wearing them because…?”
“Because they were a Christmas gift, it’s still Christmas, and I think they’re beautiful.”
“Are you going to keep wearing them?” he asked, stepping up to her.
“I don’t know.” She shrugged. “Does it matter? Adin giving me a gift doesn’t change anything.”
“If you want to wear diamond earrings, I’ll go buy you some. I’ll buy you several different cuts and sizes. A different pair for every day of the week.”
“You are not allowed to buy me diamonds.” She laughed, but River didn’t find the humor in it.
“I can’t, but he can?”
“Are you really going to get worked up about something as trivial as a gift?” she asked, leaning back and crossing her arms.
“That’s not just any gift, Legacy. Your ex-boyfriend gave you diamonds for Christmas. You shouldn’t be surprised that I’m threatened by that, especially since I had to agree to a ridiculously low budget on your gift.”
Twisting to the side, she reached up and pulled River closer to her. “You couldn’t have given me anything I would have loved more,” she whispered.
“I-I know. It’s just…” He sighed, putting his arms on top of her shoulders. “I don’t want him buying you things. At all.”
“Men,” she muttered playfully.
He chuckled while he stepped closer to her. He wasn’t pressed up against her, but he was awfully close. “I want to kiss you,” he whispered, running a hand through her hair.
“Then what’s stopping you?”
“My mother,” he sighed. “She knows how I feel about you, and she knows about the prophecy, but she doesn’t know anything has actually started happening between us. She’s probably already flipping out seeing me hold you like this,” he said, reluctantly stepping away.
Taking that as her sign to leave, she hopped off the bike and walked to her car with River beside her. “Merry Christmas, River.”
“Merry Christmas, Legacy.”
They hugged briefly before he opened her door again. He watched her drive off.
When she got back home, she heard her phone beep. She pulled it out to see who’d sent her a message. Her heart fluttered when she saw it was from Adin.
You’re welcome. You’re beautiful. Merry Christmas.
 


Chapter Fourteen
 
“What time are you coming over?” Calli asked Legacy while she rummaged around her closet.
“As soon as I find something to wear.”
“Well, hurry up. Seth and Kate are already on their way. I’m actually excited about you and Kate spending the night after River’s little get-together. We can hang out and gossip about the boys.”
Legacy couldn’t concentrate on what her friend was saying. “I have to let you go, Calli, or I’ll never get out of here.”
“Fine, I’ll leave the gate open. Just park at my house and walk over to River’s. I’m heading over as soon as Seth and Kate get there.”
She got off of the phone, so she could find something, anything that looked right to wear. She needed something alluring, but not too suggestive. Something warm, not bulky. She knew they would be outside at least part of the evening because River mentioned something about the fire pit and marshmallows. She decided on a mini jean skirt with Capri tights underneath, a fitted green sweater—River loved her in green—and some flats. She put her hair up since she didn’t know how windy it might be. She debated on the diamond earrings, but ultimately decided to go with hoops. It was a stylistic choice based on what accessory looked best, not because she didn’t want to wear them over to River’s again. 
Once she was ready, she grabbed her overnight bag and drove to Calli’s house. She took her things to her friend’s bedroom before heading over to River’s house.
Legacy had felt butterflies in her stomach all day at the thought of being over here with River in front of Calli, Seth, and Kate. This would be the first time they were all together after her date with River. He was careful around her at school, but now that they’d actually gone out on a date and were officially exploring this thing between them, she didn’t know if that meant he wanted to go exploring in front of everyone.
She inhaled deeply as she knocked on the door. Showtime. 
She was relieved when Calli opened it.
“It’s about time! Everyone’s out back. I just came in to get some graham crackers and chocolate to go with the marshmallows.”
Legacy nodded as she stepped in. “You look cute,” she said as she took in Calli’s outfit.
“Thanks. You too.”
They walked out back, and everyone was sitting by the fire pit. River was leaning over, talking to Seth, when she walked out. He turned to look at her, smiling, when he heard the backdoor open. He got up and walked over to her while Calli walked over to the table to put down the snacks.
“You look beautiful, baby,” River whispered as he wrapped his arms around her waist and hugged her.
“Thanks. You look nice too.” And he did. He had on jeans and an unbuttoned shirt over a fitted t-shirt. Casual but sexy.
He took her hand and guided her to the empty chair that was beside the one he’d been sitting in. She sat in front of the fire with her feet propped up on the stone facing, chatting with Kate while River walked over to the ice chest. He grabbed some drinks and came back over to the seat beside her.
Calli walked up with a hotdog on a skewer and stuck it in the fire. “Did you see River’s new bike out front?” she asked Kate.
“Er, no. I didn’t notice,” she said, taking a sip of her soda.
“Seth’s begging him to let him take it for a ride,” Calli said, glancing over at River.
“But I told him hell no!” River laughed, leaning forward to look at Kate.
Paul walked up with his hotdog in hand. “He wouldn’t even let me take it out, and we’re blood,” he said incredulously, giving River a light punch in the shoulder as he stepped up to the fire to cook his hotdog. “What’s up with that, bro?”
“It’s good he’s not letting anyone drive it. It’s a powerful piece of machinery,” Calli said as she put her hotdog in a bun.
Legacy turned toward her. “How do you know?” she asked with her eyebrows raised.
“’Cause he gave her a ride this morning.”
Her head popped to the side and her eyes flashed to River’s. “What?” she yelled in mocked outrage. “You refused to give me a ride when I was over here. How do you explain yourself?”
Everyone laughed.
“Uh-oh, you’re in trouble now,” Paul said as he laughed.
Laughing with everyone, River said, “I didn’t have a helmet for you. Calli came over after I bought one.”
“Likely excuse. I see how important I am. My feelings are hurt,” she teased.
River stood up. “Oh no. C’mon, I’ll take you out right now.”
“Nope. I don’t want to ride now,” she said, looking away from him with a smile.
“Please? Please let me take you out on it,” he begged, sitting back down and leaning toward her.
She sighed playfully, not looking at him. “Maybe later.”
River groaned through a chuckle. “I’ll find a way to get you on that bike tonight.”
Her eyes flashed to his. “Only if you play your cards right, darling.”
“Mmmm…I always play my cards right,” he murmured.
“Okay, you two,” Calli said, taking a bite of her hotdog.
She stood up, and River grabbed her hand. “Where are you going?” he asked quickly.
“I’m going to cook a hotdog. Want one?”
“I’ll get it,” River said, standing up. They walked over to the food and put some hotdogs on skewers. He carried hers to the fire and cooked both of them.
Calli turned on some music, and they all ate, laughed, and talked.
After the sun had set, it was getting really cold. Legacy stood by the fire, shivering, while Paul and Calli walked around River’s backyard and Seth walked Kate inside to use the restroom. River stepped over to her and chafed his hands along her arms.
“You want to go inside for awhile?”
She nodded, and River put his arm around her to escort her in the house. He turned to the side, looking at Paul. “We’re going in,” he said to him across the yard. “We’ll be in the game room.” He leaned over to her, putting his lips to her ear. “Unless you want go for a ride?”
She shook her head with smile.
“Hmph. You’ll change your mind,” he muttered through a chuckle.
On their way in, they passed Seth and Kate walking out and told them where they were headed. They joined them instead of going back outside. Calli and Paul came up too.
With the party relocated in the game room, they played some games while chatting. Seth and River played pool while Paul and Calli played ping pong. From what Legacy could see of the two of them, they were really hitting it off, but it looked as if they were connecting on a plutonic level. Calli seemed to be as into Paul as he was her, but they looked at each other as if they were great friends, not dating material. Legacy couldn’t be sure since she and Calli hadn’t talked much about Paul, but when Calli did, she would say she wasn’t ready to date. Legacy would have to really talk to her about her intentions.
As the evening went on, Seth and Kate got cozy in front of the massive television, and Calli and Paul continued their ping pong marathon. River and Legacy played a few games of pool, and he took advantage of positioning her for her shots, brushing up against her whenever he could. After they played for a while, though, she was ready for a break.
“How about that ride?” River asked softly, stepping up to her.
She shook her head and laughed. “You’re not going to give up until you’ve righted that wrong, are you?”
“Nope.” He stared into her eyes, waiting for her answer.
“Fine,” she said, “but I should probably put on some jeans. I’ll be back.”
“No, I’ll walk to Calli’s with you. Then we can leave as soon as you change.”
At Calli’s house, he waited in the foyer while she changed into a pair of jeans. She also took down her hair and brushed it out since she knew she’d be wearing a helmet. When she came back down, he took her hand, glancing at her freshly brushed hair, and walked her back to his bike.
He took the helmet off the back and placed it under his arm. He gently tucked her hair behind her ears and handed her the helmet. She put it on, and he fastened the straps for her.
“Up you go,” he said, holding one of the grips with one hand and her waist with the other.
Once she was on, she shifted back so he could get seated. He put on his helmet and slid in front of her before starting the bike. It roared into the quiet of the night. She wrapped her arms around him and scooted up against his back. 
He pulled out of the driveway at a comfortable speed while she clung to him. Once he left his neighborhood, he hit the interstate to show her how fast it could go. It was exhilarating. They made it back to his house quickly, and when he parked the bike and got off, he had to help her.
“Whoa!” She stumbled as she tried to get off the bike, but River had his arms around her.
“I wasn’t going to let you fall.”
She felt top heavy with this helmet on, so she was eager to get it off. Once River unfastened the straps, she yanked it off, shook out her hair with her head bent over, and tossed it back out of her face.
River’s breath caught, so she looked at him quickly to see why.
He was staring at her.
“Are you okay?” she asked him with a smile.
He nodded, eyes locked on her. “Er, here.” He reached out, took her helmet, and put both helmets back on the bike. Since he didn’t answer her question, she could only assume he liked seeing her flip her hair. She suppressed a smile at that thought.
They walked back into the house, but River hesitated before going into the game room. He looked at her with bright eyes. “Want to see what my dad sent me for Christmas?” he asked giddily.
She laughed at his playfulness. “Sure.”
“C’mon.” He grabbed her hand and ran up the stairs. She started when she saw him stopping in front of his bedroom door. He opened the door and pulled her in, shutting the door behind her. He stepped over to his shelf while she slowly walked farther into his room. Then he turned around and carried a baseball in an acrylic case over to Legacy. “It’s signed by Babe Ruth,” he said, pointing to the old, faded signature.
“Wow,” she whispered. “That’s so cool.”
“Yeah,” he whispered. “Dad knows how much I love sports.”
River carried it back to the shelf while she walked over to his desk and leaned against it. She wasn’t sure how long he’d want to stay in his room with her, but she figured she should get comfortable and not really think about it.
“So…did you get an earful from your mom after I left yesterday?” she asked, easing up onto his desk and crossing her dangling ankles. 
River took a deep breath and crossed his arms over his chest. “To say the least.”
She chuckled. “What did she say?”
Walking toward her, he said, “She said a lot. Nothing I care to repeat.”
“She doesn’t matter, you know?” Legacy shrugged. “I’m not going to let her stop me from ascending.” And that was the truth. She had no intention of letting that monster get in her way.
He uncrossed his arms as he neared Legacy. “I’m not going to let her stop you either. You’re much too important to me to lose,” he whispered.
Her heartbeat picked up. River ran his hands down the length of both her arms while he stared intensely into her eyes. She felt her breaths become shallow and her body tremble. While she stared at him, her ankles uncrossed themselves of their own volition, and she slid her hands onto his waist as he stepped closer to her. He moved his hands up to her face and stroked her cheeks while he brought his lips to hers.
He kissed her slowly, deeply. She slid her hands up his chest and into his hair, pressing herself against him. He trailed his hands down her sides and around her back, pulling her up against him as he kissed her harder, moaning as he breathed. Their kissing became heated as they squeezed against each other. Then River’s hand found her hair and pulled her head to the side to kiss her neck—the first time he’d ever done that. His hot breath sent a shiver through her body, and apparently, feeling her quiver caused him to kiss her neck a little recklessly.
Not only did it feel so good to be held and kissed liked that, but it felt strangely good to be held and kissed like that by him. She got lost in the moment and wrapped her legs around him.
When River’s hands began to slide under her shirt, she was jolted back to reality. Why was she making out with him? She didn’t want to do this with him! She wanted to be doing this with Adin.
River staggered back, staring at her in disbelief.
“What?” she asked as she panted, shutting her eyes.
“Y-you’re pushing me away,” he said softly. She looked at him, and he was shaking his head as if he were trying to keep the pain from showing in his eyes.
She nodded in understanding. “Okay. How soon did you feel a change?”
“Um, right then.”
Of course he did. She’d just thought River wasn’t the man she wanted to be making out with. She wanted to be making out with Adin. She hadn’t been intimate with Adin, truly intimate, since before they’d broken up over a month ago. She couldn’t let herself get lost in what she couldn’t have. She needed to remember why she was here. She wanted to punish River for what he’d done.
It was time for some punishment.
“Well, come back over here, and let’s try this again,” she said.
He smiled halfheartedly. “What?”
“If I’m pushing you away, then I need to figure out why.” She already knew why. No need to let him know that, though. “You’re only noticing it now when…well…when we’re kissing, so we need to be kissing to test this.”
He stepped back up to her. “What do you mean, ‘test this?’”
She cocked her head to the side. “You’re going to kiss me, and I’m going to try to think other thoughts.”
River scowled at her. “Legacy, I already have a really hard time taking the emotional rejection. Why do you want to purposely subject me to it?”
To punish you.
She reached up and stroked his cheek, and he shut his eyes at her touch. “Because we both need to learn to get past this. This will help me figure out what’s going on, and you get to practice dealing with the rejection.”
He gave her a dubious look.
She chuckled. “Of all the things to test, you’d think you’d be more than willing to test this.”
“Hmm, I guess you’re right.” He smiled. “Okay,” he said, but he still sounded reluctant.
He slid his hands back onto her face and leaned in to kiss her. She kissed him back, enjoying the taste and smell of him. Just when she found herself enjoying it too much, she thought about school, her mom, her dream, Calli, and finally, being with Adin.
River broke away the second the last thought entered her mind. “What were you thinking about?” he asked with his head down.
“You don’t want to know,” she mumbled, knowing he would understand what she meant.
With a frustrated growl, he banged his fist against his desk. 
Good. “Let’s try it again,” she said.
He looked up at her, shaking his head, his eyes pained. She slid her hands onto his face, pulling him closer.
“Legacy,” he whispered, shaking his head again.
“Kiss me,” she breathed.
His eyes fluttered shut, and a low, agonizing groan rumbled up his throat as his lips found hers. As soon as they started kissing, she thought about how she’d much rather be doing this with Adin.
“Damn it!” River said, backing up, turning away from her.
“Let’s try ag—”
“No! It almost feels like you’re physically pushing me away from you.”
“I’m not physically pushing you away,” she said softly, trying to ease his frustration.
“You don’t understand. Being with you like that…it, it’s like I’m completely opened, exposed.” He turned to the side and looked at her. “Vulnerable,” he whispered. “Feeling you push me away when I-I’m stripped of any protection, any armor, it physically hurts. It feels like torture.” Shaking his head, he said, “The worst kind of torture.”
She looked at him while she gathered her thoughts. This was want she wanted, but she felt herself wavering. She needed to stay strong. “I think practicing will help.”
River shut his eyes tightly. “Are you trying to hurt me?”
Yes. “No.” She waited, but he didn’t respond. “I want to keep trying.”
“No!” he roared.
“Fine,” she said testily as she slid off his desk. “It’s getting late anyway.”
She started walking past him and toward his door. He grabbed her arm and yanked her against him. It seemed as if he—at least part of him—wanted to keep trying, to keep kissing her. As soon as she registered what he was doing, she thought about Adin. River pushed her away right as his lips touched hers. “You should leave,” he said through gritted teeth before walking to the side of his room and punching the wall.
“I’ll see you later.”
She walked out of his bedroom and into the game room. Seth and Paul were playing pool while Calli and Kate were talking.
“I’m going to your house,” she muttered to Calli.
“Er, o-okay. We can come too.”
“Yeah, I should be getting home,” Seth said. “I’ll walk you over, Kate.”
Seth and Paul said their goodbyes while the girls gathered their things and headed toward the door. Legacy walked to Calli’s house, fuming. She wasn’t sure if she was mad because River wouldn’t do what she’d asked or if she was mad because he got mad about her thinking of Adin.
When they got to Calli’s house, Seth left, and Legacy, Kate, and Callie went upstairs to Calli’s room. Legacy couldn’t vent her frustrations about River in front of Kate, so she continued to fume inside. But she kept reminding herself she had an objective. She needed River to pay for what he’d done. As she thought about her objective, she realized it’d be to her benefit if she talked to him. Tonight. She needed to use his behavior tonight to her advantage. 
Or that was what she told herself at least. She wasn’t sure if she believed that was why she really wanted to go back to his house. She’d been so mad at him she kept her true feelings for him bottled up. Just like they should’ve been. Just like she was going to keep them.
“I’m going to talk to River,” she said to Calli as she started to leave the bedroom.
“I’m coming with you,” she called out, running behind her.
“No. Stay here with Kate,” she whispered to her. “I need to talk to him alone. I may not be able to do that if she’s around.”
“Well, er, you can tell Paul he can come over here, so you can talk to River alone,” she said with a smile.
“Fine.” She left Calli’s house and made her way to River’s estate. She unlocked his gate and knocked on the door. Paul opened it.
He looked at her briefly and sighed. “I’m supposed to tell you he’s in bed.”
“Where is he really?” she asked.
Paul shook his head.
“Calli said you can come over to her house while I talk to River. But if you don’t let me in, you—”
“He’s in the game room,” Paul said as he stepped out of the door, heading to Calli’s house. “See ya.”
Men. She walked in, shut the door, and headed straight for River. She walked into the game room, and he started to turn around, chalking a cue stick.
“What’d she say when—” He bit off the rest of what he was going to say and threw the stick onto the pool table when he saw it was Legacy—not Paul—standing here.
“When you told Paul to lie to me? You told him to lie for you last time, too, but I was smart enough to stay away then.”
“What are you doing here?” River asked as he folded his arms across his chest, not making eye contact.
“Hmm, well, I was going to let you be the jerk that you are until you felt bad enough to apologize again, but I realized I wasn’t going to sit around and wait for you to apologize to me this time.”
He grimaced, searching for words. He apparently came up empty in the vocabulary department and instead turned around and walked to a chair, slumping into it.
She walked toward him.
He put his hands up to stop her. “Don’t, Legacy.”
“Why?” she asked, walking closer.
“Because I don’t know how to deal with this, and I don’t want to do anything to make you mad.”
“You already made me mad.” She stopped right in front of him, looking down.
“I know.” He looked to the side.
He was still angry, and she knew what she could do to distract him. Channel her inner Laurel Kavanaugh. She put her hands on his shoulders, and he lifted his head to look at her. Watching his eyes, she moved her leg over his. His breath caught as she sat astride him. He clutched her waist and shut his eyes as she settled in. She moved her lips to his ear. “We’re going to keep trying.”
“Baby, I-I don’t think that’s a good idea,” he said, squeezing her waist, pulling her just a little bit closer. So it was baby now? Sitting on his lap seemed to be working. He was more malleable.
She gently ran her fingers through his hair while she kept her lips at his ear. “Let’s try just three more times. Then we can end this on a happier note than we did earlier.” She rocked slowly against him for good measure.
“W-what do you mean?”
“After you give me three attempts, I’ll kiss you again, and I promise to try my best to keep any negative thoughts out of my head.”
He clutched her waist a little tighter. “Can I kiss you how I want to kiss you when we’re finished?”
“Yes,” she said softly.
“Why three tries?” he asked, almost panting. Since she hadn’t moved her lips, she was breathing in his ear.
“I want you to keep kissing me when I think a thought that pushes you away. I want you to ignore the urge, so we can see how soon the negative thought passes. Then I want to try thinking other thoughts to see if there are other culprits. When we kiss that time, you need to stop as soon as you feel me pushing you away, so I’ll know what thought caused it. Then I want you to shut out my energy.”
“Why do you want me to do that?” Still breathless.
“Because you said you shut out my energy when you were helping me with my shocking ability after the Casey incident.” River stiffened and held her tighter at the memory of her attack. “I want to see if shutting out my energy helps when I push you away.”
“Oh,” he breathed.
“Let’s start with that one.”
She didn’t wait for him to answer. She slid her lips down his cheek and to his lips. “I’ll wait for you to kiss me once you’ve blocked my energy,” she whispered against his lips.
He nodded, panting. She rubbed her lips against his in anticipation. He kissed her, but it almost felt mechanical, like he was doing it because she asked him to, not because he wanted to. She thought the same thought from earlier that made River pull away, but this time, he didn’t stop. She kept thinking about being with Adin, and River didn’t stop or show any signs of distress—but he didn’t really seem to be enjoying it either. She pulled away from him.
“Did you sense anything?”
“No,” he whispered, leaning his forehead against hers.
“You didn’t seem like you liked it that much,” she said with a small chuckle.
“I love the way your energy feels. I don’t like blocking it out when you’re this close to me.”
“Okay. Let’s try the one where I think other thoughts that may cause me to push you away.”
River nodded against her forehead.
“Let me know when I think something unpleasant for you,” she whispered as she leaned her lips over to his.
She kissed him softly, and she noticed the difference from the last kiss. Even though they were not kissing passionately, she could tell he was completely into this kiss—not like before. Then instead of thinking that she shouldn’t be making out with River because she wanted to be making out with Adin, she pretended she was making out with Adin. She thought about his sandy-colored hair, his gentle but manly touch, his smell, his taste. She got so into the kiss, lost in her memories of Adin, that she hadn’t realized River wasn’t pushing her away. He was kissing her just as eagerly. She thought of the mistake that this was, and he finally pushed her away.
“What were you thinking?” River mumbled.
“It was still about Adin.”
Interesting. So it wasn’t so much the thought of Adin that pushed River away as it was the thought that it was wrong to be with River because she was meant to be with Adin. If she pretended River was Adin, she could avoid this little mishap in the future. She didn’t like the idea of torturing herself like that, but it was an option she could use if needed.
Now for River’s punishment. “This time, don’t push me away, no matter how much you want to.”
River groaned as he nodded.
She leaned her face closer to his. She kissed him softly. Then she thought about Adin in the way she knew River would react. He groaned in her mouth, but kept kissing her. She thought harder about the love she and Adin had and how much she wanted to be with him, not River. She continued these thoughts for several minutes, kissing River for awhile as he groaned and stiffened in response to the rejection, over and over again. A couple of times, he switched tactics, trying to force the negative thoughts out of her head with eager kissing. It worked, but she renewed her efforts. After she figured he’d had enough, she pulled away.
He threw his head back, groaning, squeezing her waist painfully. She gave him a few seconds to get his composure.
“Thanks,” she whispered.
He nodded, not looking at her.
She got off him, and he hunched over, elbows on his knees, head hanging down. “If I didn’t know any better, I’d think you were trying to hurt me,” he mumbled.
She was. “It’s over now,” she said, walking over to the pool table. She rolled a ball back and forth along the felt. Then she heard River stand and walk up to her back. 
He rubbed her shoulders briefly. “Was it helpful?”
She nodded, still not looking at him. “Was it helpful for you?”
“Yeah,” he breathed. “As much as I hated it, I don’t think I’ll be as quick to push you away next time.”
“Good,” she whispered.
River slid his hand down her arm, took her hand into his, and walked off, pulling her with him.
“Where are we going?” she asked. She knew he wanted to kiss her his way now, so she was a little worried about blindly agreeing to that request.
But she was wrong. This wasn’t about the kiss.
River turned to look at her. “I’ve been lying to you, and it’s time I came clean.”
The urge to protect herself had never been any greater.
 


Chapter Fifteen
 
Was River about to confess he brought Venus into Adin’s life? Was he about to confess to some other lie that her dream was warning her about?
“Come clean about what?” she asked shakily. Why was she nervous?
“I-I have to show you something.”
River guided her in silence. He walked up the flight of stairs, but didn’t stop at his bedroom. He kept walking until he came up to a door. He sighed, and she could feel his hand trembling as it clung to hers. He opened the door, pulled her in, turned on the light, and shut the door behind them.
“This is my real bedroom,” he whispered.
Her head turned to his. “Real?”
“You already know this is my house. Do you think I’d sleep in a room that wasn’t the master bedroom?” He wanted to chuckle, but he seemed scared telling her this.
“Why do you have that other room then?” She didn’t know what to think about this revelation. She needed to get her thoughts together. He wasn’t confessing to a lie she wanted him to admit to.
“Because I have to uphold the pretense,” he said, walking over to the radio and turning it on, but keeping it low. “Only my family knows. I didn’t like lying to you about…my room. I mean, I know it’s nobody’s business whose house this really is, but I didn’t like lying to you about where I sleep. I’ve been in yours, and you thought you’d been in mine. I know when you came over here that time during the fall when I was upset, you found me in that other room.” He walked over to his bed and sat down, playing with his hands. “I was upset about the idea of you and Adin having sex, so I went into that other room. I guess I didn’t want to be a crying bitch in my real bedroom. I thought I could go in there and cry about it and be able to put it behind me when I walked back out, but you showed up.”
She stared at him. Speechless.
“Then when you gave me that photo for my birthday…shit, Legacy, I almost brought you here.” Shaking his head, he said, “I keep the picture of you right here.” He pointed to his empty nightstand. “I put it in the other room in the mornings in case someone comes over, and I bring it back in here at night.”
She walked over to the bed and sat beside him. “Wow,” she whispered. 
“I’m sorry I lied to you,” he said, taking her hand.
“You didn’t lie to me. If this is your house, they’re all your rooms.” She laughed.
River chuckled. “I guess that’s true.”
She stood up and walked around the room, taking in the huge sitting area, fireplace, flat screen TV, and modern décor. She turned around and glanced at him. “A room fit for a god,” she said, amused.
He laughed while she walked back over to him. As she looked at his face, she saw the man she missed. Her best friend. They hadn’t spent time together just being friends in awhile. With a glint in her eye, she kicked off her shoes, eased back onto his bed, and folded her legs in front of her. “So what made you decide on this house?”
He smiled as he toed off his shoes and settled onto the bed beside her. “My mom picked it out,” he said, a little disgusted.
“Of course. Calli lives next door. She knew I was best friends with her.”
“Exactly.”
She and River spent the next hour talking about things neither of them felt comfortable talking about to other people. It was nice being with him like this. Their conversations followed naturally from one topic to another. When they drifted onto the topic of their abilities, her brain churned.
“How do other people’s energies feel to you? What do they look like?” she asked.
“Hmm…well, everyone feels the same, in a way. If someone’s happy, he or she’ll put off a happy vibe. The vibes are the same and the colors are the same—the people feeling the emotions are different, but I noticed each person has a unique base color to his aura.”
“Really? What does mine look like?”
River focused his eyes on her, but his gazed seemed to look through her. Softly, he said, “A swirl of blues and greens.” He blinked, looking at her more naturally. “Like your eyes.”
“Have you seen any aura that looked—I don’t know—unique to you?”
“Um, yeah.” He nodded with a small smile. “Calli’s.”
“Really?” she said with a laugh. “What does hers look like?”
“It’s really hard to explain. It’s a combination of pastels and metallics, mattes and sparkles. It’s really very beautiful.”
She laughed. “Oh my gosh, if she knew, she’d flip. You know she had a crush on you when we all first met.”
River nodded through a short burst of laughter. “I know.”
“Er, I probably shouldn’t have just said that,” she said, wincing playfully. “She’d kill me if she knew I ever told you.”
“Your secret’s safe with me,” he said softly. “Besides, I’ve told you I don’t like to focus on the colors of auras because they’re just a bunch of colors. I like feeling energies. If I’d spent more time focusing on the colors, I probably would’ve seen a lot of unique ones by now.”
“You have point,” she said with a smile. Then she thought of a much juicier topic. “So,” she said, looking away because she started to blush. “Have you ever…you know?” Her eyes flashed suggestively to his.
He gasped and started to laugh. Then he squeezed his eyes shut. “Oh no,” he mumbled through a groan, but it sounded like he was talking to himself and not answering her question, though his reluctance was answer enough. 
“River?” she asked, dragging his name out slowly with a huge grin on her face.
He sighed, opened his eyes, and nodded one short nod.
She started laughing. “You know you have to spill.”
“Legacy,” he groaned, leaning back against his bed, covering his face, chuckling in disbelief that she’d broached the topic of sex.
She scooted closer to him. “Tell me, tell me, tell me!”
He slid his hands down and looked at her with a smile. “Her name was Anna.” He took a deep breath. “Fuck, I can’t believe I’m telling you this,” he mumbled.
“Go on,” she said with a smile.
“Okay. Her name was Anna. I dated her last summer. We met in Greece when I was visiting my father and her family was on vacation.”
“She didn’t live in Greece?”
“Um, yeah, she lived there, but she was vacationing when we met.”
“So how did it happen?”
River looked at her bewildered. “What do you mean how? It just happened.” He shrugged his shoulders.
“Oh my word. You’re not any good at girl talk.”
River laughed. “Thank the gods!”
She shook her head at him, but laughed too.
River looked at her speculatively, moving closer so that they were sitting side-by-side. “What about you?”
She stared at him briefly, letting him sweat her answer. Then she half-smiled. “No. I’m a virgin.”
He sighed, looking away, trying to fight the smile that wanted to form on his face, and she knew it wasn’t so much because of the verification of her innocence, but because that verification meant she hadn’t lost her virginity to Adin. Then he looked over at her. “That’s good. I mean, you should wait until you’re ready.”
She nodded. What could she say to that? She had been ready.
Noticing the slight change in her demeanor—or maybe her energy—he asked, “Did you want to sleep with Adin?”
“Do you really want me to answer that?” she asked with a smile.
“Yes. No.” He shook his head, then sighed. “Yes.”
She nodded. “Yes. We, er, got close on a few occasions, but Adin was worried it wouldn’t be about the two of us, so he wanted to wait until our bonds wouldn’t factor in with our decision to be intimate.”
“What do you mean?” River asked, leaning toward me.
“He’s bonded to Venus. I’m bonded to you. We fought a lot in the beginning about how those bonds made us feel. He was worried if we ended up having sex without having a handle on our other bonds, we’d be trying to prove that the other people didn’t matter. We both knew that they did, so there was always the chance that sex could be used as a tool to foolishly prove that we were not affected by our other bonds, which could lead to regret. He didn’t want to take the chance of me regretting that experience with him.”
“Oh.” River watched her carefully for several seconds while they sat in silence. “How do you feel about me, Legacy?”
Out of that long explanation, of course he’d pick up the part that was about him. She looked into his shiny green eyes while he waited for her answer. What should she tell him? What could she tell him? Sitting here with him, like this—like they were best friends again—she wanted to be honest with him, so she settled on the truth. 
But in order for her to do that, she had to be honest with herself first. She allowed herself to open up the bottled feelings she had for him and embrace them for the very first time. She felt her heart pounding as she thought about how she really felt about him.
I love him.
But even as she thought about how she truly felt, a new fear crept in. She was in love with him. But he wasn’t the only man she was in love with. She didn’t understand how she could love two men. She couldn’t think about that right now, though, because she needed to stay focused on River.
She still wanted to be truthful with him, so she was. Painfully truthful. “I think you already know. I’m just not ready to say the words,” she whispered.
He took in a breath, reaching for her face. “Legacy,” he breathed.
Her eyes shut at his touch. He gently stroked her face as his forehead rested against hers. She felt his breath hitting her skin as he kissed her temple, her cheek, her lips. He kissed her softly, slowly wrapping his arms around her. She clung to him as she kissed him back.
She didn’t think about this being wrong. She didn’t think about wanting to be with Adin more than she wanted to be with River. She enjoyed the kiss, not because she knew she had to in order to keep her energy from pushing him away like she said she would after his three attempts, but because she wanted to enjoy it.
For them. For the love they shared.
As they kissed, she knew she couldn’t hate him anymore. Her heart wouldn’t allow the hatred she felt for him back in.
He was forgiven.
 
* * * * *
 
Legacy spent the rest of the weekend contemplating this ridiculous scheme she’d set into motion as punishment, payback, vengeance for what River had done. She couldn’t feel the hatred, the betrayal of her best friend anymore. He was forgiven, so she decided it was time to officially end her revenge. It was almost New Year’s, and she didn’t want to start the New Year carrying this weight on her shoulders.
She remembered first feeling her bond for River when she was in the hospital. She realized she was fighting it then, and she knew she would have to continue fighting it now. She was in love with him, but she didn’t want to be. When she thought about the love she had for Adin, her feelings for River seemed to pale in comparison. She didn’t know how to explain it. She didn’t feel about River how she felt about Adin, but there was something there.
And because of that, she had to come clean with him. Tell him that she knew what he’d done to her. Tell him that she’d been playing him.
She talked to Calli about her intentions, and she was thrilled. Her BFF hated this plan all along and had tried to help her see the light. She felt foolish that it had taken her this long to let go of the anger she felt toward River.
He was coming over this afternoon, so she spent the morning going over the conversation in her head. She wanted to find the right way to express the emotions she felt for what he did to her and what he put her though. If they got everything out, then they could start to put it behind them.
While she was thinking about the mess she’d made of things, she heard a knock on the front door. She knew Lissa was down there, so she stayed in her bedroom.
“Legacy?” Lissa called.
She came downstairs and saw River standing in the foyer. Crap! She needed more time to practice her speech.
“Hey. I thought you were coming over later.”
“I’m so sorry, Legacy. My mom is taking me out of town to visit family for New Year’s. She just told me. We’re leaving today,” he said, shaking his head.
“Oh, well, that’s okay.” She felt a little relieved at this stay of execution.
He stepped up to her and rubbed his hand down her arm. “I can’t stay. I have to go pack.”
“I’ll walk you out.”
She walked with River to his car, holding his hand. When they stood by the driver’s side, he wrapped his arms around her and hugged her tightly. “I’m only going to be gone a few days, but I’m going to miss you.”
“I’ll miss you too.” It surprised her how true this felt, though she didn’t know why she felt surprised. She figured she just wasn’t used to embracing her feelings for him.
He leaned back and kissed her forehead.
“Um, River, when you get back, there are some things we need to discuss.” She figured she should tell him this, so she didn’t chicken out when he got back.
River pulled away and looked at her intently. “Like what?”
She shrugged. “A lot has happened, and we need to clear the air.”
River nodded slowly while he searched her eyes. She wasn’t giving anything away. She didn’t want to lead him on anymore, but she didn’t want to hurt him either.
“Should I be worried?” he whispered.
She felt her eyes water. “I am.” Again, she felt surprised at how uttering the truth made her feel.
“Er.” River shook his head. “Let’s not worry right now. We’ll worry together when I get back.”
She smiled halfheartedly. “Okay.”
He stared at her for a long moment, reading her expression, probably feeling her energy. Then he leaned his head toward hers. “Can I kiss you goodbye?” he asked softly.
Why did he ask? He was already preparing himself for the worst. He was her best friend, so he knew her better than most people. He knew the coming conversation would be the end of their romantic endeavor—he just didn’t understand why. She smiled and nodded.
He leaned down and gently kissed her, but she started to cry. From guilt? From some other emotion she didn’t want to embrace? She wasn’t sure, but he pulled away and kissed her forehead. “Shhh. I can’t leave if you’re upset. It’s all right. We’ll talk when I get back.”
She nodded, wiping her tears. “Stay safe.”
“You too,” he whispered as he kissed her forehead again.
After watching River leave, she stood on the porch in the cold. All she could do was cry softly and shake her head at the mess she’d made. When she went back inside, she heard Lissa say something, but she shrugged her off. She wasn’t in any mood to talk. She went into her bedroom and stared out her window, looking at the winter clouds in the sky, thinking about the men she loved. She’d pushed Adin away physically to keep him alive and pushed River away emotionally to punish him. Neither effort worked. As she continued to think about the mess that was her life, she heard a knock on her door. She figured Lissa was determined to talk about whatever she’d tried to discuss with her downstairs, which she was pretty sure it was about this silly scheme she had devised to punish River. 
“Come in,” Legacy said, still looking out the window, wiping her eyes.
Her door opened and shut, and she heard footsteps coming toward her. 
Without turning around, she sighed. “You’re right. I’m making a mess of things. I shouldn’t have tried to get back at River for what he did to me.”
“What did he do to you?” the person asked, and it wasn’t Lissa.
She gasped as she turned around. “Adin?” She shook her head. Oh, crap! She stared at him, freaking out about what she just said to him, but as she stared, she could feel the elation building within, her heart swelling. She hadn’t seen him in weeks. It took every ounce of her strength not to run into his arms. “Er, when did you get back?” she asked.
Adin walked toward her slowly, his gazed locked onto hers. “Today… What were you talking about, Legacy?”
“Adin, ummm, I-I can’t really talk about that,” she stammered, wiping her face and turning back around. She had to contain her excitement about seeing him and figure out how to deal with what he heard her say.
“Sweetheart?” Adin said as he came up behind her and wrapped his arms around her. For the love of all that was holy, it felt so good. Her knees buckled slightly. She missed his touch more than she ever thought possible. “Talk to me. I figured you were up to something, and you just confirmed it.”
There was no way on earth she could tell Adin what River had done. She had to think of something to say and fast! “Adin,” she breathed, shaking her head and stepping away from him. “What are you doing here?”
The pain that crossed his eyes was heart-wrenching. “Friends visit each other, Legacy.” He stepped closer to her. “Now tell me what’s going on with River.”
She stared at Adin, trying to figure out what she could tell him without having to lie about anything. She realized she couldn’t. “No.”
“Why not?” he asked, stepping even closer.
“Because it doesn’t concern you.” Crap! There went her hope she wouldn’t have to lie. It did so concern him.
“You concern me,” he whispered.
“I know, but I don’t want you involved with this. You’re too involved as it is.”
“Legacy, stop trying to push me away. I love you. I love you! I can’t sit by and watch you wreck our lives.”
“I’m trying to save your life, Adin. Why won’t you let me? Please just let me,” she begged, fighting the tears, the lump in her throat.
Adin took a deep breath while he stared at her as if he were looking into her soul. Could he see she was dangling on the edge? “Sweetheart, stop. Just stop,” he breathed, taking the final step toward her and putting his arms around her again. “Whatever you’re doing, it’s not worth it. River has obviously done something to make you want to get back at him, and it’s upsetting you. You have too much to deal with as it is.”
“You don’t understand,” she whispered against his chest.
“Help me understand.”
“I can’t.” She pulled away from him and walked over to her bed, sitting down. She needed the distance so she could think.
But he followed and sat beside her. “I wish there was something I could say or do to make you understand you don’t have to go through all this alone.”
Gods, this was too hard. Her breathing hitched, and she started to cry.
“Sweetheart, please.”
She shook her head, and he didn’t press it any further. He just held her, gently rubbing her back until her crying slowed.
“I-I’ve missed you so much,” she whimpered. She couldn’t deny this.
“Oh, God, how I’ve missed you,” Adin said on an exhale. He gently stroked her cheeks while his breathing accelerated. “Legacy,” he murmured, leaning his face toward hers and then rubbing his nose against hers. He slowly nudged his lips along hers, but she eased back an inch to keep him from kissing her. She knew it was a bad idea to kiss him, but she really didn’t want to be away from him. An inch was all she could muster.
He wasn’t having that. He slid his hands around the back of her head and tugged her back against him. Completely.
Their lips touched for a second, and she surprisingly found the willpower to resist, standing up before the kiss could even start. “Don’t,” she whispered.
He sighed, and she hated pushing him away.
“Is your reluctance because of River?” he asked, looking down.
She shook her head, furrowing her brow.
“Are you going to tell me what’s going on with him?” It was a question, but it was laced with his frustration, almost sounding like a demand.
What was she going to say to him? She knew she couldn’t tell Adin everything. It had taken her over a month to find forgiveness in her heart for River, and he was her best friend. Adin couldn’t stand River. She doubted he’d ever forgive him for what he’d done to them. But she loved Adin, and she wanted to be honest with him—as much as she could. There really was no reason not to since she’d already decided to put an end to River’s torment—and hers where he was concerned.
“I can tell you some,” she qualified. “You already know I was planning on spending more time with him. I needed him to think I was falling for him.”
He shook his head. “Why?”
“I can’t tell you why, except that he betrayed my trust.”
“But when I walked in here, you said something about not wanting to do this revenge thing, so you think it was a mistake?”
“Yeah, it was a mistake. I made a real mess of things. At the time, I felt like River deserved what I was doing, but now I feel like such a horrible person, not only for playing him, but for wanting to.”
“You’re not a horrible person, Legacy.”
“That’s easy for you to say. You don’t know everything.” But that was good. If he did know everything, he probably would think her scheme wasn’t severe enough punishment for River. Not to mention the feelings—her feelings for River—that bubbled to the surface. 
“I wish you’d just tell me everything, sweetheart. I know I don’t have to tell you how much I absolutely hate not knowing what’s going on.”
“I know. I’m sorry. It does make me feel a little better that you know I really didn’t want to be with River.”
“But you’re bonded to him, Legacy. Spending time with him like that could have strengthened that bond.”
It had. She knew it had.
She groaned, shaking her head. She didn’t want to talk or even think about what she put River through—or what it did to her. “It doesn’t matter. It’s over now. As soon as he gets back, I’m coming clean about everything.”
“So,” Adin said, standing up, “where does that leave us?”
She shut her eyes. She couldn’t look at him. “Nothing’s changed between us. We can only be friends.” Just saying the words felt monumentally unfair. Even accepting the feelings she had for River, she still wanted to be with Adin.
He stepped up to her and hugged her, putting his lips to her ear. “I’ll try to give you want you want. For now. But, Legacy…” He squeezed his arms tighter. “I’m not going to keep giving in to this silly demand. You’ll be ascending soon, and if by some miracle I manage to keep our relationship on a friendly level until then, I won’t be keeping it at the friendship level after you ascend.”
His hot breath sent a shiver through her, and he squeezed her even tighter. 
“I-I, umm, let’s cross that bridge when we come it to,” she muttered.
“We may be crossing that bridge sooner than you think,” he said so smoothly that she actually believed him for a split second.
But he didn’t press it anymore. He simply pulled away and kissed her forehead before leaving.
She didn’t know if she could go another five months before being with him again. That felt like an eternity. But if he thought they’d be crossing that bridge sooner, then he believed they’d be together again before she ascended. 
The thought of that thrilled her.
The thought of that scared her.
It thrilled her because she still believed Adin was her soul mate. There was no doubt in her mind about that.
But if they were together, what would it cost him?
 


Chapter Sixteen
 
Legacy awoke on New Year’s Eve having been engrossed in the same dream she’d been having of late.
She sat in a field, meditating under a vibrant sky. As she meditated, clouds rolled in, and she heard her mother’s voice. “Watch out, for he lies. Evil lies inside the good,” she said softly. “He’s setting you up, and you’re falling for it.”
Yes, it was the same dream, but there was a little more added. She wondered if it was time to talk to someone about it, but that thought slowly dissipated as she thought about seeing Adin yesterday. She found herself spending the entire day thinking about the possibility of a future with Adin, trying not to get her hopes up.
Lissa had a New Year Eve’s party at work, and Olive tagged along. They’d tried to get her to join them, but she didn’t like the idea of celebrating the evening without the man she wanted to spend her life with. She’d rather shower and turn in early. That was her plan. Her lonely, pathetic plan.
When she got out of the shower, she put on the Victoria’s Secret nightshirt she’d gotten for Christmas from Olive—it was a very short, very low-cut number she wouldn’t have considered buying for herself, but once she put it on, she really liked it.
Now that she was giving up this ridiculous scheme against River, she had nothing to distract her from the love—and agony—she felt for Adin. As she thought about him, she put on her watch and her new earrings. She couldn’t be with Adin tonight in reality, but she could be in spirit. Once she was ready for bed, she turned on the Time Square celebration and crawled under the covers. She wasn’t sure if she could stay awake until the ball dropped at midnight, but she was prepared to give it a try. 
About fifteen minutes to midnight, she heard a knock on her bedroom door. No way had Lissa and Olive come back home before midnight. What would be the point in going out and celebrating New Year’s if they didn’t actually celebrate the start of the New Year?
Legacy got up and opened the door, standing behind it to shield her bare legs and cleavage from the view of the person on the other side. Her heart fluttered frantically when she saw Adin standing before her. He was in his pajama bottoms and a cotton shirt.
“Hi, I, er, knocked on the front door, but you didn’t answer.”
“Oh. Um, what are you doing here?” she asked staying behind the door. She should’ve put on a robe.
“I was at my grandma’s house—alone—and I figured you were home—alone—so I thought I’d come over and ring in the New Year with you.”
She loved this idea, but she needed to stay focused. She shouldn’t be alone with Adin like this. But it was just fifteen minutes. They could visit for fifteen minutes. She’d only seen him briefly when he returned, and before then, he was gone for weeks. “Okay.”
She stepped back, staying behind the door as she opened it for him to enter. Adin walked in and headed to the bed while she shut the door. When she turned around to walk toward the him, he turned to face her. He took in a huge breath as his jaw dropped. Then his eyes shut, body rigid.
“Oh my God,” he said as he exhaled heavily.
She walked over to the bed, trying to ignore his reaction to her skimpy attire without looking at him, but when she pulled the covers back, she saw his eyes on her again. 
She causally got under the covers, and Adin sat, a little awkwardly, on top of them beside her. They sat in silence for several seconds while the heat in the room soared. It was the middle of winter, and she felt like she was about to break into a sweat!
As the electricity pulsed between them, she struggled for something to talk about. She wanted to look at him and talk to him, but she had no idea what to say. It seemed as if Adin grappled with what to say, too, as they both stared at the TV. But she wasn’t watching it.
After several minutes, Adin finally broke the silence. “So…do you have any New Year’s resolutions?”
She looked over at him, and his eyes locked onto hers. “No. Um, I guess making sure I ascend.” She shrugged. “You?”
“Making sure you ascend is one of mine too.” Adin’s eyes shut briefly. “The earrings look better on you than I imagined,” he whispered.
Her hands went up to her ears and stroked the earrings without a conscious effort. Adin glanced at the watch on her wrist when it came into view. “Thanks.” Desperately needing a distraction, she said, “You’ve seen them on me before. I sent you a photo when I first put them on.” She chuckled as if she had to remind him of that fact.
Adin laughed, too, but then turned serious. “Getting that text from you was the best part of my Christmas.”
Heart raced as she half-smiled at him. She was so lost in his gaze that she barely heard the roar of the crowd on TV as the countdown to midnight began.
Ten. Nine. Eight.
Adin’s face came closer to her as the seconds counted down. “You’re so beautiful,” he murmured.
Five. Four. Three.
“Adin,” she barely breathed. She couldn’t kiss him. She could not kiss him.
Oh, how she wanted to kiss him.
“Happy New Year, Legacy,” Adin whispered as he touched his lips to hers.
Oooh, mmmy gods! His lips were soft. His breath was hot. He gently, very gently, slipped his hands onto her cheeks as he kissed her. Electric pulses shot throughout her body as the love of her life kissed her like she was the love of his. Then he slowly pulled away, the crowd still cheering in the background.
The kiss hadn’t lasted long. It was soft, powerful, brief. Yes, it wasn’t long. No, it wasn’t long enough.
Adin looked into her eyes, holding onto her face. As he gazed at her, lightly brushing his fingertips along her cheekbone and hairline, it was apparent he wanted more. He slowly wet his lips, leaving them parted as his gaze shifted to her still parted lips—parted because she was having difficulty breathing.
She needed to pull herself together! He got one kiss in. She couldn’t allow another. “We can’t do this,” she whispered quickly.
Adin stared at her and slowly scooted his body toward her. He didn’t stop until he was very nearly against her. He hovered over her, sliding his hands around her head, tilting it up to face him. He lowered his face, eyes still locked onto hers. “Why not?” he asked in such a smooth, seductive tone that it had her reeling.
All she could see was that virile look in his eyes. All she could feel was her body trembling, and all she could smell was the pure masculine scent seeping out of his pores. Adin was the epitome of masculinity with the body of a god and the emotions of a sincere being possessing an abundance of unadulterated passion.
She couldn’t speak. She had no words. She stared at him like…like a woman who looked at a lover—her only lover.
She only thought she had willpower before.
She threw her arms around his neck, pulling herself up against him, and he crushed his lips to hers, kissing her greedily, moaning as he locked an arm around her back, picking her up and pulling her down on the bed. He yanked the blanket off her, grabbed her waist—pulling her down a little farther—and fell on top of her, pressing her into the bed, not breaking from the kiss. His touch was hot. His hands were reckless.
He kissed her neck, her ears, whatever he could reach, while she moaned and writhed beneath him.
She slid her hands down his back, gripped his shirt, and tugged on it briefly. She wanted to touch his skin. She needed to touch him everywhere. He reached down and seized his shirt from her, divesting himself of it in one quick motion.
They kissed and held and squeezed each other, wrapping their bodies together in unbridled passion.
It had been too long—far, far too long—since they’d been together like this. It wasn’t just want. It was need. They needed each other like they needed food or air or water. They were starving for each other.
Adin pushed her nightgown down, exposing her right breast as his mouth left hers. He latched onto her nipple, sucking greedily, and Legacy squeezed her legs together to lessen the ache that was building between them. He must’ve noticed her need, or he just assumed because he was dealing with his own wanting body, because he yanked her nightgown up to her tummy and slipped his hand inside her panties. She breathed his name as he found her wet and ready.
“Oh God,” Adin groaned as he released her nipple and then crushed his lips against hers, his tongue demanding, exploring every inch of her mouth while his finger wreaked havoc on her clit.
Legacy pushed her hand into his flannel pants and gripped his hard cock. He hissed at the contact and then groaned into her mouth as she began to pump it. His finger delved into her channel and she gasped, breaking from his kiss and throwing her head back against the pillows. It was too much. It was so not enough. Adin pushed another finger inside of her and thrust in and out while his thumb rubbed teasing circles around her bud. She needed him to touch it again. It had felt so good when he’d done it before, but now that he was inside her, too, she wasn’t sure if she could stand the sensation. She gripped his cock harder and jerked him faster. She just needed…something.
“Oh, God, Legacy. You’re gonna make me come,” Adin said, panting. He lifted his head to look at her, and when he did, his thumb finally flicked across her clit with fast, feather-light touches. She gasped, lifting her hips up and stroking him faster, harder. She was going to explode.
“Adin,” she yelled his name and stared into his eyes as she clenched around his fingers and found a new heaven.
“Fuuuuck,” Adin roared as he threw his head back and shot cum all over her hand. He collapsed on top of her while they both panted. “I…I didn’t come here, for…”
“I know,” she breathed while tracing circles on his back. He shivered above her.
“I love you,” Adin whispered breathlessly in her ear.
She turned her face and kissed his cheek. “I love you more.”
Adin moved his lips back to hers, but kissed her softly this time, taking his time, crumpling her hair, whispering her name when he breathed.
“I’ve missed you so much,” he said as his lips left hers.
“Me too.” Her hands rubbed along his back, igniting a more powerful shudder from him this time, and he closed his mouth over hers again.
When he finished kissing, they stared at each other for several minutes, as if they were looking for any changes that they may have missed over the last month. Then Adin tilted his head and kissed her shoulder, tracing a path with his lips to her ear.
“Please stop pushing me away,” he whispered.
“Adin, you know I love you and want to be with you more than anything, but—”
“No buts,” he murmured, shaking his head, his hair tickling her jaw. “Just…let’s just agree to find a way to make this work…together.”
“I-I don’t know,” she whispered. Talking about this right now was nothing short of coercion on his part. She knew that.
She really didn’t care.
“Sweetheart,” he breathed, “we don’t have to decide anything tonight. Just promise me you’ll think about it.”
He kissed her ear while he nuzzled her hair. The feel of his breath on her skin made her tingle all over.
“O-okay.” She squeezed him tighter, and he pulled her into another kiss.
He rolled onto his side, pulling her up against him, kissing her deeply. He slid his hand down her waist, her hip, to the back of her bare thigh, grabbing it and hooking her leg over his hip as he pressed himself against her.
That action detonated another round of fervent activity of kissing and touching, which lasted quite awhile. 
As their immediate desires ebbed, Adin wrapped his arms around her and kissed her softly, longingly, before resting his forehead against hers.
“Happy New Year, princess. This is just the first of many we get to celebrate together.”
Together. If only there was a way to make that truly happen.
 


Chapter Seventeen
 
On New Year’s Day, Legacy now had a new perspective, but still dreaming the same old dream. She knew it was a warning. That much was obvious, but she found herself thinking more of this new perspective she had acquired.
Her new perspective was a product of seeing Adin last night. She didn’t want to be away from him anymore. Someone was lying to her, and he was the only man she truly trusted in her life. Why should she keep pushing him away? There had to be a way to make it work.
She still had to have the dreaded conversation with River about what he’d done to her change, but she seriously considered talking to him about this dream too. If he was still lying to her about something she was still falling for, like her dream had warned, then she wanted him to know she was on to him. Maybe if he knew that, it’d change the outcome. Besides, she really wanted a fresh start with River, and she knew they couldn’t have that if there were still lies between them.
She got up and threw on her robe before heading downstairs.
“Happy New Year, Legacy,” Lissa said to her as she poured a cup of coffee.
“Happy New Year to you too. I thought you’d be sleeping in after staying out so late last night.”
“Nah. I have to get the black-eyed peas ready. We were invited to Rose’s house for New Year’s dinner.”
“Oh,” she said with a smile.
Lissa’s head cocked to the side. “‘Oh?’ That’s not the response I was expecting. You do know Adin’s back in town, don’t you?”
“Er, yeah, he came over last night,” she said, walking over to the coffee pot. Was she smiling? She felt as if she were glowing brighter than a neon sign.
Lissa shook her head but smiled. “I don’t want to know,” she said quickly. “Er, unless you want to talk about it,” she amended.
Legacy shook her head, and Lissa sighed in relief.
“I’m going to get ready,” she said a little too eagerly.
She darted up the stairs and showered quickly, using the body wash that came with her new perfume set—another Christmas gift from Lissa.
With a towel wrapped around her hair, she looked in her closet for something to wear to Rose’s house. She decided on a brown skirt, brown boots, and a pink, v-neck sweater. As for her hair, remembering that Adin once commented that it was sometimes convenient when her hair was up, she decided she could afford to be a little helpful in that regard. 
Since this was the start of a new year, Legacy wore the tornado necklace her mother sent to her during the summer in an effort to keep her a part of her day—the new pearl necklace would have to wait for a very special occasion. She also put on her new diamond earrings and her watch. She was going to be seeing Adin, and she knew it’d please him to see her wearing these things. Since she was now resolved to find a way to make their relationship work, pleasing him pleased her. She had been worried if she showed too much interest in him—knowing they couldn’t be together—she’d only fuel his pain, but she no longer felt as if she needed to be careful with her actions in front of him.
She wasn’t naïve, though. They couldn’t jump right into a new relationship, either. They’d have to figure out a way to make it work. She knew it’d be difficult. But she was eager to start brainstorming.
After she got ready, she headed back downstairs, and graciously helped Lissa with the food she’d prepared. Olive was already ready, too, so they all made their way next door.
Rose greeted them at the door, and guided them to the kitchen where Myrha was putting the last of the food in serving platters.
“Adin’s setting the table,” Myrha said as she turned to walk toward the dining room with the food in her hands.
Adin walked in before Myrha could leave. He looked amazing! Everyone else seemed to be underdressed compared to the two of them. It was like he had the same idea about dressing up for her.
“Good. Here.” Myrha handed him the bowl and turned to walk back into the kitchen to get another platter. His mom was on a mission.
He didn’t walk back out, though. His eyes met Legacy’s, and he smiled widely.
“Hi,” she breathed, staring at him.
“Hi.” His smile didn’t fade.
Not wanting to take her eyes off him, again she said, “Hi.”
“Hi,” he whispered through smiling lips again. 
Someone chuckled, causing Adin to break his gaze. He glanced at Legacy again before turning back out of the room.
“Er, I’ll take the peas,” Legacy said too excitedly to fool anyone. She grabbed them off the counter and walked quickly into the dining room.
Adin was turning around when she walked in. He walked over and took the peas out of her hands.
“Happy New Year,” he whispered.
“Happy New Year,” she replied automatically.
Adin looked as if he were about to say something, but his head inclined to the door as footsteps neared. Everyone else filed into the room, so Adin quickly put the peas on the table and walked back to where Legacy stood.
“Don’t you look pretty, Legacy,” Rose said, smiling as she put the platter she was carrying on the table. “Doesn’t she look pretty, Dinny?” 
“Yes, ma’am,” he replied, but he looked at Legacy as he said it. “You look beautiful,” he mouthed to her.
“Thanks,” she whispered. “You look very handsome yourself.”
“Thanks.”
“Let’s take a seat,” Myrha said.
Adin pulled out a chair for Legacy, and as he seated himself, she didn’t miss him pulling his chair a little closer to her.
As the food was passed around, Legacy didn’t doubt that everyone noticed the permanent smiles plastered on Adin’s face and her face and the stolen glances at each other. The dinner conversation flowed naturally with everyone jumping in. When Rose would speak, she seemed to glow. She’d witnessed Adin’s despair firsthand, and now, with him smiling and enjoying himself, his grandmother seemed to share in his happiness.
When Adin finished eating, he slipped his hand under the table and onto her knee. She tried not to gasp, but she couldn’t help glancing at him. Their eyes met, and he smiled at her, squeezing her knee. She’d done really well throughout the dinner not staring at him, but as she looked at him, she just couldn’t seem to tear her eyes away. She was home. With him, she was home.
“Oh, Legacy,” Olive said suddenly. Legacy unwillingly looked in her direction, and she noticed that Adin looked at her too. “I forgot to tell you. The police called this morning when you were in the shower. You know that guy who attacked you?” Adin’s head snapped in Legacy’s direction, but she just nodded at her. “He was found dead last night.”
“What?” She barely whispered, incredulous.
Olive didn’t have an opportunity to respond.
“What is she talking about?” Adin asked her at the same time.
“Ummm…some guy, er, grabbed me and tried to hurt me at a basketball game.”
She heard a gasp and looked around the room. She didn’t know if it was Myrha or Rose. Both looked at her with panicked eyes.
But they weren’t the only ones. Adin’s eyes were also alarmed, but there was another emotion struggling to dominate his reaction—and that emotion was rage.
The rage brewing in his eyes tugged at her memory, making a distant memory fly to the forefront of her mind. “You don’t think I’m going to let him get away with hurting you like that, do you?” River had said to her the day after Casey’s attacks. Only she hadn’t had an opportunity to press him about it since he was eager to work on her shocking ability.
And now Casey was dead, and River was conveniently out of town.
Would he? Could he? 
She felt the blood fall out of her face. She knew there were no coincidences.
“How did he die?” she asked quickly.
“Um, the police said he was attacked by an animal while he was out camping with some friends.”
“W-what kind of animal?”
“The other guys didn’t get a good look. They think it was a bear, though.”
Legacy and Olive seemed to be the only two people coherent enough to speak at the moment. Rose and Myrha still looked panicked. Adin’s rage was winning over his panic, and Lissa was staring at Olive in disbelief she’d brought it up now.
Legacy frowned at Olive. “A bear?”
“That’s what they think. But it was dark. They saw the huge animal like creature drag him into the woods, and when they found his body, he’d been mauled.”
She shuddered as she envisioned the assault of her attacker, knowing this had to have been deliberate. She was having a hard time processing this, but she didn’t have long to try.
Adin’s head shot to Rose. “We have to make sure it wasn’t a god who tried to destroy her.”
“He’s dead now, Dinny. It doesn’t matter?” she said evenly.
“Yes, it does! We have to know what family he belonged to. If he came here to destroy her, then he may not be the only one who knows. There could be others!”
Legacy didn’t really think about him taking the news like this. He’d jumped to the wrong conclusion about her attack, and she needed to set him straight. “I don’t think he was a god,” she whispered, looking down at her fidgety fingers.
“Why?” he asked a little too brusquely as his head snapped in her direction.
She looked up at him and sighed. “Because he didn’t try to kill me.”
“But you just said—”
“He came on to me before the game, Adin, and I brushed him off. When it was over, he grabbed me and pulled me under the bleachers. His intent was not to kill,” she said awkwardly.
The rage on Adin’s face morphed into horror as the reality of her attack sank in.
“Oh, Legacy,” he whispered, pulling her into a hug. “Oh my God.”
“I’m fine,” she muttered against his chest. “Nothing happened.” 
He wasn’t soothed. He just held her tightly as he shook his head until he was finally able to pull away.
“Tell me what happened,” he said, his hands staying on her face.
She took a deep breath and started from the beginning. Adin’s expressions alternated between horror and rage as she recalled the incident, taking it particularly hard when she described how rough Casey was with her. He continued holding her face, staring at her in silence even after she was finished with the gory details. After what seemed like several minutes, she couldn’t take it anymore.
“What are you thinking?”
His eyes grew cold. “I was thinking he got what he deserved, but it’s unfortunate I wasn’t the one to end him.” He spoke with true conviction.
“Adin!” Myrha chided.
He didn’t seem to hear her. Or he didn’t care. 
“I…I’d rather not talk about this anymore,” she said quickly.
He nodded stiffly. He wouldn’t talk about it anymore, but she could tell he was far from ready to forget about it.
“How was your trip?” she asked to try and force him to think about something else.
“Fine.” His answer was too swift.
Rose stood up and grabbed some plates. Myrha, Lissa, and Olive took her lead. As soon as the room was clear, she sighed.
“Let’s go talk somewhere else.”
He nodded, stood up, took her hand, and guided her out of the dining room. He took her to his bedroom, and she sat on his bed while she watched him pace, getting angrier by the minute.
“Adin,” she said softly.
“I never should have left!”
She knew he was mad, but she didn’t think he’d feel guilty for not being there for her. His anger wasn’t directed toward Casey. It was directed toward himself.
“No, Adin. Don’t do this. It’s not your fault some jerk tried to have his way with me.”
Her words made him flinch.
“I should have been there.”
“I wouldn’t have let you.” She’d needed to play River, and she knew there was no way she would’ve been able to do that with Adin watching. It was hard enough doing what she’d done just thinking Adin knew she was spending more time with River.
He stopped and looked at her incredulously. A flicker of light flashed in the coldness of his eyes.
“You know I
wouldn’t have,” she whispered, standing up. She walked over to him and slid her hands around his back. Adin held her tightly, almost painfully.
“I know,” he breathed. “I-I just…it’s just the thought of—”
“Don’t,” she whispered against his chest. “It’s over. Besides, I’d rather be talking about happier things.”
He sighed. “You’re right.” Leaning down, he kissed the top of her head and left his head buried in her hair. It took him awhile to let go of the news he’d just heard. “So what are we going to do about us?” he asked, and his tone was much softer now.
She stepped back and looked up into his penetrating eyes. “I think…we should do whatever we want,” she said with a small smile.
Adin’s hands slid up to her face and he kissed her. She held him tightly as he walked her over to his bed, not breaking the kiss.
When Adin’s mouth left hers and started kissing her neck, she murmured, “Okay. Maybe doing whatever we want wasn’t the right thing to suggest just yet.”
He chuckled as he pulled away. “Legacy, I’m not going to make love to you…yet.” He smiled, stepping up to her, his hand brushing her cheekbones. “I still think we should wait until our unwanted bonds are dealt with, and we’re perfectly alone. No matter how much I may want you, I still want to do the right thing. But,” he said in a humorous tone, “I have thought a lot about it.” 
He stepped away and sat on the bed. She sat beside him. 
“Once I got the agony of our breakup controlled—it never went away,” he said quickly, looking at her, “but when I got it controlled and I was in my right mind again, I realized we would still have a future together, so I found myself thinking about being with you in every possibly way again, as if we’d never broken up.”
He seemed almost embarrassed confessing this.
“Adin, I—”
He didn’t let her finish. He gently pressed his lips to hers and kissed her again. “I just don’t want you pushing me away anymore.” 
“I didn’t push you away last night,” she murmured.
He sighed. “You started to.”
“Yeah, because I was trying to do the right thing,” she said playfully.
Matching her playful tone, he said, “Oh, you did do the right thing. Very, very right thing.” Then he kissed her again.
“You have got to start exercising some willpower. We’ve already established I have none.”
Adin shook his head with a playful grin. Then he grabbed her and yanked her up against his chest, quickly, suddenly, touching his lips to hers. “Who cares about willpower?” he asked, and kissed her.
But that quick motion and thinking about willpower made her think about other powers—well, not powers—Adin’s skills, actually. She knew he was faster than the average human and strong enough to do some serious damage to River’s face. Granted, River hadn’t ascended when they’d had their fight, but he was much bigger than Adin.
She pulled away and gazed into his eyes. “Can I ask you something?”
“Anything,” he murmured.
“Why are you fast and strong? You didn’t really explain that to me before.”
He sighed and shut his eyes. After a few seconds, he took a deep breath and opened them. “I’m not entirely sure. My dad has some theories, but they’re just guesses. What I do know is my mother is mortal, and my dad is not. I figured I got traits from both of them.” He shrugged.
“So your dad is fast and strong like you?” she mused.
“Yes.”
“But he’s a god.”
He gave one short nod. “Yes.”
“I wonder why you didn’t ascend,” she mumbled, more to herself.
“Sweetheart, there are people all over the world that descended from Greek gods that don’t know where they came from. Those people just think they have special skills. The difference between those people and me is that I know where I came from.”
He was right. She remembered River telling her about this when he’d first told her about Greek mythology. But she hadn’t really thought about explaining Adin’s skills this way. It did make sense, though.
He leaned his forehead against hers and whispered, “So I’m strong enough to protect the both of us.” She nodded against his head, not saying anything. “When you suggested doing whatever we want, did you mean you want to get back together?”
“You know I want to be with you,” she whispered as she rubbed her hands on his chest.
“I know, but if we’re doing whatever I want, then we’re getting back together. Officially, I mean.”
“I still don’t know what to think about the prophecy and the chance that I might kill you myself,” she muttered.
“We can figure it out together. As long as we’re together, we can handle anything. Just say the word, Legacy,” he breathed, and she could feel his body trembling in anticipation, waiting for the confirmation he’d longed to hear ever since she’d broken his heart.
She looked up at him and smiled. “Together.”
Adin kissed her suddenly, holding her tightly. As he pulled away, he whispered, “Forever.”
 


Chapter Eighteen
 
River was late.
He’d gotten back this morning, and he and Legacy had made plans to talk this afternoon. He wanted to go back to the cliffs at the river, and she had a pretty good idea why. He’d taken her there the night they’d gone out on their date. She figured he hoped the locale would somehow soften the blow or change her mind completely.
But she knew he still had no idea why she was putting an end to their romantic exploration.
She waited, sitting on the couch, strumming her fingernails on the end table, feeling the anxiety of the inevitable conversation build. Lissa walked in and saw how tense she was.
“Legacy, you’re doing the right thing by coming clean with him.”
“I know.”
Legacy had told Lissa and Olive about her intentions, and they were both pleased. But both of them seemed slightly apprehensive about her getting back together with Adin. Neither one voiced any concerns, but she could see the worry in their eyes. They knew what kind of risk they were taking getting back together, and she knew their fears were because of the prophecy and the course of her change.
She heard River’s Mercedes pull into the driveway and sighed.
“Don’t forget your jacket. It’ll be even colder on the cliffs,” Lissa said.
Legacy nodded, grabbed her jacket, and threw it on as she ran out of the house.
River was walking toward the house when she came out.
“I’m sorry I’m late.”
“Oh, it’s okay.”
He turned around in front of her and walked back to his car, opening her door.
Once he got in and they were on the road, she figured they’d start talking.
They didn’t.
She could see River from the corner of her eye, and he looked so uneasy. Part of her wanted to try and ease his concerns, but the other part of her realized that’d be a mistake. This would not be easy on either of them. She shouldn’t pretend it would be.
Once they arrived at the cliffs, River walked her to the boulder they’d sat on when they were here last time.
With a heavy sigh, he said, “Okay, Legacy, let me have it.”
His comment threw her off. She didn’t know what to say to that. “Er, what do you mean?” She needed clarification. Did he already know what she was about to tell him? Had he known all along that she was playing him because of what he’d done to her? She remembered the day after her attack, thinking he could read minds. She’d discredited that thought when she realized he was reading auras, energies, but maybe she discredited it too soon. 
“You’re pushing me away. Your energy was pushing me away when I came to tell you I had to leave town. You hadn’t done that in weeks. Well, not unless we were kissing. I know your mind is set.”
“You’re right,” she whispered, looking down. Again with the wild imagination about River reading minds. She needed her brain checked. She was just paranoid, but she had every right to be. He had lied to her. He’d broken her trust. She had forgiven him, but he didn’t even know she was mad at him to begin with.
He looked at her, waiting for her to continue.
She shook her head while she stared at him. She needed to find the strength to tell him.
“Look,” he whispered. “I know you don’t want to be involved with me right now. You don’t have to say it. I can feel it. I just don’t understand why.”
Right now? So that was why he wasn’t fiercely arguing his side, trying to persuade her to give him another chance. Of course. He believed in the prophecy. He knew she wanted to keep Adin alive, and as long as Adin was alive, she’d be with River. He always expected they’d be together someday.
It wasn’t fair. She knew it, but his little bit of hope for that dreadful prophecy gave her the strength she was searching for. “I never wanted to be with you, River.” The words stung her more than she’d anticipated.
He gaped at her, stunned.
“I was getting back at you for what you did. I just couldn’t do it anymore.” She looked away from him.
“What?” he barely whispered.
She looked at him, his green eyes alone, not matching hers, not matching anything on this brown and gray cliff. The look on his face would have meant victory for her a few weeks ago. Now, she was just as agonized as he.
She couldn’t help herself. She started crying. “I’m sorry,” she muttered as she covered her face.
River took her arms and pulled her hands down. “What are you talking about?” His question wasn’t one of shock or desperation. It was controlled. He was feeling her out. He knew she knew some things he didn’t want her to know, but rather than confess them, he was waiting to see what he needed to confess to.
That sparked her anger.
She jumped off the boulder and stared down at him. “I know about Venus!”
His eyes shut in defeat.
“Say something!”
“I’m sor—”
“Don’t! I don’t want you to apologize. Do you have any idea what you put me through? You betrayed me! My best friend! I was so angry, so hurt that I wanted to make you suffer. I wanted you to pay for what you did me. Not only have you acted like a monster, but you’ve turned me into one too!”
“I—”
“Shut up! I hated you for what you did me.” Her chin started quivering and her throat closed. “I—”
River stood up and stroked her shoulders. “I’m sorry,” he said softly.
“I don’t want to hear that!” She stepped away from him. “I want to hear why. Why did you do that to me?” she cried. “You saw the pain I went through. You had to know that would happen.”
River took a step toward her, but she stepped back.
“Legacy, when you were in the hospital …” He hesitated, shaking his head. “I never knew what pain truly was until you were hurt. I didn’t like Adin being there. Being the one to hold you and comfort you. I knew it wasn’t about me, of course, but I still didn’t like it. When he told me about himself, about his Greek god heritage, I mean, it was my window of opportunity. I knew if I found the likeness of the goddess Adonis was linked to, I might have a chance with you.”
“But you believed in the prophecy,” she cried. “You didn’t have to tear my heart out in the process of ripping out his.”
“I-I know, baby.” River took another step forward. She didn’t move this time. “I wasn’t even sure she existed. I never dreamed it’d be as easy as it was to find her. I didn’t have time to second guess the decision. After I found her and set this into motion, I felt horrible.” 
“Then why didn’t you tell me?”
He grimaced. “Because I…” he said softly looking away from her. Then he looked up with fierce eyes. “Because I love you!”
“So you lied to me,” she said incredulously. “You bringing Venus here is what altered my change. I know you know that!”
“I know,” he said, disarmed and defeated. “That’s why I was so determined to make sure you harnessed your abilities. I hoped if I could speed up your progress, your course would be corrected.”
“But you didn’t stop at just Venus, did you?” she snapped, and he stared at her again, measuring her up, trying to determine what she all she knew.
She wasn’t going to give in this time. “You need to come clean. Now.”
He stared at her while the indecision in his eyes faltered. “Fine!” he roared, stalking right up to her. “I was the one who put the snakes in Adin’s car. I was the one who put them on your porch. I was the one who let Spike loose when you stayed over at Calli’s. I think I was the one who put the snake in the forest when we were searching for him—I can’t be sure about that one because it would’ve been the first time I was able to do that. And there’s probably a lot more I just can’t think of right now. I’ve done a lot of bad shit!”
His sudden confession and proximity left her speechless. She’d already guessed most of what he’d said. After a moment of deliberation, she realized he left out one confession that she had assumed he was responsible for.
“Did you kill Casey?”
“What?” He’s eyes got really big.
“Casey’s dead. He was supposedly mauled by a bear when you were out of town. Did you do it?”
“No,” he said curtly. “But I would have.”
She looked away, shaking her head. She didn’t come here to argue with him. She came here to clean the air. “I don’t want to fight with you. I just wanted to tell you I knew what you did and to confess my scheme.” She looked up at him and sighed. “And to tell you I’m sorry for what I did and that I forgive you, too.”
River’s expression softened as he stared at her.
“I understand if you’re angry with me about what I did to you,” she said quickly. “You have every right to be. No matter how much I felt justified at the time, it still didn’t give me the right to play with your emotions like that.”
River smiled. “I knew you were up to something. I just thought you were giving me attention to keep Adin safe.”
“I told you that wasn’t true.”
“I know, but your energy told me otherwise. Well, not about keeping Adin safe, but you were very determined. It didn’t make sense to me then. It does now.” He was still smiling softly.
“But you’re not mad at me?” she asked, bewildered. 
“No,” he breathed, stepping closer.
“But you knew I was playing you?”
“Yes.” Another step.
“Why?” She couldn’t even begin to comprehend this. “Why didn’t you stop me?”
“Because you weren’t really playing me, baby. You wanted to be with me.” He stepped closer. “You still do.”
She stepped back. “No, I don’t.”
He stepped closer. “Legacy, you can’t hide your energy from me. You may think you know what you want, but I can feel what you really believe. You love me. If you weren’t so scared of that fact, you’d have already told me by now. You kinda already did in my bedroom the other night.”
She stared at him as her heart raced. He wasn’t wrong exactly. “I’m back with Adin now.”
River shrugged, stepping closer. He was right in front of her now.
“I don’t want to be with you,” she mumbled, wondering why she couldn’t find the sound of her voice.
“Then tell me you don’t love me,” he said causally, as if they were discussing something trivial.
“I don’t love you,” she said, looking away.
He cupped her chin, pulling her gaze back to his. “Tell me to my face.” His hand was gentle but unyielding.
“I-I don’t love you…like that.”
“Like what?” he ask, his eyes penetrating hers. Gods, he could be so frustrating.
She shut her eyes to free herself from his stare. “What do you want me to say? Just that I love you?” She opened her eyes and took a deep breath. “I do. I love you. I have loved you for awhile now.” She knocked his hand off her face and walked away. She turned back around, and he looked triumphant, which fueled her former anger. “That’s why your betrayal hurt me so much! You’re my best friend, and I loved you like a best friend, River.”
His victorious look faded as sadness crept into his expression. “I really am sorry about that.”
She didn’t want to delve back into what he’d done and how she’d retaliated. She sighed and stepped toward him again. “I think we should start over. There’ve been too many lies between us. I want a fresh, clean—”
The roar of a Porsche 911 Turbo distracted her. Distracted her because she knew who was pulling into the parking lot, even though she could not see it. From where they were, the lot was hidden from view. She turned toward the sound, expecting to see Adin stalking over the hill toward them any minute.
She was wrong.
As soon as the engine cutoff, she saw Adin run at inhuman speed toward River. If there were any people around, it would have looked to them like Adin appeared out of thin air. He shoved River to the ground several feet away from Legacy, his hand on River’s throat, choking him.
“You sorry piece of shit. I should have killed you before!” Adin punched him in the face. “A mistake I intend to fix!” He punched him again.
“Adin!” Legacy screamed, running toward them.
River’s eyes flew from one direction to another and a powerful gust of wind knocked Adin off him. River jumped to his feet, rubbing his throat and coughing.
Adin jumped up and lunged for him, but River straightened up in time to punch Adin’s fist away. Then they both started taking swings at each other. Connecting and connecting. When one would land too far away, the other would be right there to take another hit.
“Stop!” she pleaded.
“Legacy?” she heard Lissa yell from behind her.
She turned around, and Lissa and Olive were running down the small hill to where they were.
“I’m sorry,” Lissa said when they got closer. “Adin came over to see you. Since you got back together and were coming clean with River, I figured you’d already brought Adin up to speed on everything. He wondered what was taking you so long, so I commented that you and River had a lot to discuss since he was the reason Venus was here.” She paused, looking over at the fight. “I-I didn’t know Adin wasn’t aware of what River had done!”
She didn’t have time to talk to Lissa. She turned back around and ran toward the fight.
“You tried to ruin my life!” Adin roared as he pummeled River’s face.
River struck Adin in the kidney, stunning him enough to get the upper hand again.
“How is Venus by the way?” River asked sarcastically as he punched Adin in the face.
Adin bellowed as he knocked River off him and started hitting River. “You’ll never stop until you have Legacy all to yourself!” he backhanded River, but that just seemed to make him mad.
River bucked Adin off him, and they were both standing. They kept fighting, hitting each other wherever they could make contact.
“Please!” she begged, running after them. She could see and keep up with them, but they were too crazed to hear her. “Stop!”
“She trusted you!” Adin shouted in River’s face.
“And she forgave me!” River yelled back, hitting Adin.
Legacy couldn’t take it anymore. She forced herself in between them and pushed them off each other. But the anger she felt radiated out into her hands. She felt the tingling feeling pulsate as she pressed against both of them. She had her eyes shut, and she screamed as she pushed them away.
She knew she shocked them both. She didn’t care. But when she opened her eyes, neither was in sight. She whirled around, searching. She couldn’t find either one. She only saw Lissa and Olive exchange frantic looks. Then she saw River fly up over the edge of the cliff, soaked with river water.
Legacy gasped in horror. They were on a cliff, and she’d just shocked Adin and River. She had apparently shocked River with enough force to push him over the edge, and Adin wasn’t in sight.
River stared at her, water sluicing off him as he wiped his face.
Oh, no. Oh, no, no, no.
“Adin!” she screamed as she searched, running toward the edge of the cliff.
River turned around and looked over the edge in a blindingly fast move, and then he looked back at her with the most horrific, terrified, agonized expression she’d ever seen. He looked so quickly that she was still running toward the edge when he looked back at her.
River ran toward Legacy, catching her before she could reach the edge. “Adin!” she screamed, but her voice choked off.
She fought against River’s locked embrace. He winced as she shocked him all over his body trying to free herself. If Adin was hurt…
“No!” she screamed hysterically, twisting and writhing, making them fall to the ground. But River held onto her, refusing to let go.
She stopped trying to shock him, and she started hitting him as she cried and screamed, but River just grabbed her wrists, so she couldn’t hit him anymore.
“L-let me go! Damn you!”
“No, baby,” River said, his voice strangled.
She screamed with a force so powerful that she shocked him off her and caused the ground to shake below them. The wind howled ferociously and dark clouds rolled in.
She saw River contorting in agony as she tried to get up. But she couldn’t. Her limbs wouldn’t work. She fell back to the ground, her legs too weak to hold her up. She crawled toward the edge while she screamed and cried. Lissa and Olive were already at the edge looking over, crying.
Before she could reach them, River was back on his feet, and he jumped in front of her. She thought he was going to restrain her again, but he didn’t. Once he was in front of her, he lunged himself off the cliff.
Shocked, she stopped crawling and sat up on her knees.
Within seconds, River was spinning up and over the edge of the cliff with something in his hands.
“No!” Legacy pleaded to the gods above.
It was Adin.
His body.
“No. No. No!”
River laid Adin’s, mangled, bloody body on the ground several feet away from her. His lifeless eyes staring heavenward, frozen in death.
She cried out, covering her face with one hand, holding her stomach with the other. She felt like someone was ripping out all her insides through the sudden, gaping hole in her heart.
“This isn’t happening. This isn’t happening. This isn’t happening,” she chanted over and over, and rocked herself back and forth. Then she crawled toward him, her face hanging down, watching her hands guide her to his location. No one stopped her. Now that she wasn’t trying to run toward the edge of the cliff, everyone was letting her near him.
When she reached his body, she threw her arms over him, crying uncontrollably. He wasn’t wet at first—he must have hit the rocks and not the river—but her tears soaked through his shirt as she clung helplessly to the love of her life. To the life that once belonged to her. To the life she had lost. To the life she had taken.
This was her fault. All her fault. She’d been warned if she stayed with Adin, she’d kill him. She tried breaking up with him to save his life, but she was too selfish to stay away. She wanted him all to herself. 
She shocked him off the cliff. She knew she was going to shock him to stop the fight. She didn’t think about the repercussions. 
And she’d ended up killing him.
She cried and cried and cried as she squeezed against Adin’s lifeless body.
No warning. No goodbyes. No more love.
After several minutes, she heard someone approach.
“Legacy?” Lissa said hoarsely. “We have to go.”
“I-I’m not going a-a-anywhere!”
 “She’s right, Legacy,” Olive said. “You can’t be here when Hades gets here.”
Her head snapped up. “W-what do you mean?”
“Adin is gone,” Lissa answered for her. “Hades is the god of the underworld. He’ll be coming here to retrieve him.”
“I-I don’t care,” she mumbled, easing her forehead onto Adin’s. She cried over him, looking at his pale face as her tears landed on his cheeks. “If-if Adin’s going to the underworld, then so am I.”
“No!” River yelled, walking over to her. “I’ll force you away if I have to.” His agonized tone was filled with determination to keep her safe.
She glared up at him. “Don’t you dare touch me!” she screamed so loud that spit flew from her mouth and the air swirled around her.
Lissa leaned down and stroked her hair away from Legacy’s face. “Legacy, we have to go. We have a lot of things to deal with, and we can’t do that here. Adin is dead.”
She cried out, screaming.
“Think about your mother, Legacy. She wanted you to have a better destiny than Persephone did. If you stay here and let Hades have you, it’d destroy her. You have to fight. That’s what Adin would’ve wanted.”
Adin’s words came back to her. He’d once told her he’d rather her be with a monster than with Hades. She knew how much he hated River, but no matter how much he hated River, he even more so hated the idea of Hades capturing her. She knew there was no way she could leave Adin on her own right now, but the reminder of his words gave her the strength she needed to walk away.
She kept crying as she slowly stood up.
She turned toward Lissa, and collapsed in her arms, sobbing. Lissa walked her to the car while she stumbled over her feet. She figured River and Olive were coming too, but she didn’t look to see. She didn’t care. She didn’t care about anything. She kept her face covered as she cried the whole way home. She could smell Adin’s scent on her hands from where she’d been touching him, so she kept her hands there. She couldn’t smell him on her clothes since she was covered in his blood.
When she got home, she saw River walking beside her, snowflakes drifting toward the ground as she wept. He opened the door for them and followed them up to her room. Lissa pulled down the covers, and Legacy crumpled into the bed.
She heard Lissa mumble something to River, but Legacy tuned her out. She didn’t care what she had to say. She didn’t care what anybody had to say at this point. She had nothing left to care about. She barely acknowledged when River climbed into her bed facing her. He stroked her hair, but as soon as he touched her, she blocked him out. She cried for what seemed like hours, but she really had no concept of time at this point. The agony made time stand as still as stone.
As her present round of crying eased to a level that was slightly less than hysteria, she became a little more aware she wasn’t alone in her bed, remembering River was with her.
She didn’t know why, but she looked up at him. He was still a little damp, stinking like fishy river water, his hair matted, and his face battered, bruised, bloodied. But the worst part was he was crying. He had silent tears streaming down his face.
His sadness added another ache to her bleeding heart.
“H-hold me, p-please,” she begged. She needed his arms around her, comforting her. She needed to know everything was going to be okay.
But she knew everything wasn’t okay.
River scooted closer to her and wrapped his arms around her. His crying was silent no more. “I’m so sorry, Legacy. I-I don’t even know w-what to say,” he said, squeezing her tightly.
She couldn’t speak even if she wanted to. She had nothing to say. There was nothing that she could do or think or say that could make this nightmare go away.
She continued to sob against River’s chest as he held her with one arm and stroked her hair with his free hand, trying to console her through his own misery. 
River was upset for many reasons. Because of what had happened to Adin. Because of the role he’d played in Adin’s death. Because of how she would react to River now for that very reason. Because of what Adin’s death did to her and what it would do to her as acceptance settled in after her grief left. Though she’d never let go of that grief. Ever. The raw feeling would consume her until her dying day.
But she also knew River was upset for a much greater reason to him. He believed in the prophecy. He always had. The prophecy was she’d be with River as long as Adin stayed alive. Now that Adin was dead, she knew River was upset because what that meant for the two of them.
She was crying over her loss of Adin.
River was crying over his loss of Legacy.
They were no longer bonded by the prophecy that held them in its grip for over seven months. River and Legacy’s prophesied bond was no more.
Because Adin was dead.
 
 
 
 
 
The End
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