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PREFACE



Retribution kicks off a new series that takes place several years after the original Lost Children Trilogy. Though this series stands alone, for full enjoyment, readers may wish to read the previous trilogy (Forgotten, Remembered, and Reborn) before beginning any books in the Lost Children World.
All books in the Lost Children Trilogy are available individually or as a complete Kindle Box Set. They can be found by clicking here.




CHAPTER ONE



Warm, dry air swirled around the classroom, hinting at summer. I tapped my finger against my desk. My professor’s voice droned around me, like a buzzing fly I couldn’t swat away.
“Lena! Shh!” My best friend, Grace, sat beside me. Her blue eyes flashed daggers my way.
I smiled wanly and stopped my incessant fidgeting. “Sorry.”
Grace straightened and turned primly to listen intently as Professor Dillinger continued his lecture.
Everything in me wanted to roll my eyes at my teacher’s nasally words.
Professor Dillinger was my least favorite university professor. Just last week, I’d watched as he made another pass at one of my classmates. She was a freshman, like me, but only eighteen—unlike my ripe old age of twenty-three.
When our professor, who had to be at least forty years old, called her to his desk, most of my classmates had already left. I was still fighting to get my supplies in my backpack as everything threatened to fall out again.
From the back of the classroom, I’d watched as he’d approached her.
I knew Professor Dillinger had no idea I was still there, judging by his brazen moves.
My classmate had been visibly nervous. She’d run her hands through her long blond hair while shifting her weight from foot to foot. Professor Dillinger had stepped close enough to brush against her while telling her she’d need to improve her grades if she wanted to pass his class. He’d then invited her to his office for one-on-one coaching.
I’d snorted. Unfortunately, neither of them had heard me.
I’d seen him pull this stunt on two other women during the semester. The one who hadn’t gone for one-on-one coaching had cried to her friends after he gave her a D on our last term paper. However, the one who had gone received an A, but I couldn’t help noticing that her eyes were now downcast whenever he looked her way. She also sat in the back of the class. Before, she’d sat in the front.
“What a creep,” I muttered under my breath.
Grace gave me a sharp look.
This time, I did roll my eyes.
By the time the lecture finished, Grace was fuming.
“Really, Lena!” She collected her binder and placed it neatly in her bag, on top of her textbooks. The rest of our classmates were standing around us, packing their things. The rustle of papers and buzz of conversation increased.
“You could at least pretend to pay attention!” Grace carefully zippered her backpack closed and flipped her blond hair out of the way before slinging the pack over her shoulder.
Since she was a few inches taller than me, I had to look up to see her. I muttered a sound of disgust. “It’s hard for me to do that when the guy’s the biggest douchebag in the world.”
Crossing her arms, Grace frowned. “But you don’t have any proof that he’s done the things you claim. It could all be a misunderstanding.”
“A misunderstanding?” I ran an agitated hand through my long red curls. “Really, Grace. How can you say that? I told you what I’ve seen, and he has a—”
I cut myself off just in time.
It wasn’t the first time I’d almost alluded to Grace about my extrasensory ability. Luckily, I’d stopped myself each time, but still, it was hard. Grace was my best friend. I was very comfortable with her and told her everything.
Well . . . almost everything.
She had no idea about that side of me. Nobody outside of my family did. Father was so terrified of our secrets being exposed that he’d raised us to never tell a soul. Still . . . keeping that part of my life a secret was proving to be harder than I’d expected.
I folded my notes in half and stuffed them into the front of my backpack. Looking around for my pen, I frowned when I couldn’t find it.
Grace bent over and picked my pen up off the floor. “Here. You dropped it ten minutes ago.”
“Oh, thanks.” I stuffed it into the pocket with my notes.
“You better zipper that.” She pointed at my bag. “Those notes are already falling out.”
“Oh. Crap.” Sliding my pack off, I grumbled at my escaping papers. With careful attention, I zipped it closed. “There. Done.” I grinned.
Grace smiled approvingly.
“We better go.” Grace nodded toward the line between the lecture-hall seats. Our classmates were slowly filtering to the back of the room and out the door. A hum of conversation swirled around us as people chatted with their friends.
As Grace and I made our way out of the lecture hall, I turned to see if the professor had cornered anyone. A relieved sigh escaped me that he hadn’t.
Professor Dillinger stood alone near the whiteboard. He’d pulled out a few things from his bag and had sat them on his desk. His cell phone and a pack of Marlborough Lights were visible.
I switched my vision, activating the part of my brain that was dormant in others, just as Professor Dillinger picked up his phone.
My teacher’s cloud appeared. The dark-gray aura swirled around his shoulders, dipping and flowing as if caught in a breeze.
With a flick of my mind, I pulled his cloud off his body and molded it into a tiny energy ball. The cloud crackled. It was an infinitesimal amount of energy, since it was a single cloud, but it would do.
I carefully manipulated my energy ball toward Professor Dillinger’s pants and with precise movements lowered the zipper on his fly.
The professor continued swiping something on his smart phone. The phone was only inches from his face. He was none the wiser that his tighty-whities were visible for the world to see.
With a satisfied smile, I dispersed the energy and turned my attention back to the line before I followed Grace out the door.
Outside, the springtime Colorado sun shone down on us. Scents of freshly cut grass hung in the air. In the distance, a lawn mower hummed. The campus’s grounds crew was everywhere as they planted flowerbeds and rode lawnmowers.
Around us, other university students ambled by or power walked to their next lecture. The buzz of so many people made me smile.
Grace hitched her pack up higher on her shoulder and checked her phone. “Since we have fifteen minutes till our next class, do you want to grab a smoothie? I’m starving.”
I perked up at the mention of food. “Sure!”
Heading toward Broadway, I pulled out my phone to check my messages. A smile lifted my lips when I saw one from Flint.
When are you going to be home, babe?
I quickly typed in a reply. One more class, so maybe an hour?
Good. I want you.
A flush crept up my neck. A tingle in my belly came next. Just the thought of Flint’s large hands running over my body did that. Every time. My body hummed in anticipation.
Looking forward to it.
“Is that your dreamy lover boy texting you?” Grace smiled and gave me a side-eye.
I laughed and put my phone away. “Maybe.”
She pulled open the door to the smoothie shop. “Let me guess. He’s wondering when you’ll be home?”
I bit my cheek to stop my smile. “Something like that.”
We stepped inside. A blast of air from the HVAC system ruffled the wild curls around my face. I pulled out my wallet and stepped up to the counter so we could order.
When it came to paying, I beat Grace to the register.
She grumbled beside me and tucked her wallet back into her purse. Her blond hair fell in front of her face, hiding what I knew were pink cheeks. “You don’t have to always pay for me, Lena.”
“I know. I know.” When the smoothie shop employee handed me back my credit card, I shoved it into my purse without bothering to find my wallet. “But you know how it is. My trust fund can handle it. Besides, I have a better paying part-time job than you.”
Grace took our smoothies from the employee’s outstretched hands. I grabbed my strawberry mango and sighed in contentment after the first sip.
“But I’ll never be able to pay you back.” She plopped down at an open table and pushed aside the newspaper that lay on it.
“You don’t have to.” Dropping my bag at my feet, I took another sip of the cool smoothie.
Sighing, she elbowed me gently. “Thanks, bestie.”
I elbowed her back. “No probs, bestie.”
She giggled.
It wasn’t the first time Grace had been embarrassed about me paying for her things. I was sure it wouldn’t be the last. But even though she was up to her ears in student loans, she still insisted she could pay her way. I was the one who wouldn’t let her.
Since Father had awarded me and the other lost children in my family—Flint, Jacinda, Di, Mica, Jet, Jasper, Amber, Susannah, Luke, Edgar, and Raven—with our own trust funds last year, none of us would ever be in need of money. Paying for a smoothie or a concert ticket or a meal out every now and then was the least I could do for my best friend, who struggled to pay her rent each month.
“Hey, did you see this?” Grace flipped open our local newspaper to another article about an attack on campus. “Someone got assaulted again.”
My insides stilled as I skimmed the article. Another woman had come forward after being attacked while walking to her dorm late at night. My cheeks heated with anger.
“That’s the fifth attack this semester.”
Grace gulped a mouthful of her smoothie, her eyebrows knitting together. “It’s scary. It’s almost like . . . I dunno . . . there’s a serial attacker or something around here.”
I took a deep breath and switched my vision. Doing so was an automatic habit. Anytime I felt scared or worried about who might be around me, my vision switched of its own accord.
But all that billowed around us were white and cream-colored clouds. Even people passing on the street had normal-looking clouds, except for the odd few that were grayish.
None were black. That was the telltale sign of an evil person. A serial attacker’s cloud would no doubt be pitch-black.
I shuddered.
“Oh my gosh!” Gracie exclaimed. “We’re going to be late!” She jumped from her seat after checking the time on her phone. Her half-drunk smoothie tipped precariously from her hand.
I’d completely forgotten that we were supposed to hurry to our next lecture. I grabbed my bag and jogged out the door behind her.
But as we raced to our next class with our smoothies gripped tightly in our hands, my mind kept returning to the article in the paper. Each day it seemed more and more likely that a serial attacker lived on campus.
And anyone could be his next target.




CHAPTER TWO



The apartment Flint and I lived in was a mile off campus. I generally walked every day to and from class. Even in the winter.
After growing up in the Forbidden Hills, I didn’t think a walk in the winter was anything out of the ordinary. As kids, my adopted siblings and I would play for hours outside in the freezing cold. That was one of the few forms of entertainment we’d had.
But today was warm even though it was technically still spring. The sun beat down. Sweat beaded on my forehead as my T-shirt stuck to my lower back, where my backpack pressed against it.
In a way, it reminded me of my homeless days from two years before. For several months, after waking in an alleyway with no memories of who I was or what had happened to me, I’d walked everywhere then too, with only my backpack for company. That same pack was hanging from my shoulders.
I smiled as I hopped off the sidewalk to cross the street. A breeze flowed across my skin as I giggled, remembering Jacinda’s horror when I’d refused to buy a new bag for school. One of the zippers on my pack was broken, and I’d had to patch a hole in the bottom of the bag, but it still worked.
And that backpack had been with me through so much. It held more than just my textbooks. It held memories of who I really was.
Two blocks later, I was climbing the steps to our apartment building. Even in town, the Rockies loomed all around us, like gigantic pyramids scattered on a precipice. Their familiar snow-capped peaks betokened cool winds and frosty mornings. At the moment, I felt so hot that I would have lain down in a big pile of snow and buried my face in it.
“You’re home.” Flint’s deep voice greeted me when I stepped into our apartment. He sat on the couch, reading the newspaper. His chestnut hair was tousled as if he hadn’t bothered to brush it.
I smiled and let my backpack fall to the floor. In the next second, the air rustled around me.
Flint stood directly in my path.
Since I was used to his inhuman speed, all I did was fling my arms around him and plop a big kiss on his lips.
“Mmm . . . sweaty.” He chuckled more as I pulled back.
Another giggle worked its way up my throat. “I thought hot and sweaty was your favorite way to have me.”
His eyes darkened. “It is.”
I squealed when he scooped me up with another lightning-fast move. The next thing I knew, he was tossing me onto our king-sized bed before peeling his shirt off in a blurred move.
The sight of Flint’s hard, chiseled chest always got my pulse racing. It did so even more today. Perhaps the lingering frustration over my professor’s unethical behaviors, or my fear over the thought of a serial attacker, or the sight of Flint’s breathtaking physique made me feel the emotions coursing through my chest. Whatever it was, pent-up energy was built up inside me, wanting to be unleashed.
And extracurricular time with my boyfriend in our bedroom seemed like the perfect way to get it out.
~   ~   ~
Thirty minutes later, we lay in a tangle of sheets.
“I’m not the only sweaty one now.” I ran a finger down his chest, making his muscles jump in response.
He gripped my finger gently before turning on his side. Propping his elbow on the bed, he cupped his head and gazed down at me. His dark eyes flecked with gold studied me intently. His firm lips, straight nose, and smooth skin made him so achingly beautiful that my breath stopped.
I expected a smile to tug up his lips. Instead, he frowned.
“Have you seen the newspaper today?” His eyebrows knit together.
“Yeah, I have.”
Letting go of my finger, he pulled me closer to him. “Then you know there was another assault on campus.”
Anger again coiled in my belly, like a snake that wanted to strike. “Yeah. I saw it. That’s the fifth one this semester.”
“Exactly. Maybe I should start picking you up from class. I could skip a few classes to meet you on the days I end after you.”
“You know I can walk myself home just fine.”
He frowned. “I think it would be safer if I joined you.”
I arched an eyebrow and switched my vision. Flint’s pulsing blue, green, and orange cloud came into view. It was larger than normal, having grown from his worry. Pulling his cloud from his shoulders, I disengaged my own cloud and joined it with his.
Only a few seconds had passed from when I’d switched my vision. Flint was still looking at me expectantly for an answer.
Using the cloud, I flicked it behind him and, with a slight shove, smacked his ass.
He jumped.
I buried my head in the pillow so he wouldn’t see my grin.
“Lena . . .” he growled. “Are you trying to make a point?”
I lifted my head to see his annoyed expression.
“Perhaps.” I let the clouds dissipate. They automatically returned to our shoulders. “I know you worry about me, Flint. I get that. Asking you to not worry would be like asking you to stop breathing, so I won’t. But you do know that I can take care of myself. I think I’ve proved that time and time again, so while I’m worried about this guy too, it’s not me I’m worried about. It’s all of the other women on campus that he could catch unawares.”
His scowl didn’t lessen.
I cupped his cheek. “You’d be better off escorting Mica to and from class every day, although I doubt she’d let you.”
Flint grimaced. “She’d probably slug me in the shoulder and tell me to stop following her.”
I laughed.
The twins and Mica also attended the University of Colorado in Boulder. The three of them, Flint, and I were all sophomores, but we were soon to be juniors. The semester would end soon, which meant all of us were officially halfway through college.
“Should we get up and make something to eat?” I asked.
The smoothie I’d had with Grace seemed years ago. And I knew the longer I let Flint dwell on this topic, the more likely he was to start showing up at my classes when they finished. As much as I loved him, I didn’t want him shadowing me everywhere I went.
Flint ran his hand along my hip. His brow furrowed.
I bounded from the bed just as he opened his mouth. “Want to order a pizza?” I asked.
I grabbed one of Flint’s shirts and dashed from the room. In the living room, the newspaper Flint had been reading still lay open to the local news. The same article I’d read earlier flashed across my vision.
I bit my lip. From what the article said, all five women described the man similarly: stocky build, dark hair, and vicious. He’d left all of his victims with more than just bruises and traumatic memories. A few had broken bones and deep cuts.
Tension welled up inside me again. I just hoped the police caught him soon.
~   ~   ~
I met Grace the next day at our usual spot before class. Since we were both studying sociology, we had most of our classes together.
Her long legs dangled from the concrete planter box she’d hopped onto. Bright pansies bloomed behind her. She ate an apple while reading a textbook. I swear she didn’t even know when I approached her. She was that engrossed in it.
I cleared my throat.
Her loud, crunching chewing stopped. When she peeked over the top of the book, her eyes widened. “Oh! I didn’t see you there.”
She hopped off the planter and slipped her backpack over a shoulder. After one last bite of her apple, she tossed the core into a trash can near the curb.
“You’re on time.” From the smile that beamed across her face, she seemed pleased.
“I’m not always late. I believe I was on time three of five days last week.”
Tucking her book into her pack, she raised an eyebrow. “I’d almost think you’re becoming responsible.”
I laughed. “Perhaps I am.”
She giggled and looped her arm through mine. Together, we strolled down the sidewalk to our next class and rounded the corner to enter our building. Another beautiful day in Boulder loomed: clear skies, bright sun, and the hint of summer in the air. A smile spread across my face as I switched my vision.
Aura clouds appeared around the other students bustling along the sidewalks. Most were white or ivory. A few were light gray. Grace’s was bright white—not surprising. That cotton-ball cloud swirling around her shoulders was what had drawn me to her in our freshman year.
The warm and content feeling was still flowing through me when another cloud entered my peripheral vision. Even though it was far away, it stood out among the sea of white, ivory, and dull gray.
Its color made me stop cold.
Black.
Not only pitch-black, but pulsing black. And the cloud around the occupant’s shoulders was growing in size.
That only meant one thing.
I spun in a circle, getting a few disgruntled comments from students who bumped into me from behind. Grace also muttered an expletive since we’d stopped mid-stride in the middle of the sidewalk.
Straightening, I pulled my arm from Grace’s. I shaded my eyes and frantically searched the crowd of students.
There!
The black cloud belonged to a person hurrying away. He appeared to be a man, from his stocky build and broad shoulders. He also had dark hair. I couldn’t see anything else about him. Jeans covered his lower half, and a hooded sweatshirt adorned his top—warm clothes for warm weather. Odd.
“Lena? What the heck are you doing?”
Grace stood at my side, her long blond hair flowing in the breeze. Her hands were on her hips, a frown on her face. The rest of the students entering the building behind us didn’t give me a second glance.
“I . . .” I continued watching the man. With every second that passed, he was escaping, and if his cloud was pulsing, that meant one horrible thing.
He was going to hurt somebody.
I can’t let that happen!
“I have to go, Grace. Fill me in on what I miss!” I took off.
Keeping my vision switched, I sprinted down the sidewalk. Some other students cast me a few peculiar glances. Most didn’t seem to care. They probably thought I was late for a class and running to it.
If only that were the case.
My legs pumped rhythmically as the man rounded a corner, disappearing between two buildings. I couldn’t be sure, but he seemed to be following a woman. She seemed oblivious.
No!
My lungs burned as I caught up to the area where he’d disappeared. Another sidewalk separated these buildings. The tall brick walls rose on either side. Strips of grass lined their perimeters, and birds chirped in the trees above.
For all intents and purposes, the day looked like another normal one on campus as the school year drew to a close.
Where did he go?
I ran down the sidewalk, glancing every which way. When I reached the backs of the buildings, I spun in a circle. More students were mingling about. Some sat on the grass. Others were still walking to class, but the numbers were dwindling. Lectures had started.
“Dammit!” I muttered angrily. I’d lost him.
Hefting my bag up higher on my shoulders, I slung my hands through the straps and debated my options. It was possible he’d followed the girl into one of these buildings. In which case, I could stay out here on the grass, waiting for one of them to emerge.
But that will only work if they exit from one of these doors. If they take a back door out, I wouldn’t know.
Biting my lip, I considered the other option. It was possible he hadn’t followed that woman at all, and it had simply appeared that way, in which case, either he’d entered one of these buildings to attend a class, or he’d begun running when he rounded the corner and by now was long gone.
However, there was one thing I felt
certain of. His cloud had been pitch-black and pulsing. That meant either he was intending to hurt someone soon, or thoughts of hurting someone had been foremost in his mind, manipulating the aura around him.
Either way, my brow furrowed in worry.
On shaky legs, I walked back to class so I could join Grace. I debated calling the police, but what could I say? Hey, I saw a black-clouded man, and since his cloud was pulsing, he’s planning to hurt someone soon.
Yeah. That would go over well.
It didn’t help that I also had to come up with some fabrication to explain my erratic behavior to Grace. It wouldn’t be the first time.
My backpack banged against my lower back as I worried my lower lip.
A memory of the newspaper article I’d read yesterday turned over in my thoughts. A man who repeatedly attacked women was on campus. Everyone knew that. And the man I’d just seen fit his description.
Now, I had to figure out if this black-clouded man was him.




CHAPTER THREE



“You’re certain the person you saw had a malevolent cloud and was intent on doing harm?” Di’s words rolled across the living room in her Denver home. As usual, she wore black from head to toe.
The rest of our non-traditional family, minus Susannah, sat on the couches or floor around her. Father leaned back in his chair, his arms crossed. Outside, gray clouds covered the vast sky. Rain was forecast.
I almost rolled my eyes but stopped myself. Di was just being her thorough self. I shouldn’t have been offended that she was questioning me
again.
Well, not too offended.
“Yes, Di. I’m sure. His cloud was pitch-black and growing. You know as well as I do what that means.”
Flint shifted beside me. His warm side pressed into me, and his unique scent of spicy wood and tangerines wafted toward me. A permanent frown was etched on his features. He’d been looking that way all week, ever since I’d chased the mystery man on campus and come home to tell him about it. And despite my insistence that I didn’t need him to escort me home from class every day, he’d started doing just that.
I inched away from him. We’d had another argument about his over-protectiveness this morning, and again, we came to no firm resolution.
Sighing, I turned my attention back to my family. Since the weekend had arrived, our entire family had met up in Denver—something we often did on our days off. I was thankful that everyone was here. All week I’d been waiting to get their opinions on what I should do regarding the black-clouded man.
“So now what?” Jacinda’s brow puckered. “Do we tell the police or see if we can find him again?”
My half-sister’s back was ramrod straight as she stood near Luke. Long flaxen-colored hair cascaded down her back in thick waves. Since she wore three-inch heels, she almost came to the bridge of Luke’s nose. The rest of her frame looked as it always did. Stylish. Chic. And very supermodel-like.
Only one thing was different about her.
A small bump was prominent through her loose, flowing top. She was five months pregnant.
The werewolf, or “genetically enhanced lupine male,” to be exact, watched my sister with his piercing golden eyes. A low growl emitted from Luke’s throat when Jacinda twisted her hands in worry. Since they’d been a couple for over a year, Luke had grown incredibly protective of my sister, especially since she now carried his child.
“I say we find the bastard,” Luke muttered. His eyes flickered again in a way that made him look inhuman.
“And then what?” Mica chipped in from where she sat on the couch. Her square teeth flashed in a sarcastic smile. “Stroll up to him and ask him why the heck he’s walking around with a black cloud around his shoulders? Oh, and politely ask him if he’s also going around campus attacking women?” She snorted. “Yeah, that will go over really well.”
A bag of chips sat at Mica’s side. She popped one into her mouth. Loud crunches followed.
Jasper chuckled from where he sat by her side, while his twin, Jet, also bit back a laugh. The twins looked identical: stocky builds, curly jet-black hair, and clear blue eyes.
The twins and Mica lived together in Boulder, not far from the apartment Flint and I shared. Like us, they were also university students and had heard the rumors circulating throughout campus of the serial attacker, a rumor that seemed true, given that another assault had occurred last week.
However, the rest of our family resided in Denver. Father lived in his sprawling mansion with Edgar and Amber, whereas Luke, Susannah, and Jacinda lived in a chic condo in the heart of the city. Raven and Di lived in the quiet suburban house we were currently meeting in.
I eyed Di, Raven, and Flint. The full-blooded siblings had a natural affinity to each other. All three of them had olive skin, tall frames, dark eyes, and critical minds. I felt fairly certain that if Flint and I weren’t together, he would have opted to live with Di and Raven in Denver. He could easily have pursued his engineering degree at the university Di attended. But since Flint and I had been together since we were teenagers, I didn’t see that ever happening.
Amber nibbled at a fingernail, her large brown eyes wide under her pixie haircut. She stood near Edgar, the two of them behind Father. Raven and Di’s living room was modest in size and furniture. When we all met here, some of us inevitably stood or sat on the floor.
“What if Lena tries to find him again?” Amber stopped biting her fingernail and stood up straighter. “And then we start following him to see what he’s up to?”
Father frowned. “I know all of you have attributes other people don’t, which could give you the ability to find this man, but this isn’t related to Project Renatus or O’Brien. I’m not sure it’s wise to become involved in something like this. It’s imperative you all hide your gifts from the public.”
I sighed. Father was always worried about us, especially when it came to others finding out about our powers. Who knew what would happen to us if our gifts became general knowledge. Possibly, Father would be locked up since he’d essentially kidnapped us when we were babies. Or maybe we’d be studied against our will.
We didn’t know.
But since those unknowns held so many implications, we’d spent our entire existence hiding. When we were little, Father had hidden us deep in the Forbidden Hills, but that was to keep us safe from his former colleagues at O’Brien Pharmaceuticals. Father, Albert Darlington, and Raven’s former adoptive father, Marcus Christenson, had given all of us our unique powers.
What they’d done was illegal and nefarious, but that was in the past. It couldn’t be changed. Regardless, I wasn’t sure I would have had it any other way, even if we could go back in time. The people in this room were my family. If Father hadn’t brought us up together, who knew what condition we would be in now, if we would have survived our nightmare childhoods at all.
I eyed Flint. My heart beat faster despite our recurrent arguments. If not for Father, I’d have never met Flint.
But . . . up until now, our past had seemed to be just that—our past. We’d never discussed using our extrasensory powers in a coordinated manner again. The last time we’d done that, we’d stormed Marcus’s estate, killed him and his guards, freed Raven, and essentially guaranteed a peaceful existence for ourselves.
But that eventful day had been over eighteen months ago. Whenever I thought about that time, it seemed like a distant dream—almost surreal. And for the first time in my life, I was living like everyone else. My family and I all blended into the public even though none of us were normal humans.
I certainly didn’t want to jeopardize our safety and new way of life, but at the same time, I couldn’t let a man who regularly assaulted women walk free if we had the power to stop him.
I bit my lip. If he is that man, we still don’t have proof he’s anything other than an evil guy.
That thought had been plaguing me all week. Possibly, I was blowing all of this out of proportion. “But his cloud was pulsing. He was up to something,” I muttered the words to myself, getting a raised eyebrow out of Flint.
“We can’t turn a blind eye,” I said more loudly, addressing everyone. “I know you worry about us, Father, but I can’t pretend I didn’t see what I did. If he hurts somebody again, and we had the chance to stop him, how could we live with that?”
Father leaned back in his chair, his brow furrowing. His sharp hazel eyes, deep wrinkles, and gray wispy hair were all so comfortingly familiar. However, since Father had taken the first-generation drugs that had given us our powers, he had slightly enhanced abilities too, as well as permanent injuries.
My words still hung in the air. Everyone shifted in their seats, eyeing each other.
The sound of the front door opening drifted in from the entryway.
“Is that Susannah?” Edgar cocked his head.
I smiled. Each day, Edgar’s strange Cockney accent grew less and less. Since Edgar was safe and free, his behavior had become more normal, his peculiar accent disappearing more each year.
“Hi. Sorry I’m late.” Susannah slipped into the living room and set her bag down. Waist-length black hair hung down her back. That, along with bright-blue eyes, porcelain skin, and a slim build made her an incredibly beautiful young woman. She also looked extremely fragile, like a twig that could be snapped.
But looks could be deceiving.
With a deft flick of her mind, talon-like claws could emerge from Susannah’s fingertips. With one swipe of her hand, Susannah could easily slice open someone’s jugular. In her eagle form, she’d single-handedly killed Marcus.
Luckily, she’d never done anything like that again. After killing Marcus, she’d become calmer and more grounded. Each day she grew less skittish and surer. And similar to Luke and Edgar, she seemed more “normal” every day.
“What did I miss?” she asked, slipping off her flip-flops. Bright-pink nail polish shone on her toes. No doubt, Jacinda had taken her for pedicures again.
Jet leaned back and stretched his arms on the couch back. “We’re currently deciding if we should track some potential psychotic, serial-attacker, black-clouded guy Lena saw on our campus the other day. Either that or leave it be. But you know, since we’re apparently superheroes now, it may be our destiny to track him.” He snickered.
Mica and Jasper laughed.
Susannah sat on the floor, her slim legs crisscrossing beneath her. “Is this about the assaults taking place on Boulder’s campus?”
“That’s the one,” Jet replied.
Susannah wrapped her hands loosely around her ankles. “Do you want me to fly over there and keep an eye on things? I’m off for a few days.”
Susannah had a job at the local movie theater. She’d worked out a deal with the manager so that she only did the cleaning. It was a good job to ease her into the workforce since it wasn’t socially overwhelming. Most of her days were spent sweeping up spilled popcorn and wiping drops of sticky soda off the seats.
“You’re too big in your eagle form,” Flint replied. “Someone may spot you.”
Susannah shrugged. “If I stay high enough, it would be hard to judge my size from the ground.”
“But how could you find him if we don’t know what he looks like?” Di asked after crossing her arms. Her shrewd dark eyes narrowed in Susannah’s direction.
Susannah cocked her head, the speed unnaturally fast. “I could at least keep an eye on things. I could spot any attacks from above.”
“That’s only if he attacks in the open.” Mica popped another chip into her mouth. “If he drags her somewhere or lures her into his house, we’d never know.”
“Haven’t most of the attacks happened in the woman’s dorm room or apartment?” Jasper raised an eyebrow. “All of the news stories have said he broke in before attacking them.”
My eyebrows knit together as I remembered my initial impression, that the dark-clouded man was following a woman. Maybe that’s what he does. Follows them initially, learns their routines, and then attacks. It would explain why his cloud was pulsing. He was imagining what’s to come.
“In which case, his attack is imminent.” My words filled the room as my thoughts solidified. I quickly told everyone what I’d been thinking. “I think he’s planning to attack soon, if the man I spotted was the attacker.”
Di’s pragmatic words followed. “That’s a big assumption. You saw a man with a black cloud walking behind a young woman. That doesn’t mean he’s going to attack her.”
“But his cloud was pulsing and growing, Di. Trust me. He’s planning on doing something bad soon, even if he’s not our attacker. And if this guy is the serial-attacker, he’s thinking of attacking again soon, and that woman I thought he might have been following could be his next victim. Even if I’m wrong and I’m blowing this all out of proportion, we still can’t sit back and hope that’s not the case. If we can prevent an assault from happening, we should.”
“So what do we do?” Flint’s energy pulsed toward me. It had steadily grown as I explained my thoughts. “Station you on campus, constantly searching for this guy until we find him? And then what? Follow him? Wait for him to attack and hope to catch him before he actually does?”
His large palm settled on my thigh. From his low tone, he seemed to be feeling similar to Luke. “I won’t let you put yourself in danger, Lena. If this guy catches wind that you’re after him, who’s to say you won’t be his next victim?”
I covered Flint’s hand with my own. “I’m the strongest one here. You all know that. If anyone’s going to initially track him down, it should be me.”
“That’s only if he doesn’t get his hands on you,” Flint replied. “I know you’re mentally strong, but physically you’re still weaker than most males. If he knocked you out, your ability wouldn’t protect you.”
“Flint’s right.” Jacinda flashed her worried eyes my way. “I don’t like this at all.”
Jasper nodded. “Flint has a point. We know you’re strong, Lena, but a good blow to the head would render you useless.”
“But if we worked together, that wouldn’t happen.” My voice rose. “Susannah could be our eye in the sky. Mica could hear if anyone approaches me. Amber could catch this guy’s scent if we get close enough. With that, we could track him to where he lives. Meanwhile, Di could warn us if she sees anything in our future. Flint and Luke could be on standby to take him down if necessary.” I stopped since I was breathless from talking so fast. After inhaling deeply, I added, “Should I go on?”
Everyone either frowned or looked contemplative.
“You guys, please.” I squeezed Flint’s hand, which had warmed considerably on my thigh. “Let’s at least try. And if things become too risky or if it appears our abilities could be revealed, we’ll stop. But let’s at least see if we can find him.”
The room was so quiet, I could hear the clock ticking in the hallway.
“Is anyone with me?” I stared at the sea of faces.
My entire family eyed each other. Slowly, everyone raised a hand one by one.
Di finally exhaled audibly and nodded. “Okay, we’re with you, but that doesn’t mean I like it.”
I grinned.




CHAPTER FOUR



We drove back to Boulder after our family meeting. Since everyone was off today and tomorrow from their part-time jobs, we were all free for the rest of the weekend.
We all agreed to have Father and Jacinda stay behind. Despite having slightly enhanced senses, Father didn’t have the capabilities we all had. He was also older and extremely busy with a new pharmaceutical company he’d started. And since Jacinda was pregnant, well, that was a no-brainer.
None of us were willing to risk her safety or the baby’s safety in any capacity.
It was agreed Jacinda would stay with Father in his mansion until Luke returned. Even though Jacinda was safe in Denver, Luke still didn’t want Jacinda staying alone at their downtown condo, given all that was happening with her pregnancy.
Jacinda hugged me tightly as we stood in Di and Raven’s driveway. Sprinkles of rain coated my skin, as if Mother Nature were kissing me.
“Stay safe, Sister.” Her tone was tight.
“I’ll be fine. Don’t worry about me. You just take care of the little bun or wolf pup—or whatever he or she is—in your oven.”
She forced a laugh as anxiety flashed across her face.
My stomach dropped. I had meant that as a silly joke to lighten the mood, but as each day passed, Jacinda was becoming increasingly worried about the baby, even though she tried to hide it.
Since Luke and she weren’t one-hundred-percent human, none of us knew what their baby would be. So far, Father and Di were in charge of her obstetric care since hospitals were out of the question.
She cradled her belly. “The last ultrasound Di did was normal, but my blood work continues to be different from most humans.” Her hand moved faster over her small bump.
“Even if he or she is born with fur, we’ll still love your little one.” I pulled her quickening hand from her stomach and squeezed it.
Her honey-brown eyes, filled with worry, met mine. “I know we will. It’s just . . .” She shrugged. “I just want him or her to be healthy and fine.”
“I’m sure your baby will be. Just remember that Di and Father know what they’re doing, and so far all of the ultrasounds have showed a normally developing fetus. You just concentrate on staying healthy so you don’t have any problems with a home birth.”
She nodded tightly and nibbled her full bottom lip. “Thank goodness for Luke. He’s convinced everything will work out and helps keep me calm.”
“I’m sorry you’re feeling so stressed about this.” I pulled her into another hug, and her long hair brushed against my face, tickling my nose. “Now, you better get inside Father’s car before this rain ruins your hair.”
Her eyes flashed wide as she reached up to touch her long locks. She’d had a blowout yesterday, as she did every Friday. I was pretty sure Friday was her favorite day of the week.
When she saw my smile, she pinched me lightly on the arm. “Trouble-maker.”
I laughed as Jacinda’s full lips lifted in the first true smile I’d seen on her all day.
“Lena, yo!” Jet called from his new Mustang. He stood at the open driver’s door. Outlines of Mica and Jasper indicated they were already inside the car. “Let’s get a move on before this storm lets loose!”
I squeezed Jacinda’s hand again. “I’ll talk to you soon.”
“Call me later tonight.”
After everyone called goodbye to my sister and Father, we all climbed into our vehicles. My thoughts turned again to the baby. The last round of blood work had detected abnormalities in Jacinda’s blood. Father and Di couldn’t explain it. Before becoming pregnant, Jacinda’s bloodwork—similar to all of ours—had showed abnormalities. That was thanks to our enhanced abilities, which resulted from altered DNA. Yet now, those changes were even greater. We all knew the increase came from the fetus. Unlike with most humans, Jacinda’s blood apparently mixed with her baby’s.
Pushing that disturbing fact aside, I clicked my seat belt into place.
Rain splattered the windshield as Flint reversed. Jacinda and Father waved goodbye from Father’s sleek Maserati just as the clouds opened up and the rain began falling in earnest.
Jet, Jasper, and Mica followed us in Jet’s vehicle. Behind them were Di, Raven, Susannah, Amber, Luke, and Edgar. Getting back to Boulder would take about an hour, plenty of time to return to campus this afternoon.
“I still don’t like this,” Flint muttered as a crack of lightning illuminated the sky.
I pushed a long lock of wavy dark-red hair behind my ear. “I know you don’t, but I’ll be safe. You know that.”
Flint’s gaze flashed my way. The tightening of his mouth was his only reply.
I switched my vision. Flint’s orange, blue, and green aura pulsed in an opaque cloud around him. It practically filled the vehicle, it was so big.
My heart went out to him while annoyance simultaneously flared within me. Despite eighteen months having passed in which we’d lived safely in the real world, Flint’s overprotectiveness hadn’t lessened. A year and a half ago, I’d almost ended up as another lab rat for Marcus Christenson. That close call had stayed with Flint. Granted, he’d always been protective, but now . . .
I sighed. At times, his protectiveness could be suffocating.
I snapped my sight back to normal as my head spun from the energy rolling off him. Between his growing worry and the fierce storm outside, the atmosphere felt charged enough to crack the earth open.
With a deft click in my mind, I pulled my own cloud from around my shoulders and created a protective sphere that encircled me like bubble wrap. I sank back into my seat as my shoulders relaxed. The pulsing energy that had been pummeling me vanished. However, I knew if I lifted my cloud’s protection I’d feel it again.
Flint merged our vehicle onto the interstate as rain washed the roadway. The family members traveling with us back to Boulder would stay at our apartment for the next few days. Raven and Susannah didn’t work until midweek, and everyone else had decided to cut classes on Monday and Tuesday.
I wasn’t sure how much we could accomplish in that time, but all of us planned to return to campus that afternoon to see if we could find the mystery man again.
~   ~   ~
The rain lessened as Boulder grew closer. A smile grew on my face while I looked at the beautiful Rockies surrounding our college town.
After Flint pulled into our apartment’s parking lot, we stepped out of the vehicle. Humid air swirled around, but at least the rain had fully stopped. The others parked next to us, and the sound of slamming car doors resonated through the lot.
“So what’s the plan, man?” Jet ran a large hand through his curly dark hair. His tattoo flashed on his inner wrist, the tattoo Father had given him over two years ago. We all still had the planetary-symbol tattoos on our inner wrists.
I’d grown quite fond of mine—the perfect circle divided into four quarters. It was another piece of my history that made me me.
Jet’s blue eyes twinkled. “Are we heading down to campus now so we can stir up trouble right away?” He winked.
I smothered a laugh while Flint glowered at him.
“A plan would be more appropriate,” Di responded tartly. She crossed her arms and assessed the sky. Her black hair, cut in a bob, brushed her chin. “Looks like the rain is done.”
Blue sky peeked through the clouds as the sun’s rays filtered down.
“Do you really think a plan is necessary?” I cocked my head at Di. “Don’t you think we should just check things out right now and let everybody get used to the campus layout?”
“That sounds like a good idea.” Mica pulled out a piece of gum. “Let’s just go down there and take a stroll through campus so everyone can familiarize themselves with the buildings. And if Lena happens to spot the guy again, great. If not, we’ll do a more thorough search tomorrow.”
Jasper agreed. “We’re not saving the day today, Di. We don’t really need a plan. That will happen after we find the guy.” He rubbed his palms together. The glee in his expression made it pretty obvious he was up for any adventure.
“I’m going to transform into my eagle form.” Susannah slipped her light coat off and tossed it back into Di’s car. Her long black hair tumbled down her back as her thin, pale arms dangled at her sides. “I’ll be able to watch you all from above. And then if Lena does see the guy, you can give me a signal, and I’ll follow him. With any luck, I’ll find out where he lives.”
Luke chuckled as his eyes gleamed a caramel color. His inner wolf was always just below the surface. “You’ll give our eye in the sky a completely new meaning.”
“Eagle-eye Susannah. I like the ring it has.” Jasper clapped Jet’s back. “Don’t you agree?”
Jet and Mica laughed as Amber rolled her eyes.
Similar to me, Amber had a small build. She and Susannah were the only people in the group I could look at from eye level. When she caught me watching her, she shook her head and mouthed, Some things never change.
Amber had moved on from the brief relationship she and Jasper had experienced when our memories had been erased, and she’d also moved on from her short stint with Edgar.
Despite the romantic fling Amber and Edgar had shared when Edgar first joined our group—a fling that hadn’t worked out—neither held a grudge against the other. If anything, they were fast friends.
Di and Flint shared a weighted look.
“Fine,” Di finally replied. “We’ll go down there without a plan.”
“Do you want to change into your eagle form in the apartment?” Edgar asked Susannah. “We could hide you under a blanket and bring you back to the car. Maybe one of us could drive you to the country so you can start flying.”
Susannah twirled a long lock of dark hair around her finger and cocked her head. “Maybe I could borrow someone’s bike instead? I’ll ride to the edge of town and stash my clothes and the bike in the ditch before I transform.”
“Sure, that works.” I was about to retrieve my bicycle from our apartment when Jet handed Susannah his car keys. “How about you practice your driving skills? It’s not too long of a drive, and we’re all here if you go in the ditch or hit a light pole. We can pick you up in another car.” His lips lifted in a teasing smile.
Susannah’s eyes brightened in excitement as she snatched the keys from his hand. “Your new Mustang? Even better!”
Luke chuckled and tousled Susannah’s hair. His large hand practically swallowed her small head. “Our little girl is growing up.”
Edgar and Raven both laughed.
Susannah ducked out from under his hand, but I still caught her amused smile.
Luke crossed his arms, his massive forearms settling against his chest. He was the largest among us by far.
“Just stay safe, okay, Susannah?” Raven stuffed his hands into his jean pockets and gave her a worried look. I figured Raven, Di, and Flint had inherited their worrying natures from their parents. They were the only full-blooded siblings among us.
“He’s right, love.” Edgar nudged her playfully. “Try not to hit anybody.” With a shaved head and chocolate-colored skin, Edgar still looked exactly as he had when we’d first met him, unlike Susannah, who had changed drastically.  She was now a healthy, vibrant young woman, no longer the silent, emaciated waif she’d been when we first met. But similar to me, she was new to driving. We were both still learning.
We all waited for Susannah to drive away. She did pretty well backing out, although Jet’s breath hissed when she came within six inches of rubbing another car’s bumper. The horrified look on Jet’s face was priceless. Both Mica and I laughed as he muttered under his breath that this might have been a mistake.
However, Susannah quickly put the car into drive and drove off. She only hit the curb once on her way out of the parking lot.
“Please tell me this was a good idea,” Jet muttered.
Jasper slung an arm around his brother’s shoulders. Since they were identical twins, telling them apart was hard for most people. “Don’t worry, bro. Your insurance won’t rise too much if you have a claim on your vehicle. And better your car than mine.”
Jet slugged him off as Susannah disappeared from view.
I threaded my fingers through Flint’s and tugged him toward campus. “Let’s all get going while the weather’s cooperating. It will give a few of us a chance to work off some steam.”
Jet snickered as Flint’s cloud grew around him. Flint’s scowl hadn’t lessened since we’d emerged from our vehicles.
Once again, I deftly flicked my cloud around me. Because of Flint’s unique ability, his cloud was stronger than most, so it affected me more than other people’s clouds. He and Luke were similar in that aspect since their strength and speed were so immense. Even though the increased energy could be annoying at times, Flint and Luke were definitely handy to have around when I needed to form large, powerful energy balls at a second’s notice.
Shaking my head, I brushed closer to Flint as his unique scent flooded my senses: spice, wood, and tangerines. I’d know his scent anywhere.
Our feet tapped on the sidewalk as the nine of us headed toward campus.
Twenty minutes later, the environmental buildings came into view. I paused as my phone buzzed in my pocket. I pulled it out to see a text from Grace.
Want to meet for dinner tonight and then go to the library to study?
I chewed my lip. At times like this, I hated that Grace didn’t know about my family’s history or our powers.
Flint flashed me a questioning look. I showed him the text from Grace.
He shrugged. “You can meet her if you want. It’s not like you’ll miss much with this crew once we’re done for the day.”
He nodded toward Mica and the twins.
They were currently in a staring match since we had paused on the sidewalk. Jet’s eyes were watering, while Mica was grinning. Given that her ability was enhanced eyesight, I didn’t know why he tried. Her eyes naturally coated themselves with moisture even if she didn’t blink.
“Dammit!” Jet muttered and blinked furiously. “Someday, I’ll beat you.”
Mica laughed. “Not likely.”
Flint cocked an eyebrow. “See what I mean?”
I bit my cheek to keep from laughing and replied to Grace. Sure. Do you want to try that new Thai restaurant?
Isn’t that place expensive?
Don’t be silly. It’s on me.
She replied with an eye-rolling emoji. I’m going to owe you thousands of dollars by the time we get jobs.
I replied with several kissy-face emojis.
“Lena?” Di crossed her arms. “Are you ready to have a look around for this guy that you were insistent we try to find?”
I stuffed my phone back in my pocket. “Sorry. Yeah, let’s get going.”
~   ~   ~
We spent the next two hours wandering around campus. Everybody familiarized themselves with the buildings and layout, but I never saw anybody with a black cloud. I kept my vision in its altered state, but the most threatening cloud I saw was a dark-gray one surrounding an older woman. She emerged from a campus building carrying a bundle of books. I’d seen her in the library before. She was on the staff.
“How much longer are we going to do this?” Amber tapped her foot on the sidewalk before sneezing loudly. “We’ve done enough circles around campus I’m pretty sure we’re all familiar with it.”
“Yeah, Lena. This is getting a little boring, and I’m hungry.” Mica slapped a hand over her stomach when it rumbled.
I sighed. For the last hour, I’d pushed everyone to keep going even though they had all voiced that they felt comfortable with the campus layout. “Sorry. I was hoping I’d find him again so you could all get a good look at him. Maybe we’ll have better luck tomorrow.”
Luke pulled out his phone. “I’m going to check in with Jacinda to make sure she’s okay.” He walked several yards away from the group so he could have his conversation in private.
“Pizza?” Jet asked. “There is some killer pizza at a restaurant not too far from our house. Does that sound good for everyone?”
“I’m always up for a good slice of pepperoni.” Edgar waggled his eyebrows.
“Sorry, guys,” I said. “I promised my best friend I’d meet her for dinner tonight and then do some studying. Catch up with you all later?”
Everyone murmured a reply and began walking back to our apartment.
Only Flint stayed behind. “I’ll walk you to the restaurant.”
I cocked my head and leaned up on my tiptoes to kiss him. “I’ll be fine. You can join everyone else.”
His eyebrows bunched together. “I’ll walk you.”
His tone left no room for argument. Rolling my eyes, I threaded my fingers through his as we began heading in the direction of the Thai restaurant.
But my thoughts quickly turned to what we’d been doing that afternoon. Somewhere nearby was that black-clouded man, and I’d be damned if I wouldn’t find him again.




CHAPTER FIVE



I dug into my huge plate of pad thai and sighed in bliss when the peanut flavor coated my tongue.
“This econ test is going to be the death of me.” Grace grumbled from across our booth. She waved a list of everything she needed to know for her final exam. Steam rolled up from her bowl of red curry. She dipped her spoon into it and took another bite. “I barely got a B on the midterm. Remind me again why I thought this would be a good elective to take? I just want this semester to be over.”
I nodded sympathetically and sucked a noodle into my mouth. “It’s almost done. Just get through your final, and then you can say goodbye to econ forever.”
Her blue eyes twinkled. “Can you believe we only have two years left after this? We’ll be halfway through college!”
A laugh bubbled out of my lips as I reached for my soda.
Since our booth in the Thai restaurant butted up to a window, the setting sun blazed onto our table. Outside, other students and passersby strolled along.
“It is hard to believe. Who would have thought—” My reply was cut short when a wave of raw, hungry energy hit me. Grace was too preoccupied to notice. She was busy dabbing a dot of curry from her shirt.
I swiveled my head around and searched for the source of the energy just as I flicked the switch in the back of my mind. The world turned into a sea of clouds as the din from the restaurant filled my ears.
I gasped when a black cloud appeared around a man just outside the restaurant. He stood near the curb, leaning against a large SUV parked in the street.
“Lena?”
A faint part of my mind registered that Grace had finished cleaning her shirt and was trying to get my attention, but my gaze stayed on the man.
He wore a hooded sweatshirt, jeans, and sturdy boots. Since his head was dipped down while he stared at his cell phone, I couldn’t see his face. It didn’t help that he wore a baseball cap pulled low over his forehead, but that didn’t matter. His cloud had the same energy as the one I’d seen the other day. I could feel it.
It’s him!
I knew he was the man I’d seen on campus. I was as sure of that as I was that the sky was blue and the earth was round. The man looked and felt exactly the same—same muscular stocky build. Same dark hair.
Same cloud.
And if there was one thing I knew with every fiber of my being it was that clouds didn’t lie.
The ugly black cloud pulsed around him, twisting and rising around his shoulders. He was going to hurt someone, and soon, or—at the very least—he was planning to. My mouth went dry as I reached frantically for my phone.
“Lena! Earth to Lena!” Grace’s yell finally pulled me back to our surroundings.
“What?” I met her gaze just long enough to acknowledge her before I whipped my head back in the direction of the man as I continued to frantically search for my phone.
He lifted his head, but I still couldn’t see his face clearly since he was turned. His gaze had trained on the door of the restaurant.
“I asked if you’re almost done. We should get going to the library. I’m stuffed.” She rifled around in her purse before pulling out a pack of chewing gum. She held out a piece to me. “Do you want one?”
The bell on the restaurant door jingled.
A woman stepped onto the sidewalk from the Thai restaurant. She was carrying a bag of takeout. A phone was pressed to her ear as she laughed at something the person on the other end of the line was saying.
“Um . . . Hello, Lena . . . Gum?”
A small smile spread across the man’s face. He took a step toward her.
The woman walked down the sidewalk. One hand carried the takeout while the other held her phone. She had no idea she was being followed.
My heart pounded in my chest. He’s going to follow her home!
They passed by the window next to our booth. The woman appeared around my age with long brown hair and full lips. I felt certain she was the same woman the man had been following on campus. Who knows how many days he’s been following her.
When I turned my wide eyes to the man again, I groaned in frustration. He’d pulled the hoodie up on his sweatshirt. Between that, the low cap, and how he kept his face turned, I still wasn’t able to see him clearly.
“Lena? Are you suddenly deaf?” Grace’s inquisitive eyes narrowed.
“I have to go!” I dug around in my purse again for my phone and groaned in frustration when I couldn’t find it. Really, Lena? Of all the times you have to lose something, it has to be now?
“What do you mean you ‘have to go’?” Grace cocked her head. She snapped her gum and blew a bubble.
“I’m so sorry, Grace, but I’m not going to make it to the library. I’ll explain later.” I pulled three twenty-dollar bills from my wallet and threw them on the table, more than enough for our meal and a tip, but I didn’t have time to wait for the bill. “I’ll call you later. Promise!”
With that, I dashed out of the booth and ran to the front door.
“Lena! What the heck?” Grace’s voice followed but, I didn’t stop.
A blast of cool evening air hit my cheeks when I flew through the door. I turned in the direction the man and young woman had been walking.
Crap!
They were already at the end of the block. The woman turned the corner, and the man followed. He was walking ten feet behind her.
I took off at a run. A group of young men and women yelled after me when I pushed through their group. I was in too much of a hurry to yell an apology over my shoulder.
Damn purse! Where’s my phone!
I was still rummaging around in my bag as I sprinted to the corner. I didn’t have any luck finding it, so slung my bag over my shoulder and stopped trying. If only I had telepathy like Jet and Jasper, then I could have mentally called somebody in my family to help me. But I had no time. I couldn’t stop now if I wanted to catch up to the man and save the woman.
The street the woman had turned onto wasn’t as busy as the one by the restaurant. Only a few people were ahead of me. I slowed to a jog since the dark-clouded man and woman were within eyeshot again. The last thing I wanted to do was alert him to my presence.
Skipping over a puddle in the sidewalk, I tried to keep my footsteps quiet. When I was within twenty feet of the man, I slowed to a walk.
A buzzing vibration filled my jacket pocket. With a roll of my eyes, I pulled out my cell phone, which had apparently been stored in the front pocket of my spring coat. Now I remember leaving it here.
Grace’s picture flashed on the screen.
Even though I felt guilty about how I had abruptly left our dinner, I pushed the Ignore button before flipping my phone to silent. I didn’t want anything to alert the dark-clouded man to my presence. I’ll call Grace later and explain.
Ahead, the woman stopped at a crosswalk. The light was red, and a steady stream of traffic drove by. She was still on her cell phone, chatting away, completely oblivious to the two people pursuing her.
The dark-clouded man stopped as well and leaned against a building. He shifted his weight lazily to one leg and propped an ankle over his other foot. Pulling out his phone, he pretended to be typing in a text as he stood there.
Considering I could see that his phone was not lit up, I knew it was all a ruse. It only solidified that he was truly stalking this girl.
I slipped behind a potted plant so I wouldn’t draw attention to myself and hastily texted Flint.
I found him. He walked by the Thai restaurant where Grace and I were eating. I’m following him right now. He’s currently pursuing the same girl I saw the other day.
Within two seconds of sending the text, an incoming call lit up my screen. Flint’s dashingly handsome face filled it. His chestnut hair was mussed, and his dark eyes twinkled. It was one of my favorite pictures of him, which was why I used it as his contact pic in my phone.
I already knew he wasn’t happy even though I didn’t answer his call.
Glancing up from where I was hiding, I was relieved to see that the woman and dark-clouded man hadn’t moved. She was still talking on her phone while waiting for the light.
I typed in another text. I can’t talk now. I don’t want to alert him to me.
Peeking up again, I tried to see what street I was on, but the street sign was too far away. Groaning in frustration, I typed in another text.
I’m going to keep following them. I know he’s going to hurt her. Sorry, I know you’re worried, but I can’t stop. I’ll stay safe. Promise. xo
I had no doubt Flint was pulling his hair out. He hated when I did this kind of stuff, but I couldn’t wait for my family to arrive and help. And I wasn’t stupid. I would stay safe and not do anything that would put me in harm’s way, but I also couldn’t stand by if I could prevent the dark-clouded man from attacking this woman.
The light turned green, and the crosswalk sign flashed white. The girl started crossing as her take-out food swung from her arm.
The dark-clouded man pushed away from the building and tucked his phone back into his pocket.
I waited a few seconds before following, but I must not have been as quiet as I thought.
The man glanced over his shoulder in my direction.
I hastily kneeled and pretended to be tying my shoelace. Making sure to keep my face pointed downward, I peeked up briefly to see what he was doing.
He had turned back around and was pursuing the woman again.
Crap. That was close. I really needed to be better at not drawing attention to myself.
Falling back, I let another ten feet of distance spread between us. At the next block, the woman stopped and walked up a set of stairs to an apartment building. Her keys were out and jingled in her hand. Cradling her phone against her shoulder, she inserted a key into the lock.
The dark-clouded man slowed his pace. He pulled out his phone again and pretended to be typing. Instead, he lifted it and snapped a picture of the woman.
Red coated my gaze. He was truly stalking her. Not only was he following her, but he was also taking pictures of her.
My chest rose and fell as hot anger rolled through me.
Oblivious to everything happening around her, the woman stepped into her apartment building as cars continued to mill by on the street. She shut the door, and her bubbly laugh disappeared.
I slid into the closest alleyway and plastered myself against a wall. Peeking around the corner, I watched the dark-clouded man.
He took a few more photos of her building before putting his phone back in his pocket. From there, he walked down the street again.
I breathed a sigh of relief that he didn’t appear intent on attacking the woman right then, but what he was doing was pretty obvious. He was following her, getting to know her habits, figuring out where she lived. It was only a matter of time before he returned and did something more sinister.
Another buzz emitted from my pocket. I knew either Grace or Flint was calling again, but if I stopped to talk to them, I could lose him.
Looking toward the sky, I sent a silent apology to my best friend and boyfriend through the cosmic void. I once again hit the Ignore button on my phone and continued following the dark-clouded man.




CHAPTER SIX



With each second that passed, the sun set more. Streetlights clicked on as I followed the man down the road. He seemed to be walking toward a residential area. The foot traffic grew less and less.
My heart pounded in my chest like a jackhammer. The last time I’d experienced an adrenaline rush like this had been when my family and I had played laser tag a month ago. The twins had been in hot pursuit of me as I led them on a relentless chase. We’d been prohibited from using our powers during that game, so I had not had an advantage.
At the next block, the man turned left. Leaves fluttered on a nearby tree. The wind was picking up as humid air swirled around. A strong gust picked up my hair and blew it across my face.
I scrambled to push the long curls behind my ears. When I finally had my annoying hair under control, my insides froze. The dark-clouded man had crossed the street and stopped.
He was staring at me.
He had stopped at least fifteen yards away, but he stood completely still in the center of the sidewalk. He made no attempt to hide the fact that he was watching me. To make matters worse, he’d donned sunglasses despite the darkening hour. Since his hoodie was still pulled up, I couldn’t make out any of his features.
Forcing myself to keep walking, I tried to act like any other pedestrian and carried on in my original direction. I felt his eyes follow me.
My heart pounded even more.
Losing my nerve, I turned right at the next block despite him waiting on the left across the road. Shallow breaths filled my chest when I ducked into the first store I found.
Bright lights accosted me. Apparently, I was in a corner convenience store. Rows of snacks, commonly used groceries, and miscellaneous paraphernalia filled the aisles.
A middle-aged shopkeeper hunkered over the front counter. An open magazine was spread out in front of him. He smiled. “Good evening, Miss. Can I help you find something?”
I wasn’t surprised at his warm greeting since I was standing in the entryway like a deer caught in headlights. “Um . . . no, I’m . . .”
I turned and cracked the door open behind me before peeking back onto the street. In the distance, the dark-clouded man was retreating once again. He was at least two blocks away.
“Miss?” the shopkeeper called. “Can I help you?”
“No. Never mind!” I called before slipping out of the store.
I picked up a jog and returned to the intersection. The dark-clouded man was now only one block ahead of me. Trying my best to keep my footsteps light, I once again followed him.
If I can just find out where he lives or catch a license-plate number on his vehicle, it’s possible we can figure out who he is.
I was so busy coming up with my plan of attack that I didn’t realize he’d disappeared.
Coming to a halt on the sidewalk, I swiveled my gaze left and right. I no longer saw him ahead of me. Did he turn off somewhere?
I kept my vision in its altered state, hoping his cloud would appear from around a building or vehicle.
It didn’t.
Just as I was about to turn back the way I had come, I felt him.
Raw, hungry, pulsing energy pummeled into my back.
Adrenaline surged through me as I whipped around. Somehow, he’d darted out of the way and had sneaked up behind me. Does that mean he knew I was following him?
I spread my feet wide as I prepared myself to confront him, but when I turned a one-eighty, my mouth dropped.
Nobody was behind me.
I followed the feel of the pulsing energy cloud. There. In the alleyway.
He’d darted into an alley and was currently watching me from the shadows. Terror slid through me. Since I was facing him, that meant he could see my face.
But I still couldn’t see his.
I could barely make out his stocky frame.
Since there was no point pretending that I hadn’t been following him, I flew off the sidewalk to duck behind a potted tree that stood by another apartment building. As I licked my dry lips, my thoughts raced with what to do next.
But I didn’t have the opportunity to come up with a new plan. Pounding footsteps sounded in the alley, growing fainter and fainter. He was running away.
I guess that means I’m following him.
Just as I pushed away from the building to pursue him again, a car came careening around the corner.
My stomach dropped.
Flint’s cloud pulsed out of the vehicle. His energy was triple its normal size.
He pulled the SUV to a squealing stop just across the road before jumping out. There was no point running after the man. Since I could no longer hear his footsteps, and since my boyfriend was approaching me at a menacingly fast pace, my nighttime excursion had come to an end.
“Lena! What the hell are you doing?” Flint reached me on the sidewalk and stared down at me with hard eyes. Anger simmered off of him, but it was tinged with something else—fear.
I wrung my hands as I gave him a look that I hoped evoked sympathy. “I had to follow him, Flint! I’m sorry. I know you’ve been worried, but I’m fine.”
He crushed me in an embrace. His steel-like arms and scent surrounded me. “You can’t do that, babe. I know you want to catch this guy, but chasing him by yourself is not the answer.”
The anger in his cloud dissipated as raw fear filled it. I knew more than ever that my time locked away in Marcus’s mansion still haunted him. He had the same terrified sound in his voice as he’d had when I’d been taken in San Francisco.
I pulled back, having to pry his arms loose, before I reached up and laid a palm gently across his cheek. Heat from his skin seared my hand. “It doesn’t matter, anyway. He got away. I’m sorry I frightened you.”
A growl of irritation rumbled from his chest, but he still tilted his head and kissed my inner wrist—right where my tattoo was.
A shiver ran up my arm.
“Don’t do that again,” he said. “Promise me.”
I sighed loudly but nodded. “Fine. I won’t chase him again by myself.” I pushed my hair behind my shoulder. The wind was really picking up. “How did you find me, anyway?”
He pulled his phone from his pocket and held it up. A tracking app was open.
I propped a hand on my hip. “You tracked my phone’s location?”
“Can you blame me? I have a girlfriend who is currently on a suicide mission. Of course I downloaded an app so I can track you.”
Annoyance flared in me again, but I didn’t want to spend our time arguing about this. We had more important things to discuss.
I ran a hand through my hair when the wind ruffled the curls resting on my shoulders. “We might as well head home. We have a lot to talk about. Because if there’s one thing I’m certain about, it’s that this guy is definitely intent on attacking that girl.”
~   ~   ~
Back at our apartment, the twins and Mica listened raptly while I described my evening, whereas Di, Flint, and Raven crossed their arms and mumbled their displeasure. Amber, Edgar, and Luke all listened with raised eyebrows, shock apparent on their faces.
“So you didn’t get a good look at him at all?” Mica asked incredulously.
“No. All I can describe is his build and hair color.”
“Let me get this straight.” Luke slung an arm across the couch back. His wide shoulders filled half the seating. “You’re having dinner with a friend. You see the mysterious clouded man again, so you jump up and leave the restaurant—and leave your friend—to chase him at night by yourself. He then sees you and watches you while you’re alone. Did I get that right?” His eyes flickered to golden.
“Well . . .” I wrung my hands as Flint’s energy grew. Luke’s comment also reminded me that I really needed to call Grace. Six text messages from her, which I had yet to respond to, were currently waiting on my phone. “I suppose when you put it like that it seems a bit . . .”
“Impulsive?” Di raised a midnight eyebrow.
I rolled my eyes. “I know. I know. I’m still working on that lovely trait of mine, but for the most part, I don’t do stuff like that anymore. You know that, and seriously, you guys, are you really telling me I should have left it? I now know where this girl lives. We can watch her apartment building and, hopefully, catch this guy.”
“Strong work, Lena.” Jet clapped me on the back. “I, for one, like your style.”
Jasper and Mica snickered, which got annoyed looks from Flint and Di.
Raven leaned forward from where he was sitting on the couch by Flint. Since he wasn’t wearing his contact lenses, his eyes were swirling colors of orange, like embers burning in a fire. “We were really worried about you, Lena. I don’t think it’s wise to do something like that again.”
Raven’s quiet voice and levelheaded response reminded me so much of Di. Flint had said something very similar during the ride back to our apartment after he picked me up. However, Flint’s words had been a bit more heated and colorful.
“I know, Raven. I’m sorry I worried you guys.”
Amber nudged Edgar. “Let’s go make a snack. I have a feeling it’s going to be a long night.”
Edgar shrugged and ran a hand over his shaved head. “Sure, love.”
They disappeared into the kitchen of our small apartment. The sounds and scents of popping popcorn soon filled the air.
“Oooh, I love popcorn!” Mica exclaimed when they returned carrying two large bowls. She grabbed a huge handful. A few kernels dropped onto the fake-wood linoleum floor. Mica picked them up and popped them into her mouth.
Di paced the living room a few times as everyone else chewed popcorn. Since our apartment was a two-bedroom, it was spacious for Flint and me, but with our family added, things felt a bit crowded. Di’s energy wasn’t helping. It swelled around her, making me feel claustrophobic.
Pulling my cloud from my shoulders, I created my protective bubble before snatching a handful of popcorn from the bowl that got passed around. Considering I’d left most of my pad thai on my plate at the restaurant, I was starving.
“So we’ll stake out this woman’s home and watch for the dark-clouded man Lena saw.” Di tapped a finger to her mouth as she paced. “As soon as we see him, we follow him to his home or vehicle. Using that information, Jasper or Flint will hack into the DMV’s database to retrieve his information and then . . . what?” She stopped and faced everyone. “We wait for him to attack? Alert the police with our suspicions? What’s the next course of action?”
I frowned. Now that she mentioned it, she had a point. Just what exactly did we do after we figured out who he was?
“The police aren’t going to do anything.” Jasper brought his knees up and looped his muscled forearms around them. He sat on the floor beside Mica, who had claimed an entire bowl of popcorn for herself. “Having a suspicion that someone is going to do something won’t get their attention. We’ll need proof he’s up to something.”
“But he is going to attack her!” My voice rose at the thought of that happening and nobody stopping it.
“Shh.” Flint pulled me back against his side and rubbed my back.
“But we have to stop him. Police or not. We can’t let him hurt her!” My cheeks heated. Just the thought of not stopping him made me want to scream in frustration.
“I know, Lena, and we will.” Di put her hands on her hips as a dark lock of hair fell across her forehead. “But since we don’t have a clear course of action, I suppose we’ll have to take this one step at a time—the first step being identifying the creep, which means we’re spending the night outside of that girl’s apartment building. This would be a lot easier if we had Susannah to help us with lookout. Has anyone heard from her?”
Jet grimaced. “No. Let’s just hope my car’s still in one piece.”
Amber grabbed a tissue from the end table before bringing it to her nose. “Do you think she got carried away again and decided to take off on a regional flight?”
It wouldn’t be the first time that Susannah would have lost herself while in her eagle form. While she was doing better than she had been eighteen months ago, she was still so in tune with her animal nature that she sometimes disappeared for days at a time. We didn’t worry too much. So far, she’d always returned.
Di sighed loudly. “I’ll talk with her when she shows up. In the meantime, who wants to spend the night watching this girl’s apartment?”
My hand shot into the air.
Flint’s energy grew. Thankfully, my protective bubble deflected it. He raised his hand next.
“I’ll go.” Raven raised his hand after Flint.
“No way we’re missing this!” Jet flicked a peace sign as Jasper and Mica grinned.
“Count the three of us in!” Mica added.
Amber yawned just before she sneezed loudly. “Since that’s six of you, I’ll stay behind. I think I’m getting a cold, so I might go to bed early. Can I take the shift tomorrow?” She sneezed again before sniffing.
“If you’re getting sick, then yes, you definitely stay here,” Di replied. “Luke and Edgar?”
“I’ll stay back for tonight.” Luke pulled out his cell phone. “I’ll give Jacinda another call while these six are down there. You can count me in for tomorrow if we need to keep watching her place.”
“Will you tell Jacinda I won’t have time to call her tonight?” I asked Luke.
“Not a problem,” he replied.
Edgar nodded. “I’ll go tomorrow too.”
“So it’s settled then.” Di turned to the six of us. “You all watch her place tonight, and the four of us will go tomorrow. Hopefully, Susannah will be back by then so she can join us.”
The twins and Mica whooped before they stood to grab their jackets.
Flint’s eyebrows knit together while Raven’s swirling orange irises brightened.
“Just let me do one thing before we leave.” I stood from the couch and jogged to the bedroom before closing the door behind me. Our bed was a jumbled mess of sheets, but Flint had cleaned up. The floor was clear of clothes. I pulled out my phone and tapped in Grace’s number.
She answered on the first ring. “So you’re alive?” Her sharp tone carried through the line.
I winced. “I’m sorry, Grace. I’m really sorry for leaving the restaurant like that.”
She sighed. “I’m just glad you’re okay and that you finally called me back. What the heck happened? Why did you leave like that?”
I cradled the phone against my shoulder and debated how to answer her. The truth, obviously, was out of the question. Since Grace had no idea about my family, our origins, or what we could all do, I couldn’t exactly tell her what our plan tonight was.
After biting my lip, I replied, “I saw somebody I knew.” I left it at that, figuring that sticking somewhat to the truth was the best course of action.
“Somebody you knew?” She sounded skeptical. “So you raced out of the restaurant to track down this person you knew?”
“Yep.”
“And you didn’t bring them back for me to meet?” Her tone grew hurt.
Guilt bit me sharply. “Oh, I know, but you know me. Sometimes I get a bit carried away.” I said the words flippantly, hoping my somewhat scatterbrained actions could be used as an excuse for my current behavior. “We got to talking, and I lost track of time.”
Grace sighed heavily. “All right, fine, but that was still rude. Next time, at least tell me you’re going after someone before you take off like that. I was really worried about you.” A hint of irritation still coated her words.
“Sorry, Grace. Next time, I’ll do that.”
Popping gum sounds came through the line. “I’m still at the library right now if you want to join me. Oh, and I have fifteen dollars for you. The sixty dollars you left was a little excessive. I left an exact twenty-percent tip and kept the rest to give back to you.”
Her pert words made me smile. I could just imagine her pulling out her calculator to calculate the appropriate tip based on the bill’s amount.
“Keep it,” I replied. “Think of it as a gift for me flaking out on you tonight.”
She scoffed. “Don’t be silly. I have it set aside in my wallet to give back to you next time I see you.”
Her indignation made me laugh.
“So are you coming down here?”
My smiled vanished. “I can’t tonight. Don’t be mad, okay?”
A few seconds of silence passed before she said, “Lena, are you sure everything’s okay?”
I swallowed tightly. I hated lying to her, but I didn’t really have a choice. “I’m fine. Really. Talk to you tomorrow?”
“Okay, but you know you can talk to me if something’s wrong. Right?”
“Yeah, I know. Thanks, bestie.”
We hung up, and guilt filled me. I just hoped we found this guy soon so we could get back to our normal lives, which didn’t involve lying to my best friend.




CHAPTER SEVEN



My conversation with Grace filled my mind as I raced to catch up with everyone else. My secret ability and my family’s beginnings had been an awkward point to navigate a few times in our friendship, but it had never been like this. I’d never downright lied to Grace before. I chewed my lip as I stuffed my feet into my boots.
“Everything okay?” Flint’s dark gaze bored into mine as he stood by me in the entryway.
After a quick glance out the window, I saw that Mica, Jet, Jasper, and Raven were already in the parking lot, waiting in the SUV. Flint had obviously stayed behind to wait for me.
“Not really. I just lied to Grace.”
Flint cocked his head. “Did you lie about where you went after the restaurant?”
I nodded and swung my coat on.
He put his hands on his hips. “Well, that’s another good reason to never do something like that again. You wouldn’t need to lie to your best friend.”
I made a face at him as I pulled the door open. “Thanks for making me feel better.”
His scowl followed me as we trailed down the hall. “But I’m right, Lena. What you did tonight was dangerous, and now you’re feeling guilty over how you treated Grace. If you’d thought of that before you shot out of the restaurant, none of this would have happened.”
With a huff, I pushed open the stairwell door. “And if I hadn’t, we would have no idea where this girl lived. That guy could be intent on attacking her tonight, and now we may be able to stop him.”
Flint’s energy pounded into my back. “Or you could have alerted him to your interest. What if he backs off now?”
I bit my lip. I hadn’t thought of that. “I guess we’ll find out tonight.”
Flint’s disapproval continued to wash over me. As I pushed through the exterior door to the parking lot, I welled up my energy inside me, pulled my cloud off my shoulders, and wrapped it protectively around my body. Cool evening air swirled outside.
Our feet tapped on the pavement as we walked briskly to the car. It wasn’t the first time my impulsiveness had gotten me in trouble, and it wasn’t the first time Flint had been angry with me for acting without thinking.
However, it was the first time in months that we’d been butting heads like this. Every day, we had an argument which was not like us.
“About time!” Mica exclaimed when Flint and I slid into the vehicle.
Flint and I sat in the very back of the large SUV. Raven and Jasper sat in the middle, while Mica and Jet occupied the front seats.
Jet sat behind the wheel. He kept looking through the front windshield as his eyes wandered up and down the road.
“What are you looking for?” I asked as I clicked my seat belt into place.
“Susannah still isn’t back.”
Jasper smirked. “I know you’re pretending to be concerned for her safety, but you don’t fool me. It’s really your car you’re thinking about, isn’t it?”
Jet scowled at him, which got a laugh from Mica.
“Just own it, bro,” Mica said from the front passenger seat. “We all know Susannah is more than capable in her eagle form. She’ll be fine.”
Jet sighed and ran a hand through his curly dark hair. His blue eyes flashed in the light from the parking-lot lamp. “Fine. Yes, it’s my car I’m worried about. I see now I probably shouldn’t have loaned it to her.”
“Let’s discuss this later.” Flint’s clipped reply stopped their banter.
Since I was directly behind Raven, the brothers were closest to me. However, their energies couldn’t be more different. Flint’s energy was raw and pounding, whereas Raven’s was calm and soothing.
I inched forward, closer to Raven.
The drive back to the girl’s apartment building was quick. She didn’t live far from the university, and considering I’d first seen the dark-clouded man following her on campus, I knew she was a student.
“So what’s the plan?” Jet parked at the curb a block from her building. The wind still rustled through the streets. The gusts were particularly strong tonight.
Raven put a knit cap on. “I say we surround the building and keep an eye on all of the exits and entrances. That way, if the guy comes back, we’ll be able to see him coming or going.”
Mica angled her body closer to the windshield and looked up. Her eyes narrowed. “There’s a metal stairwell attached to the side of the building. I thought I saw something poking up from the roof. So that’s another angle he could use to enter the building. Who’s to say he won’t break in through a window?”
I tried to see whatever Mica had seen but couldn’t. She’d probably zoomed in on the object using her enhanced eyesight.
I straightened in my seat before saying, “So there’s a stairwell up the side of the building that he could use to access a window, and there are probably several entrances and exits.”
Jasper tapped a finger on his chin. “It’s not just windows he could use. Do you think it’s possible to get on top of the building? Perhaps there’s a door up there for maintenance access.”
“Possibly,” Jet replied. “Flint would have an easy time getting on the roof to watch that.”
“So we all split up?” I asked. “Flint will obviously go up the stairwell to the roof. Does everybody have their phones so we can keep in touch?”
Flint scowled heavily at me. “I think it would be better if we stayed in pairs. Especially since this guy has seen you, Lena. Who’s to say he wouldn’t do something to you if he saw you again?”
Jasper shrugged. “He has a point. Okay. Pairs it is, and if Jet and I split up, we can keep in touch with each other. That would eliminate needing to text or call. Mica?” Jasper winked at his girlfriend. “You gonna be my partner in crime?”
“You know it!” She beamed.
“I’ll go with Lena,” Flint said before I could suggest teaming up with Raven.
Mica gave me an amused look and whispered, “Surprise, surprise.”
I rolled my eyes but nodded at my—overprotective, incredibly sexy, drove-me-crazy-at-times-but-I-still-couldn’t-live-without-him—boyfriend. “You must think my climbing-metal-stairwell skills are up to par.”
His eyes glittered in the dim cab before he dipped his head down and brushed his lips against my ears. “I have a solution to that.”
My traitorous body shivered when his lips grazed my neck. He pulled back and gave me a knowing look.
Jet jutted his chin toward Raven. “Guess that leaves you and me, bro.”
“Works for me,” Raven replied.
“Anyone want to take bets about this guy showing up tonight?” Jet rubbed his hands together and grinned. “I bet he does, and I bet Lena takes him down. I’d love to see his face when Lena blasts him with an energy ball. That would be priceless!”
The twins chuckled, which got a scowl from Flint. “This isn’t a game, you two. Somebody could get seriously hurt.”
That declaration sobered the twins.
“So Jet and Raven go to the back of the building, and Jasper and I go to the front?” Mica raised her eyebrows. “Since apparently Lena and Flint are taking the roof?”
“Sounds like a plan, man.” Jet opened his door, and a rush of cool air swirled into the cab.
“Everybody put your phones on silent, but leave them on vibrate so we don’t miss any text messages or calls.” Flint pulled out his phone to change the sound settings. Everyone else followed.
Raven gave my arm a brief squeeze before he and Jet departed. I could tell from the sympathetic look in his eyes that he knew Flint and I had been arguing.
“Everything okay between you two?” he asked quietly.
I shrugged. “As okay as it can be, considering.”
He gave me one last squeeze before letting go.
“Should we meet back here around dawn if he never shows up?” Mica zipped her jacket all the way up. It was definitely getting cooler.
Flint nodded. “That’s a good meeting time.”
“Stay warm, folks!” Jet saluted everyone before turning.
I watched as Raven and Jet walked away. Physically, Raven closely resembled Flint. They were both tall with broad shoulders, strong lean builds, and olive complexions. Personality-wise, they were similar too, but Raven wasn’t quite as hotheaded as Flint. If anything, the younger brother was more sensitive. He had an uncanny knack of picking up on people’s emotions. For someone who had grown up isolated in a mansion, he was surprisingly in tune with the people around him.
Jasper and Mica took off next. Flint and I waited a few minutes before following.
I knew a long night awaited, and we would be tired come morning, but I didn’t care. I wanted to catch this guy more than anything. The last time I’d felt this kind of anger and resentment had been when Marcus had imprisoned me in California before transporting me to his mansion.
Our feet tapped on the sidewalk as we walked toward the building.
I peeked up at my boyfriend. “We’ll need to be careful so nobody sees us. Who knows how rickety that fire escape is. If any of her neighbors hear us climbing up it, they may call the police.”
Flint nodded. “I was just thinking the same thing.”
Considering the energy coming off him was dark and strong, I knew he was still mad at me.
I sighed heavily. I didn’t like the animosity flowing between us, but I would be damned if I apologized. I would have redone everything tonight if I’d had to. Even though Flint didn’t want to see it my way, I knew I was right. If I hadn’t followed the dark-clouded man, we wouldn’t have known where the girl lived.
When we reached the edge of the brick apartment building, Flint discreetly pulled me into the alleyway. It was dark and damp. Small puddles of rainwater sloshed against our feet when we walked quietly back to the fire escape.
The apartment buildings around here were all similar, mostly brick and around three stories tall. Each building probably held twelve individual apartments. They weren’t big, but they still had a lot of windows that could be broken into.
“At least it’s not raining.” I gave Flint a nudge as our feet tapped quietly on the asphalt.
A reluctant smile spread across his face. “I guess you have a point.”
His energy dipped a little as I felt the mood between us shift.
When we reached the stairwell, we stopped. The sound of a car driving by drifted into the alleyway, and someone two stories up was playing music. An Ed Sheeran song was faint through their windows.
“What’s the best way to reach that?” I nodded at the ladder, which was ten feet above us. In the event of a fire, the occupants inside the building could release it from above, but it would cause quite a ruckus if we tried to pull it down.
“I thought that would be obvious.” Flint gave me a crooked smile. “I’ll jump us up there.”
A thrill ran through me. Normally, we kept our powers under wraps. It was too much of a risk to alert people to our abilities if we didn’t keep them hidden. But every now and then, we let loose. If we were at our secluded cabin in the Canadian Rockies, or if we ventured back to Pete and Val’s ranch for a weekend visit and wandered into the woods, we didn’t need to hide anything. Those excursions were so freeing.
Flint swung me onto his back, and I locked my arms and legs around his neck and waist. Another thrill that had nothing to do with our adventure shot through me. The feel of his hard body and shifting muscles beneath my limbs created a swell of desire inside me.
“Ready?” His voice turned husky.
I nodded and leaned down to nibble his ear. “Whenever you are.” This was so much better than arguing.
His large hands curled around my thighs and squeezed. Heat seared off his palms. “Try not to distract me. I won’t be quiet with you doing things like that.”
I giggled softly before obeying his request.
With a bend of his knees, Flint launched us into the air. The air whooshed around me as gravity pushed me down. The next second, we were standing on the stairwell platform. Flint landed as lightly as a cat, his joints flexing like well-oiled hinges.
He didn’t stop. With movements so quick that we became a blur, he raced up the stairs, and the next thing I knew, we were standing on the building’s roof.
My breath caught in my throat as familiar nausea rolled in my stomach. Regardless of the hundreds of times Flint had moved me at his speed, I still wasn’t used to it. It always caused me to feel a little sick.
“Are you okay?” His soft question pulled me back to the present when he slid me down his back.
In a flash, he turned and had his arms around me to keep me steady.
I tilted my face up to meet his and smiled. “Just give me a minute. I’ll be fine.”
He pushed my long dark-red curls behind my shoulder and leaned down to kiss me softly on the mouth. “Sorry. I know it’s jarring for you.”
I mumbled something halfway intelligible. He was now doing amazing things to my neck. So much better than fighting!
After planting a soft kiss just below my ear, he said, “I hate when we argue. Can we try to forget our earlier argument?”
It seemed I wasn’t the only one wishing things were smoother between us. I curled my fingers around the nape of his neck and pulled him closer. “Of course. I’d much rather be doing this with you.”
He chuckled softly before kissing me again.
~   ~   ~
The next four hours passed slowly. Thankfully, our agreement to stop arguing had held. For the first time in days, the mood between us felt normal.
To pass the time and keep watch, Flint and I wandered back and forth across the roof to keep an eye on the apartment-building windows. My earlier suspicions about the building’s size seemed correct. It didn’t appear to be a large structure. I guessed no more than a dozen apartments filled the building. A few times, residents came and went through the front doors, but other than that, it was pretty quiet.
Each time an occupant came or went, Mica sent me a text to describe each person’s appearances. None of them fit the description of the dark-clouded man or the girl he had been following.
From our rooftop view, keeping an eye on the twins, Mica and Raven, was easy. Mica and Jasper were stationed across the street from the front of the building. They hid from view behind a dumpster in an alleyway. Conversely, Raven and Jet hid behind large utility boxes in the back of the building in the small parking lot.
Around eleven at night, I jumped when the same girl I’d seen earlier, reappeared on the asphalt in the back parking lot. She had changed. Sweatpants and a loose T-shirt covered her frame, but I still recognized her. From the apartment door, she dashed to a parked car. After retrieving a bag from the trunk, she hurried back inside.
I scrambled to pick up my phone. “That’s her!” I nearly yelled when Raven picked up.
Below, Raven bolted to a standing position. When the girl retreated back to the apartment building, he followed her.
I held my breath.
From above, Flint and I watched Raven slip into the building after her. She seemed oblivious to him.
I gritted my teeth. This girl really needs to take a class in being aware of her surroundings.
“What’s he doing?” I asked Flint.
“Not sure.”
A few minutes passed by, and Raven appeared again. He slipped out of the building as silently as he’d gone in.
I typed in a quick text. What did you do?
His reply came back immediately. I followed her to her apartment so we’d know which one is hers. She lives on the east side, second floor, toward the back.
A grin spread across my face. “He followed her to her apartment! She lives on this side, floor two.” I pointed down the side of the building. “Those are the windows we should watch.”
In the moonlight, Flint’s gaze shone with pride. “Someone thinks quickly on his feet.”
The moon and constellations trailed across the night sky as Flint and I kept watch over the girl’s apartment. Since we knew which one was hers, keeping watch over her was much easier.
But with each minute that passed, my disappointment grew. We had yet to see the dark-clouded man, and a sinking feeling in my stomach made me wonder if Flint was right. Maybe seeing me earlier had spooked him away.
In which case, we may never catch him. If he had any concerns that we were on to him, he’d probably find a new victim. It was possible we wouldn’t stop him at all.
“I think I should get into the building.” Flint’s abrupt words carried through the night breeze.
My cell phone declared the time as one in the morning.
“What do you want to do in the building?” I wrapped my arms around myself as a shiver struck me. Despite summer being around the corner, nighttime still felt cool.
“Since we know what apartment she’s in, with any luck we can find her name on her mailbox. With her name, we can hack into the university database and figure out her class schedule. It will give us something to go off of. If we know her class schedule, we know where she’ll be. It will make following her easier.”
I grinned. “That’s a great idea! But how are you going to get into the building? You need a key.”
Flint unzipped his jacket and pulled something from his pocket. “I may have come prepared.”
My smile grew when I saw the small packet of lock-picking tools. I lunged the distance between us and wrapped my arms around his neck before giving him a huge kiss. “I love when you surprise me like that.”
He chuckled deeply before kissing me back. “The night wouldn’t be complete unless we did something illegal.”
His teasing made me giggle. “Let me send everyone a quick text so they know what you’re going to do.”




CHAPTER EIGHT



Jet and Mica’s texted replies came quickly. They were fully supportive of Flint breaking in.
“But how are you going to do it without getting caught?” I asked Flint.
Wind whipped over the building and howled through the alleyway. My initial excitement had worn off, and reality was settling in. “What if someone sees you?”
“I’ll be fast,” he replied. “Besides, it’s late. Who will see?”
In a blurred move, Flint was at the building’s edge. Six feet down was the fire escape stairwell. He leapt over the edge gracefully and landed on the balls of his feet.
I watched from above with wide eyes as he once again turned into a blur. The next time he appeared, he was on the ground. I blinked, and he was gone.
Breathing heavily, I raced to the back of the building but didn’t see him. I raced to the front—still no sign of him.
I hurriedly texted Mica. Which way did he go?
He must be in the back. I don’t see him out here.
After running across the rooftop to the back of the building, I gazed below.
A dark shape stood near the back door. I switched my vision. A colorful cloud appeared around the shadow. Flint. I shook my head at the lack of security lights. If the dark-clouded man wanted to break into this building, the back door would be the best way to do it.
My heart pounded against my ribs as I watched Flint. The seconds ticked by. This is taking too long!
If someone drove into the back parking lot they’d be able to see him, and then they could call the police. Meanwhile, I was stuck up here on the roof.
While I knew I could get down eventually, doing so wouldn’t be easy on my own. I certainly wouldn’t be as quiet as Flint.
I was just about to type a text to Raven when the door opened.
Flint silently entered the building.
With each second that passed, my worry grew. I was about to call Flint’s cell phone when the door opened again. He silently emerged before turning into a blur.
Racing back to the stairwell, I opened my eyes wide as I tried to catch sight of him.
Out of nowhere, an arm encircled my waist from behind.
I shrieked.
A large hand covered my mouth before Flint’s scent surrounded me. “Shh . . . We don’t want to let anybody know we’re up here.”
Excitement danced in his eyes when he whirled me around. I punched him lightly on the shoulder. “You scared me on purpose!”
He chuckled deeply. “Now you know how I feel about all the dangerous things you do.”
I tried to scowl, but all I ended up doing was laughing. “So what did you find?”
“Her last name is Jonas, and her first initial is A. Couple that with her address, and we should be able to find her information in the school’s database. With any luck, I’ll be able to hack into the system within a few hours of getting home.”
I wrapped my arms around him and kissed him again. In the cool wind, his warm lips felt smooth and firm.
A buzz vibrated my pocket, interrupting us. I pulled my phone out to see a text from Mica.
I think we have trouble. Flashing lights are coming our way.
My grip on the phone tightened. I tilted the phone for Flint to see. “Do you think it’s the police?”
He raced to the front of the building with me hot on his heels. Sure enough, about five blocks away was a police car. Its lights flashed brightly in the dark night. It was heading our way, but its siren was silent. That wasn’t a good sign.
I hurriedly typed in a response to Mica. You guys better get out of here. Just to be safe.
Her response was immediate. I already told Jet and Raven. They’re leaving too.
Two figures stood up from behind the dumpster across the street. From how high our rooftop position was, I barely caught Mica and Jasper’s outlines as they ran under a streetlight. They retreated farther into the alleyway behind the building across the road.
I ran to the back of the building looked over the edge toward where Raven and Jet had hidden. They were running too. Distant footsteps reached my ears as the two of them sprinted in the opposite direction.
Flint was still at the front of the building, watching the activity below. When I reached his side again, he said in a quiet voice, “It looks like they’re coming here.”
The police car pulled up to the curb below, its lights continuing to flash. Two officers stepped out onto the road. One hiked his pants up higher as his radio crackled on his shoulder.
I gripped Flint’s arm tightly as the police officers strode to the building we stood on. For a moment, a horrifying thought entered my mind. Did the dark-clouded man return? Did he break into the building somehow without us knowing? Did he attack her after all?
But since the officers didn’t seem in a hurry, I didn’t think that was the case. Before the policemen climbed the steps to the building, a figure appeared below.
Since we were so high up, I couldn’t make out features, but the woman had pajamas on. She pointed across the street and behind the building.
“Can you hear them?” I asked Flint quietly.
He shook his head.
The female resident suddenly lifted her hand and pointed toward the roof of the building, where Flint and I stood. The policemen arched their necks and glanced skyward. I pulled Flint away from the edge and hunkered down. My eyes flashed wide. “Holy crap! Do you think they know we’re up here?”
I gazed at the roof’s hard surface beneath our feet. My mouth dropped as something occurred to me. Considering the next words that flowed from Flint’s lips matched my thoughts, we’d obviously reached the same conclusion.
“The residents on the third floor can probably hear us running around.” He scowled. “That woman probably knows that somebody is on the roof, or at the very least, she suspects it.”
Before I could respond, Flint peeked over the edge again and hissed in a breath. “Shit. They’re heading toward the fire escape.”
The sound of the ladder being pulled to the ground came next. The rickety sound echoed through the alleyway below.
“What are we going to do?”
“Do you trust me?” Flint’s dark gaze bored into mine as the evening wind whipped his chestnut hair around his face.
I nodded. “With my life.”
“Climb on my back. We’re getting out of here.”
I gripped his forearm tightly. “But what about the girl? What if he breaks in after we leave and attacks her?”
Flint’s eyes softened. “The police are here. They’ll probably be here for a while. She’ll stay safe. Now, come on. We need to go.”
I swung onto his back just as the sound of the policeman’s boots began running up the rickety stairs.
Flint’s hands encircled my thighs. “Hold on.”
The entire world turned into a blur.
I closed my eyes tightly as Flint rocketed us off the roof. For a moment, we were airborne. I kept my arms and legs wrapped tightly around him and didn’t dare breathe. I was too frightened that I would distract him and we’d plummet to our death as he leapt to the next building.
We landed with a thud, but he didn’t stop there. Flint sprinted again, and once again we were airborne. It took me a second to realize what he was doing. He was running and leaping from building to building with me clinging to his back, just like Spider-Man on the big screen.
A shout sounded behind us. I didn’t know if that meant we’d been spotted by the police or that the policemen were shouting to each other.
We didn’t stop to find out.
Nausea rolled through me as Flint landed on another building. When I opened my eyes, I darted a look behind my shoulder. I had no idea which building had been the girl’s. Rows of apartment buildings lined the block behind us.
“How are we going to get down?” I asked him.
“It looks like the building ahead is a story lower than this one. I’ll jump us down there, and then we’ll see if we can climb to the ground.”
A rush of air swept over my face as Flint leaped. The world again became a blur.
I dared to open my eyes. I gulped. In that split second, fifty feet of air separated us from the ground. If Flint missed a step or slipped on the roof, both of us could plummet to the ground below. And regardless of our powers, neither of us would survive a fifty-foot fall to concrete.
My body jolted abruptly when Flint landed on the lower roof. He had just jumped us down fifteen feet, and the sudden landing jarred my shoulders. When I hissed in pain, his grip tightened around my thighs.
“Are you okay? Are you hurt?”
I shook my head even though fire burned my limbs. “I’m fine. Keep going.”
He raced to the edge of the building. That was our last hope for getting down. We’d reached the end of the block. At least the police hadn’t driven this way.
“Do you see anything to hold onto?” Flint leaned over the edge. Shiny black shingles lined the roof’s surface. The moon continued to shine down, and the wind ruffled the hair around my shoulders.
“There’s a gutter system right there.” I pointed to the corner and swallowed a wince as I moved my shoulder. “Do you think that would work?”
“It might for you since you’re so light. I’m not sure if it will hold me. I’m going to set you down. Do you feel steady?”
“I’m fine.” I didn’t tell him that my shoulders hurt so badly I feared I’d torn a muscle. Right now, that didn’t matter. We just needed to get down to the ground safely and get home.
Flint slid me off his back and held onto me until I gained my balance. I crept to the edge of the building and gritted my teeth against the pain in my muscles. Hunkering down, I held on carefully to the edge of the roof before swinging my legs over.
“Lena . . . be careful.” Flint’s chestnut hair waved in the breeze as he stared down at me.
I forced a smile and held tightly to the gutter system. It was smooth and felt flimsy. I swallowed sharply. It didn’t feel sturdy at all, and I could just picture it peeling away from the building with me plummeting to the ground while holding it.
“Here goes nothing.” I loosened my grip on the roof’s edge. The entire gutter system was holding my weight.
Flint’s eyes widened with horror at my next actions. Sliding down the gutter system while using it like a fireman’s pole had seemed like a good idea. That was until the ground rushed up to greet me.
“Lena!”
Swallowing a scream, I tightened my hands around the gutter and squeezed my legs while flinging my cloud off my shoulders and down below my feet. Between my tighter grip and the cushioning cloud, I slowed just enough to keep from plummeting to the ground.
I let out a loud umph anyway when I landed, and the force of it made my jaw snap. I winced when I bit my tongue, but I hadn’t broken anything. Mission accomplished.
“Lena?” Flint’s voice carried from above. “Are you okay?”
I gave him the thumbs-up sign since a trickle of blood filled my mouth. I had definitely bitten my tongue.
With a pounding heart, I watched as Flint swung over the ledge of the roof. Unlike the apartment building that the girl had lived in, this building was sided. It had no brick to hold onto or any kind of architecture that would help someone scale its side. All that it had was the gutter system for gripping.
Holding my breath, I watched as Flint carefully clung to the side of the gutter. It squeaked menacingly.
Oh crap.
Seeming to sense that it was about to snap, Flint loosened his grip. He slid down it at an alarming speed.
My eyes widened with terror since he wasn’t slowing and would hit the ground in seconds.
Instinctively, I gathered a large energy ball and blasted it beneath his feet.
His sliding slowed, thanks to my ball, but the gutter system squeaked more loudly. When he was ten feet above the ground, Flint launched himself into the air and flipped into a backwards somersault before landing on the ground. He bounced on the balls of his feet before standing to his full height.
My heart pounded. Breathing heavily, I said, “How is it that I’m still not used to how you can move? I thought for sure you were going to break a leg!”
He chuckled and walked gracefully toward me. “Thanks for slowing me down. That helped.”
His words made me smile despite the metallic taste of blood in my mouth. I scanned the road. It was dark and quiet. No cops.
“I’m not sure how we’ll get back home,” I said quietly, “but we better get moving. Who knows if the police caught a glimpse of us or not. They could be looking for us.”
Flint grabbed my hand and pulled me into a jog. “You’re right. Let’s go.”
Pain cut into my shoulder at his pull, but I took off at his side. Our feet tapped on the pavement as our pace increased.
Despite the burning that had set into my shoulder muscles, I kept up with him, only because he kept his speed to that of a normal human’s. At the next block, he pulled out his cell phone and called Jet.
“We’re two blocks south from the building.” His words were even and cool despite the fact that we were sprinting. “The police officer started climbing the fire escape. We had no choice but to go from building to building until we could find a way down.”
I grinned as air flowed steadily in and out of my lungs. I could just imagine Jet’s envious expression as he imagined Flint and me leaping across buildings. The twin hadn’t made it a secret that he would have preferred Flint’s powers over his own.
Flint was silent for a second before he said, “Yeah. That sounds good. Meet us there in a couple of minutes.”
Flint shoved his phone back into his pocket and gripped my hand more tightly. “They’ll pick us up at the next block. This way.”
He led me down the next street. A few dogs barked in yards that we passed. Since we were farther away from campus, the apartment buildings had fallen behind us, and we were in a residential neighborhood. Most of the houses were dark, but a few had lights on. I could only hope that if anyone peeked out their living-room window, they would assume we were a couple of college students going for a late-night run.
A few cars drove by at the next block, and I let out a sigh of relief when I saw a familiar vehicle waiting on the side of the road.
Flint and I slid into the back of the SUV with a grinning Raven and Jasper. “How the hell did you get away?” the twin asked.
Jet pulled away from the curb and started driving toward home. Mica turned in her seat to listen from the front.
“Have you ever seen the movie Spider-Man?” I smiled.
Jasper’s eyes widened. “No way! Did you seriously leap from building to building?”
I laughed when Jet mumbled something under his breath from the front.
“That would pretty much describe how we got away,” I replied.
Raven’s eyes swirled orange embers as he smirked at his brother. “Nice one, Flint.”
Flint just shrugged. “Desperate times . . .”
Jet flashed us a look in the rearview mirror as we passed under a streetlight. “Don’t rub it in.”




CHAPTER NINE



Back at our apartment, Di was still awake. Black yoga pants and a black T-shirt covered her tall frame. She waited in the living room. A single lamp illuminated the space by casting a golden glow over the ceiling. The clock in the hall had just struck two in the morning.
She crossed her arms when the six of us pushed through the front door. “I’m glad to see you all arrived safely. I tried to warn you about the cops in the vision I received, but none of you answered your phones when I called.”
Jasper shrugged off his coat. “You were a little late on the warning, Di. We were already running away when I missed your call.”
She shook her head sharply. “I should have concentrated harder, but I was distracted by this little one.” She pointedly looked at Susannah, who was seated on the couch.
Susannah’s knees were drawn to her chest, and her large, luminous blue eyes were wide. “Sorry, Di. I didn’t mean to get back so late.”
Jet groaned and kicked off his boots before strolling into the living room. His curly dark hair was disheveled from our nighttime excursion. “Please tell me that guilty look isn’t from ruining my car.”
Raven’s eyes swirled brighter. “I have a feeling he’s not going to like the news,” he said under his breath to me.
Flint chuckled. I knew he’d heard Raven too.
Susannah shook her head at Jet, her long hair swaying around her shoulders. “It’s still in one piece . . . mostly.”
Jet collapsed onto the couch across from her. “Seriously? Okay, spill it. What did you do?”
Susannah wrung her hands and looked at the seven of us. Di stood near the corner of the room with her arms crossed. From the looks of it, Susannah had already received an earful from Di.
“I may have . . . um, hit a tree.”
“But you’re okay?” I peeled off my coat and sat on the chair by the couch. My shoulders still hurt, but after I rolled them a few times, they felt a little better. I no longer thought I’d torn muscles, but I’d probably be sore the next day.
I tucked my hands under my thighs to warm them up. Our apartment was cool. Someone had left a window cracked open. Flint came up behind me. I felt his presence as Mica, Jasper, and Raven joined us too.
“I’m fine. But the back door of your car . . .” Susannah eyed Jet. “May have a dent in it.”
Jet dropped his head into his hands and moaned. “Ah, man!”
Jasper laughed. “Glad you made it back in one piece, Suze.”
Mica plopped down beside Susannah. “No kidding.” She turned to face her. “So why didn’t you come back earlier? We were hoping you could tell us what you saw.”
Susannah ducked her head again. “I knew Jet would be mad at me.”
Mica raised her eyebrows. “So you were avoiding us?”
Jasper clapped his brother on the back. “Don’t worry about it, Susannah. He’ll get over it. Serves him right for loaning you his new car when you’re still learning how to drive.”
Jet glared at his brother.
“I’ll pay to have it fixed.” Susannah peeked up at Jet.
Raven gave her a sympathetic look. “Your trust fund can certainly handle it since you never use it.”
“Yeah, yeah. Don’t worry about the money.” Jet lifted his head. “Is it at least drivable?”
Susannah nodded vigorously. “Oh, yes. Definitely. It’s just a small dent. Really, I swear.”
Turning away from Jet, Susannah addressed the rest of us. “So what did you all find? I saw you all around her apartment building earlier in the evening when I was circling it. It didn’t seem to be very exciting. None of you moved, and I never saw anyone else lurking around there.”
I summed up the evening for her as succinctly as possible.
Susannah’s eyes widened. “I left before all of that began. So with you on his back, Flint really jumped from building to building to get away from the police?”
“Yep.” I eyed my boyfriend. “It was pretty exhilarating.”
Excitement danced in Susannah’s eyes. “Sounds like fun.”
Heavy footsteps sounded from the back of our apartment. Luke appeared at the room’s edge, standing in the dim hallway. He was bare chested and wore only a pair of shorts. Shoulders three feet wide brushed against the walls as taut muscles rippled in his abdomen. “How were your adventures?” He yawned loudly and scratched his belly.
Di gave him a heated look. “You could have been more help, you know.”
Luke shuffled into the living room and sat at Susannah’s free side. The cushion sank so deeply in his direction when he plopped down that Susannah fell into him.
He merely pushed her upright before raising his eyebrows at the rest of us. “Had a little run-in with the cops, huh?”
Di crossed her arms. “I take it you knew earlier than I did?”
“Uh-huh.” Luke tapped his head. “Saw it all up here a few hours ago.”
Di muttered a sound of disgust and rolled her eyes. Luke just laughed, the sound rumbling deep in his chest.
I wasn’t surprised that Luke knew our evening had gone sour. He, Edgar, and Susannah all had extra abilities that the original eight of us didn’t. Since the three of them had been drugged more heavily than we had, and survived it, they were truly superhumans. That also wasn’t the first glimpse we’d had of Luke’s psychic abilities. When we first met him, he’d intrinsically known what all of us were capable of before we’d told him.
“A heads-up would have been nice.” Flint came around the chair from behind me and hunkered down at my side. He eyed the werewolf. “Or did you not see it in time?”
Luke shrugged. “Yeah, I saw it an hour or so before it happened, but I also knew none of you were going to get arrested, so I didn’t worry too much about it.”
Mica and I both laughed simultaneously at his nonchalant attitude.
“Thanks for your concern, as always, dearest Luke,” Mica said sweetly after she wiped the tears from her eyes.
Luke’s caramel-colored eyes twinkled before his expression turned serious. “I have bigger things to worry about right now. My mate isn’t sleeping well, and our little pup is really causing her worry. My energies seemed better spent in that department tonight.”
His words wiped the smile from my face. Frowning, I replied, “I couldn’t agree more.”
Jet still grumbled. “You could have at least warned me that Susannah was going to wreck my car.”
Luke grinned, revealing a mouth full of straight white teeth. “Now where would the fun be in that?”
Jasper laughed before stretching and yawning loudly. “So what are we going to do now?”
I straightened in my seat. “Flint found her name—A. Jonas. We’ll need you hackers to find her class schedule in the school system database. Tomorrow, we can start following her. With any luck, the dark-clouded man will show up on his own, and Susannah can watch from above and tell us where he lives, or Luke can track him with his weird psychic thing, or if Amber gets close enough, she can use her scenting ability to track him. Either way, we’ll find where he lives. Then we can start watching him.”
Jasper rubbed his hands together in anticipation and eyed the clock. Despite the time, he suddenly looked wide-awake. “Come to think of it, I’m not that tired. Flint, where’s your laptop?”
~   ~   ~
The next morning, we set out early despite only getting a few hours of sleep. Scents of coffee hung in the air. All of us had chugged a few cups before getting dressed.
Flint and Jasper had been able to uncover the woman’s class schedule and information the night before.
Her name was Abigail Jonas, and she was a junior at the university. She was twenty-one years old, originally from Phoenix, and had been attending college in Colorado for the past three years.
After hacking into the university’s database, Flint and Jasper had then tackled the DMV’s. According to their records, Abigail was of medium build, weighed around one hundred thirty pounds, and had run a stoplight when she was nineteen. Beyond that, she didn’t have a very interesting record.
Our plan that morning was to drive Susannah to a remote location so she could transform before taking to the skies. From there, seven of us would venture to campus while two would return to Abigail’s apartment.
Since we’d made so much progress with finding information, our original plan to continue watching her had changed. Now that we knew her schedule and exactly who she was, everyone was helping—except Amber. Amber’s cold had grown worse, which meant her sense of smell was compromised. Everyone agreed she should stay back to get better.
“Does everybody have Abigail’s schedule in their phone?” Di slipped into her black two-inch-heeled boots. After that, she pulled on a black fleece jacket before zipping it up. The day was cool. According to the weatherman, the temperature would only reach the low sixties.
Mica nodded before pulling up the hoodie on her university sweatshirt. The black-and-gold clothing practically swallowed her. I had a feeling it was Jasper’s sweatshirt.
“Yeah, we’ve got everything we need, Di. Don’t sweat it.” Mica winked.
Di eyed her coolly.
“Are you ready to go, Jet?” Raven asked. He and Jet had volunteered to be the two who hung around Abigail’s building in case the dark-clouded man tried to break in while she was in class.
The twin nodded and pulled on a sweatshirt. “Let’s rock and roll.”
Luke slipped his massive feet into a pair of outdoor-style loafers. In addition to that, he wore jeans and a T-shirt.
Flint was in similar attire. Since the two of them had such high metabolisms, they rarely grew cold. The two of them often wore shorts in the dead of winter.
Jet opened the door with a flourish. “Shall we?” He made a grand gesture with his arm toward the hallway.
Mica laughed as she, Jet, and Raven set out. Jasper followed and their voices carried from the hallway.
A cough sounded from the back bedroom. Poor Amber was buried under the guest bed’s thick comforter.
I cast a glance in her direction before sliding on my sneakers. Too bad Jacinda’s not here. She’d happily stay back and take care of her.
Thinking of my sister made me frown. According to Luke, Jacinda had experienced another sleepless night. Apparently, the baby had been kicking vigorously until the wee hours of the morning, which had been enough movement that Jacinda feared something was really wrong. She’d woken Father to do an ultrasound. Luckily, the ultrasound revealed only a very awake fetus and nothing more.
I could only hope that everything would turn out okay with the baby. Though I’d tried to remain optimistic, worry was starting to creep into my gut. Jacinda was convinced that something was wrong.
“Lena? You coming?” Flint stood in the doorway. From the sound of it, everyone else was already walking down the stairs to the parking lot.
“Yeah. Coming.”
We didn’t waste time getting to campus. After dropping Susannah off, the seven of us hightailed it back into town in two vehicles. Di drove one, and Flint the other.
Cool springtime wind whipped through the trees when we stepped onto the sidewalk on campus. A buzz emitted from my pocket. I knew who it was before I pulled my phone out.
Sure enough, a text from Grace appeared.
Where are you?
I grimaced. That sick feeling in my stomach returned.
“What is it?” Flint asked.
As Jasper, Mica, Flint, Di, Edgar, Luke, and I stood on the sidewalk, Di surveyed our surroundings. I tilted my phone’s screen toward Flint so he could read the text. “It’s Grace.”
“You didn’t tell her you were skipping class today?”
“I forgot to.”
I hastily typed in a reply while knowing I’d get an earful from her later. She hated when I ditched class. In a way, she was good for my GPA. I usually never skipped lectures because of her.
Decided to sleep in so not going to make it. See you later?
When a response didn’t immediately arrive, I shoved my phone back in my pocket. The guilty feeling in my stomach grew.
“All right, let’s split up.” Di’s long olive-toned fingers brushed her hair behind her ears. “Her first class is calculus. A few of us should go to that building to keep an eye on her, and the rest of us can stay outside. Try not to draw attention to yourselves.”
Mica’s eyebrows rose as she looked Luke up and down. “You do realize who we’re with, right?”
Luke grinned, his golden eyes flickering. “What are you saying? That I draw attention or something?”
Mica and I both laughed. Luke’s immense bulk always drew attention.
Di raised her voice. “As I was saying . . . let’s split up and try not to draw attention to ourselves.”
We were already getting looks from students walking by us. Since we were standing in the middle of the sidewalk, blocking traffic, that wasn’t surprising.
“Should we split up in groups of twos or go off alone?” I asked.
Edgar shrugged. “It’s the middle of the day. Probably just fine to spli’ up. We’ve all got our phones. If we need to get in contact with each other, we can.”
Flint glowered, and I could tell he was about to open his mouth, but Jasper said, “We won’t be far from one another. And if we all split up, we may be able to see more.”
Di nodded briskly. “All right. That sounds like a good plan. You’re all familiar with his description. Stocky build, with dark hair. If any of you sees a man meeting that description following Abigail, let the rest of us know immediately. If Luke gets close enough, he may be able to catch his scent. Edgar?” Di turned her gaze to the bald-headed man. “Are you willing to use your extra abilities to help track him down?”
Edgar grimaced and shoved his hands awkwardly into his pockets. Of the three lost children we’d rescued from O’Brien, Edgar was the most normal in the sense that he hated using his extra abilities. I’d never once seen him in his otter form, and I’d never known him to willingly use any of his powers—whatever those powers were.
“Uh . . .” He wouldn’t meet Di’s gaze.
For a long time, I hadn’t known why Edgar shied away from his powers, but then one night he’d confessed that he hated using them. It reminded him of what had been done to him as a child, and it also reminded him that he would never be a normal human.
Di crossed her arms and tapped her fingers on her forearm. “Well?”
Edgar pulled a hand from his pocket to rub his bald head. “If I have to, I will, but as you know, I prefer not to.”
I placed my hand on his arm and squeezed. “Hopefully, Luke can do the tracking aspect for us. You just keep an eye out.”
He gave me a grateful smile. “Deal.”
“Fine. We’ll leave the tracking to Luke.” Di turned my way. “Lena, it’s imperative you snap a picture of this man if you see him. You are the only one who will know it’s him even though we have a vague description of him. None of us can sense his cloud.”
I jutted my chin out. “I will.”
Everyone took off in opposite directions, but before I could, Flint leaned closer and pressed his lips against my temple. “Promise me you’re not going to do anything stupid.” Worry rolled off him like a storm rolling in from the sea.
“I promise to find you before I go chasing after him again, if that’s what you mean.” I squeezed his hand.
His worry remained. “I’ll have Luke track you if you take off on your own again.”
A hint of annoyance filled me even though I knew Flint’s overprotectiveness stemmed from love. “Why am I not surprised?”
He gave my hand a tight squeeze and growled, “Be good.”
My cheeks flushed as I balled my fists.
When I opened my mouth to give him a tart reply, he said, “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it like that. That was condescending. It’s just . . .” He raked a hand through his hair. “Shit. Just . . . don’t go anywhere without me. Okay?”
I sighed heavily but managed a curt nod.
Flint stuffed his hands into his jean pockets and strolled away down the sidewalk. Despite our being on the brink of another argument, I paused to admire the view.
In a plain T-shirt, Flint’s shoulders stretched and moved with his movements, and his long legs and firm backside looked nice in his jeans.
Of course, as usual, I wasn’t the only one admiring the view. Several university students, mostly female, although there was a male as well, turned to watch Flint as he walked past them.
Also, as was the norm, Flint ignored them. I had no idea if he was conscious of the attention he drew, but he never paid it any mind. Even after all of these years, he still only had eyes for me.
Damn my overprotective, incredibly sexy, drives-me-crazy-at-times-but-I-still-can’t-live-without-him boyfriend! Why did he have to be so perfect in so many other ways? Even though he was driving me crazy at the moment with his overbearingness, my pulse still quickened at the sight of his strong physique.
Okay, Lena. Look away and get to work.
After all, I needed to concentrate. My job was the most important one this morning. Until I correctly identified the dark-clouded man, Luke would not be able to track him.
Once Flint disappeared from view, I settled on a bench just outside Abigail’s building. The campus grounds grew less busy by the second. The first class of the day had started, but a few wayward students were still racing to their buildings. All their clouds were white, ivory, or light gray.
Mica and Jasper opened the door to go inside Abigail’s building. They planned to join her class and sit in the back. At least we knew what she looked like, thanks to her driver’s license photo and her university picture. Only the dark-clouded man remained a mystery.
A few minutes passed before another buzz sounded in my pocket. I pulled out my phone to see a text from Flint.
You’re looking rather sexy sitting on that bench.
My head whipped around as I groaned. When I didn’t see Flint, I typed in a reply. You’re supposed to be watching for him, not me!
What can I say? My priorities are different.
I huffed and turned away so I could watch the remaining students mingling outside. Their clouds floated around them, and clouds bubbled above all of the plants too. Seeing clouds around every living life force was now so easy for me. That hadn’t always been the case. Two years ago, I’d struggled to see any clouds around plants and animals.
When I spotted Flint’s orange, blue, and pale green cloud, I wasn’t surprised to see that he hadn’t gone far. He stood behind a large tree about a hundred yards away. His shoulders and watchful eyes peered out from the side of the trunk.
Of course he didn’t go far. He may pretend to be giving me space to claim my independence, but he’s really not. He’s still spying on me.
Even though I could kiss him since he loved me so much, I also wanted to throttle him.
I was about to text again and remind him why we were here, when a pulsing feeling washed over me. My eyes widened. All thoughts of texting Flint vanished.
He was near.
The sensation was the same icky and oily feeling I’d felt from his cloud last evening outside the Thai restaurant. Keeping my vision in its altered eyesight, I scanned the buildings and grounds for him.
I didn’t see him.
I stood from the bench and tried to act casual as I strolled toward where I felt the cloud. After slipping on a pair of sunglasses, I hastily rang Di’s cell phone.
“Keep your eyes peeled,” I said. “He’s close.”
“Do you see him?”
“No. But I feel him.”
“I’ll let the others know. Keep looking.”
I pocketed my phone. In the distance, Flint straightened from his position behind the tree. From the tense way he stood, I guessed he knew something was up.
My gaze shifted left and right as I carried on down the sidewalk. Wind whistled through the trees as the sun continued to climb. But no matter which way I looked, I couldn’t see him. But I felt him.
So what does that mean?
He had to be hiding somewhere if I couldn’t see his cloud. If he were out in the open, his dark pulsing aura would appear readily even if it was in the distance.
A queasy feeling in my stomach grew. An image of confronting him last night on the sidewalk flashed through my mind. He’d seen my face. He knew what I looked like.
But I still didn’t know who he was.
I circled the building twice. The feeling of his cloud stayed, but it was always behind me, and it felt higher up. Is he watching from one of the buildings? Three times I twirled around, expecting to see him a few feet away, only to encounter an empty sidewalk. So what does that mean? That his energy is growing because he’s planning something?
My stomach churned. Another buzz sounded from my pocket. Di was calling again.
She didn’t bother with a greeting. “Any sign of him?”
“No, not yet.”
I shoved my phone into my pocket and retreated to the bench at the front of the building. Another twenty minutes of class time loomed. He must be out here waiting somewhere for her.
I reasoned that his strong energy again indicated an imminent attack. Although, right now, it was the strongest it had ever been. He’s definitely planning something!
The oily feeling repeatedly coated my skin. I paused and closed my eyes. I let the power from the dark-clouded man’s aura flow over me. After a few minutes, I frowned.
The strange thing was that something about the energy felt . . . familiar—almost as if it was a cloud I’d encountered before. But that doesn’t make sense. Nobody I know here has a black cloud.
Twenty minutes later, students poured out of the doors from all the campus buildings. Class had ended.
I stood from my bench when Mica and Jasper appeared at the top of the stairs from the building they’d been in. A dark-haired girl hopped down the steps in front of them. Abigail chatted with a friend who walked at her side. They innocently stepped onto the sidewalk and began walking toward their next class.
I eyed Mica and Jasper but stayed put since I still felt the dark-clouded man in this area. After pulling out my phone, I typed in a quick text to Jasper.
Follow Abigail. I’m going to stay here. It’s best if we split up more so he doesn’t see us all together.
Jasper pulled his phone from his pocket and showed it to Mica. The two of them took off down the sidewalk hand in hand. They never glanced my way.
After sending text messages to the rest of my family, I concentrated more on the evil energy still flowing through the springtime air.
How weird. He doesn’t seem to be following her.
I’d felt certain that once Abigail left the building, I would feel the energy shift and grow fainter as he took off after her, but that didn’t happen.
It stayed the same.
When foot traffic on the campus began to die down, I knew the next class had probably started.
I stood from the bench and began walking in the direction Abigail had gone. At first, the evil energy stayed behind me, but then it moved with me.
Whipping around, I scanned the grounds for him again. Still no sign of him. Is he on the freakin’ roof? What the hell?
With my heart pounding in my chest, I once again set out in the direction of Abigail’s next class. And with each step I took, a dawning realization filled me that something very unusual was happening.
The dark-clouded man was now following me.
~   ~   ~
We kept up our surveillance for the rest of the day. Every time Abigail left a class, went to grab a bite to eat, or met up with friends, we trailed in her wake. But as each hour passed, the fact that my initial suspicion was correct became more apparent. For whatever reason, the dark-clouded man’s energy no longer seemed focused on Abigail. Wherever I went, I felt him follow. The most frustrating aspect, however, was that I never saw him.
I knew that meant he had a thorough working knowledge of the campus grounds. Either he was moving from building to building and knew which doors to use, or he knew which outdoor objects were big enough to hide behind. And every time I moved casually in his direction, I always felt his energy retreat. Whatever he was doing to remain elusive only made my skin crawl more. The creep was a grade-A professional stalker. I shuddered at the thought.
Toward the end of the day, I debated how I wanted to approach the subject with my family. It was possible the dark-clouded man realized I was looking for him. It would explain why his attention had moved from Abigail to me.
I already dreaded that conversation with Flint. It wouldn’t be pretty, and I was fairly certain he’d throw me over his shoulder and haul me away to lock me inside our bedroom. He’d then probably stand watch outside, caveman-style.
The air had cooled when I found a spot on the lawn to sit and wait. The last class of the day had begun, so Abigail would most likely be heading home soon.
My muscles tensed, jarring my sore shoulders, as the energy in the air shifted again. His cloud grew stronger. I opened my eyes and whipped my head around.
I caught sight of a black cloud just as it disappeared behind a building. My breath stopped.
Go! This may be your only chance!
I pushed up and sprinted in his direction.
A part of me knew I should stop and pull out my phone. Luke or Di might have been on this side of the campus. They might have been able to see him before I could, and Flint would kill me for doing this again, but if he disappeared. . .
I wasn’t willing to take that chance.
Cool springtime air washed over my cheeks as I bolted. I reached the building in seconds and careened around the corner.
The black cloud disappeared around the building’s back corner thirty yards away.
No!
My footsteps pounded into the lawn as I ran full-speed to the back of the building. I came around the corner so quickly that I didn’t register the rising energy until it was too late. The evil power swelled outward from its occupant to wrap all around me.
I ran right into him.
Large meaty hands reached up to grip my shoulders. I shrieked just as a sly grin spread across the man’s face.
My eyes widened as I took in the stocky build, dark hair, and familiar leer.
I couldn’t believe who I was looking at. It was someone I had hoped to never see again.
Aaron, the psychopathic cowboy who had attacked me on Pete and Val’s ranch two years ago, stared down at me as he held onto my upper body.
“Lena. We meet again.”




CHAPTER TEN



I had to be dreaming. This couldn’t be happening. Aaron? Aaron is the dark-clouded man? But what are the chances?
His grip on me tightened, which forced me to snap back to the present.
“No!” I struggled against his grasp. “Let me go!”
Another energy pulsed into my back, a familiar one that always brought me comfort and that irresistible feeling of safety.
“You heard her. Let her go.” Flint’s voice was cold. It chilled me to my core.
“Why am I not surprised to see you here?” Aaron finally released me, and his arms fell to his sides.
I hastily stepped back. I was panting so heavily that I felt light-headed. Everything in me told me to blast Aaron with an energy ball, but I couldn’t do that in public. It was too risky.
“I could tell you always had a thing for her even if you were too much of a pussy to show it.” Aaron laughed.
Flint advanced, but I held out a hand to stop him. As of right then, we had nothing on Aaron. All that I had was the memory of him from over two years ago when he’d attacked me in the mountains on Pete and Val’s ranch. After that attack, he had disappeared. We had never seen him again . . . until now.
“What are you doing here?” I somehow managed the words despite the rage and fear rolling in my belly like a volcano that wanted to explode. This man had terrified me so much when I’d met him, but I hadn’t known then what I could do. I was stronger now—most definitely stronger than him. The thought of bringing him to his knees with a huge energy ball brought a satisfying feeling into the pit of my stomach.
“What do you mean, what am I doing here? I live here.”
At my side, Flint was still seething, but at least he had stopped advancing. If Flint attacked Aaron out here in broad daylight, Flint would be charged, not Aaron. Luckily, Flint seemed to realize that too.
“So you’re a student?” I asked.
He cocked his head. That arrogant gleam in his eyes hadn’t faded. “Maybe I am. Maybe I’m not.”
More energy filled the air, and I knew another one of my family members had arrived. The anger in Di’s cloud grew the closer she got.
“Aaron.” Di said his name as a statement, not a question. “It’s you.”
Aaron snickered. “So it seems.”
Inwardly, the conflicting emotions of fear and anger still warred for dominance. One part of me wanted to wipe that smirk off Aaron’s face, but the other part of me wanted to run and hide. I’d encountered only a few clouds like his in my lifetime, and now, the fact that it had always been him following Abigail seemed quite obvious.
So does that mean Aaron is the serial attacker? Is he the one behind all of the assaults on campus?
I knew without a doubt the man could be him. Considering he had tried to attack me, I wouldn’t have been surprised if he had continued doing that after he escaped the ranch.
“Well, as nice as this little reunion is, I’m afraid I need to get going.” Aaron took a step back before leveling me with a meaningful gaze. “It was a pleasure to see you again, Lena.”
Flint took an abrupt step forward.
My hand shot out to grip his forearm.
“Not here,” I said.
Already, a few students were glancing our way.
Aaron laughed. “Still the little puppy who does whatever he’s told.” His taunt only made the energy around Flint grow, but I guessed that was what Aaron wanted. He knew that out here in broad daylight, we wouldn’t do anything, so he was having some fun with us in the process.
“We’ll be seeing you around,” I said and pulled Flint back as Aaron gave me a leering smile.
“I look forward to it.” He sauntered away. From his casual movements and the cocky sway in his hips, I knew he didn’t think anything would ever come of this, but he was wrong.
Now that I’d found him, there was no way I was letting him get away.
~   ~   ~
“You’re kidding me! Aaron was here? The same cowboy who attacked you on Pete and Val’s ranch?” Mica’s questions came out in a screech.
“Yeah. It was him.” My arms were crossed over my chest as the wind whipped my long dark-red hair around my shoulders. “I should have known. It was only this morning that I realized something about his cloud felt familiar. Now I know why. I’ve encountered it before.”
The six of us stood outside the building where Abigail had her last class.
Aaron had left only twenty minutes ago. Luke set out after him so that, at the very least, we could learn where Aaron lived. Since Aaron had no idea who Luke was, he wouldn’t recognize him, and the werewolf could be very subtle. If Luke made up his mind to stalk someone, they’d have no idea he was there.
A steady stream of anxiety strummed along my nerves. The more I thought about it, the more I was sure Aaron was the serial attacker. If we didn’t stop him now, he would continue attacking women for years to come.
“I should have taken him down when I had the chance.” Flint’s energy still poured out of him like radiation from the sun. None of us were happy that Aaron had walked away, but Di had agreed with me that now wasn’t the time to do anything about it.
The only good thing was that we’d accomplished what we had set out to do this morning. We now knew who the attacker was, but none of us had ever suspected that he would be someone from our past.
“That sick bastard.” A scowl filled Jasper’s face. “He needs to be stopped.”
“He will be. Now, it’s just a matter of deciding how. How’s Abigail doing?” I asked Jasper and Mica.
Jasper shrugged. “She’s fine. She has had absolutely no idea that all of us have been following her today. The girl is truly oblivious.”
“I overheard her and her friends talking about going to the library,” Mica added. “Sounds like she’ll be hanging out with friends all evening. I don’t think we need to worry about Aaron attacking her anytime in the next few hours. So should we go home and regroup?”
Hearing that reminded me that I still hadn’t heard from Grace. She’s definitely mad at me. That was one more stress to add to my plate.
We returned to our apartment after sending Raven and Jet a text telling them to meet us there. We still had no word from Luke, but considering his immense strength, tracking abilities, expedited healing, and other subtle gifts that I still didn’t fully understand, none of us were worried about him. He was truly the best choice to keep on Aaron’s tail.
Susannah showed up soon after we arrived at our apartment, as if she knew we needed her to return.
With all of us crammed in our living room, creating so many tense emotions and so much rage-filled energy, a headache was forming in the back of my mind. Everyone in our original family of eight remembered Aaron, and considering what permeated the air right now, I wasn’t the only one feeling restless and charged. The pure power radiating off of Flint was enough to cause me a significant migraine.
I welled up my energy, pulled my cloud from around my shoulders, and formed a protective bubble. Right now, I needed to think clearly.
“So what do we do?” Amber sat on the couch, wrapped in a thick fleece blanket. Her nose was red and puffy, and pink skin rimmed her eyes. Balling a tissue to her nose, she sneezed before blowing her nose again.
Jet gave her a look. “No offense, but you should probably go back to bed. I certainly don’t want to catch whatever you have.”
Amber shrugged miserably. “This is horrible timing. I wish I was well enough to help you out.”
Di shook her head. “There are more than enough of us to deal with Aaron. You just take care of yourself until you’re feeling better.”
“I’ll make you some soup, love.” Edgar pushed away from the wall. “Go on to bed, and I’ll bring it to you.” From the relieved expression on Edgar’s face, he clearly relished the excuse to leave our current conversation. Once again, he wanted nothing to do with anything that involved using powers.
Amber gave him a grateful smile. “Thank you. Chicken noodle would be great.” She stood and toddled off to the back bedroom.
“I wondered if something strange was going on.” Susannah’s soft voice filled the room.
“What do you mean?” Mica asked. She held a huge bowl of ice cream that she’d just helped herself to in the kitchen. She spooned another bite into her mouth.
Susannah’s head cocked at unnatural speed, a trait that she didn’t seem aware of most of the time. “When I was circling above, I saw that man who must be Aaron. He was in the area the entire time, but he was on rooftops and going from building to building. He seemed to be following Lena. It was almost like he was stalking . . . her.”
Susannah’s words confirmed what I’d suspected all day. My stomach dropped.
The energy off Flint exploded. “If that bastard tries to come near her again, I’ll—”
“Flint.” Di’s sharp voice cut him off. “We’ll keep Lena safe. If anything, we need to figure out a way to catch him in the act so the police can arrest him. Until then, our hands are tied. Even if we go to the police and tell them our concerns, it would simply be our word against his.”
“Even though he attacked Lena a couple of years ago?” Raven frowned heavily. He still wore his brown contacts. The fiery orange that normally swirled in his irises was hidden. “Surely, that counts for something.”
Di shrugged. “It may. But even if the police arrest him based off of that accusation, it’s still her word against his.”
“We should find where he lives.” Jasper crossed his arms and leaned against the wall. “We can watch him more closely, then we can report him to the police when he goes in to attack.”
“Good idea.” Di eyed all of us. “Does anyone know his last name?”
Mica grumbled. “No. Since we only introduced ourselves with first names on the ranch, I don’t think we ever knew his last name.”
Jasper shut the laptop. “So much for finding where he lives. Without a last name, that’s nearly impossible.”
Flint began pacing. His movements quickly turned into a blur. I knew he was really struggling. He’d been incredibly angry after Aaron attacked me. If the cowboy had turned up after that attack, I had no doubt Flint would have ripped him to shreds. And now that Aaron had resurfaced, it was taking every ounce of Flint’s control to not finish what should have ended long ago.
The door to our apartment opened, and a rush of air flowed in from the hallway. Luke stepped inside.
My eyes widened. “Luke! What are you doing here? I thought you were following Aaron!”
Luke kicked off his shoes and raked a hand through his hair. “I was, but he went back home. Or at least I’m assuming it’s his home since he had a key to it. I stayed outside for a while and watched him through his back window, but he wasn’t doing anything other than packing.”
“Packing?” My initial excitement that Luke knew where Aaron lived dimmed.
After sauntering over to the couch, Luke dropped onto it, which bounced Mica in her seat, causing her spoon to rattle in the bowl. She glowered at him.
“Yeah. He seemed kind of in a hurry, like he plans to go somewhere.”
My insides stilled. “Is he planning to run again?”
Luke cocked his head. “Run again?”
I groaned. Of course, Luke had no idea that Aaron had run the first time after he attacked me. Is that what he’s always done? Does he stay in an area, attacking women until there’s a chance of him getting caught? And then he flees?
That would explain why he’d left so suddenly from the ranch all those years ago. None of us had known he would show up in a different city and continue assaulting women. Anger burned in my gut, making my hands clench into fists. He needs to be stopped!
Jasper sat his laptop down. “So you know his address, Luke?”
Luke nodded and rattled it off.
Jasper jotted it down.
“Nice job, Luke. So we need to consider following him from now on.” Di’s brow drew together in concentration. “Considering Abigail is spending the evening with friends, she should be safe for at least a few more hours. Should we go back to her apartment tonight to keep watch?”
“But Aaron is packing right now!” I exclaimed. “Who’s to say he’s not already leaving town?”
Di crossed her arms and tapped a finger against her biceps. “There is that possibility, but then we know Abigail is safe and he won’t be attacking anybody else here.”
“Until he attacks somebody else at a different location,” I countered.
Di nodded shrewdly. “That’s true. There’s a possibility he’ll just go somewhere else and assault a different woman, but what do you suggest we do? Track him throughout the country and hope that we eventually catch him in the act? It doesn’t seem very feasible, Lena. I know you want to see Aaron behind bars, especially after what he did to you, but we also need to stay levelheaded. The way you’ve been acting today has already shown him that you have an uncanny ability to sense when he’s near. You don’t think he recognized all those times you whirled around to face him? Remember what father said: we must keep our abilities a secret. As much as I want Aaron behind bars, I’m not willing to risk our powers being exposed.”
She turned to the rest of the group. “I one hundred percent believe we should continue keeping an eye on Aaron and Abigail, but if Aaron leaves town, we can’t continue following him if we need to keep using our powers to locate him. It would be too risky.”
Raven nodded. “You have a point, Di.” His gaze then shifted to me and softened. “But we’ll try to catch him before that happens. Okay, Lena?”
I bit my lip. I knew the safest course of action was to do what Di said. We couldn’t let our powers be exposed. That would open an entirely new can of worms.
But if Aaron left town, he’d continue assaulting women for who knew how long—probably for the rest of his life.
And even if he did stay in town, we had no guarantee of catching him. To do that, we would need to catch Aaron in the act and then call the police. But I also knew Aaron was tricky. Following him hadn’t been easy. Just last night I’d been following him after the restaurant and had lost him. Who’s to say that won’t happen again?
And worse, if Aaron did disappear from the area only to begin attacking women in a different city . . .
My heart pounded. I can’t let that happen!
The realization came to me that if I truly wanted to stop Aaron, I needed to do it myself.
And I needed to do it soon.
~   ~   ~
Another hour passed while everyone hashed out a schedule to follow Aaron. The sun was close to setting, and my stomach growled, reminding me I hadn’t eaten in hours.
I made sure to keep my thoughts to myself as I formulated my own agenda. If Flint or Di caught wind of what I wanted to do, they’d tie me up and stow me away in a back bedroom—especially Flint. If he knew I intended to go after Aaron by myself tonight, he’d go into a rage.
But I needed to. After all, Aaron had been following me this morning, not Abigail. He wanted me.
An image of Aaron watching me from across the sidewalk yesterday filled my mind once again. No wonder he stared at me for so long. He obviously recognized me—the girl who got away.
He probably wanted to finish what he had started all those years ago. I shuddered at the memory.
For weeks while I worked on Pete and Val’s ranch, I had felt the cowboy’s hungry gaze follow me every time we met. He’d wanted me—for what reason I didn’t know—and I’d known that from the beginning. But . . . he’d never been able to act on it. Not really. I’d foiled his plans to assault me after escaping on a horse.
The wheels turned in my mind while everyone else discussed various options of what to do next. Since the discussion grew heated, nobody seemed to notice my quietness.
He still wants me, so if I give him the opportunity to trap me, I can turn the tables. I’m stronger than him, but he doesn’t know that. If I can lure him somewhere, let him believe that he’ll be able to attack me, even let him rough me up a little bit, I can call the police and they can catch him in the act.
The plan was risky, but I had an advantage. I knew I was strong enough to stop him whenever I wanted to. One blast from my energy ball, and he’d be knocked out cold.
Flint’s heightened cloud continued to fill the room. His pacing hadn’t lessened. As much as it killed me to keep this from him, I knew he would bar the door and windows if he found out. And I had promised Flint I wouldn’t go after Aaron alone again.
But if I don’t go alone . . .
There was someone in this group who I bet would join me.
I glanced at Mica just as she took another big bite of ice cream. She was on her second bowl. “Mica? Do you want to go with me to buy some groceries?”
At the mention of buying more food, she perked up. “Groceries? Sure!” She polished off the last bite, licked her spoon, and set her empty bowl down.
The discussion in the room paused.
“Groceries?” Jet raised an eyebrow. “You’re thinking about groceries right now?”
Mica put her hands on her hips. “Regardless of this douchebag from our past, we still need to eat. Jeez, Jet . . .”
I suppressed a smile and stood. I could always count on Mica to think with her stomach first. After retrieving my shoes and jacket from the front door, I slipped them on. Nervous energy filled me. It was possible that within the hour I would be alone with Aaron, and he could be trying to do who knew what.
But before I could leave, Flint appeared in front of me. “Where are you going?” The worry pouring from him made my gut tighten.
“We’re just going to pick up a few things for supper. If you haven’t noticed, we’re running a bit low on food.” I kept my gaze averted since he always seemed to know when I was hiding something.
He tilted my face to his, forcing me to meet his gaze. With narrowed eyes, he said, “Jet’s right. Are you really telling me you’re worried about having enough food in the house right now? We just ran into the psycho who tried to attack you two years ago. I think it’s more important to figure out a way to stop him. Don’t you?”
Mica grabbed her jacket and rolled her eyes. “You too, Flint? Seriously, what do you guys have against talking and eating?”
Flint ignored her.
I laid a hand on Flint’s forearm. His muscles bunched beneath my grip. “We’ll stop him. But it’s not happening tonight.” I leaned up on my tiptoes and kissed him on the lips before he could catch the deception in my intentions.
His arms wrapped around my waist and pulled me close. Beneath the angry raw energy radiating from him, at its base I felt his true emotion—fear.
I pulled back and continued getting ready to go. “We’ll be fine. I’m not going alone. Mica’s with me.”
Flint took a deep breath and raked a hand through his hair. “I know, babe. But when I saw him today . . .” His eyes clouded over. “You don’t understand what I went through when I saw you slumped against that tree in the mountains all of those months ago. I went to hell and back in a split second. I thought I’d lost you.” Pain rimmed his eyes. “And now that he’s back and showing interest in you again . . .” A muscle began ticking in his jaw. “I’ll kill him if he lays another finger on you.”
The chill in his words made goose bumps rise along my forearms, and guilt in me rose higher. He trusted me to be honest with him. But I can’t let Aaron get away. Flint’s going to be so mad when he finds out, but I have to do this.
“It won’t come to that. We’ll find a way to stop him without anybody getting hurt.” I swallowed. The comforting words tasted bitter on my tongue, especially when Flint nodded acceptingly.
“You’re right. We’ll catch him together.”
Mica opened the front door and tapped her foot. “So . . . are we going?”
I gave Flint one last squeeze before saying, “Yeah. Let’s go.”
Leaving Flint at the apartment building was hard. I was purposefully deceiving him, but only because I knew he would stop me if he knew my plans. But I can’t let Aaron get away! I just can’t!
“So what are we going to buy?” Mica asked cheerfully as we trailed down the hallway to the stairwell.
I pushed open the door to the stairs and waited for it to close behind us before I responded. “About that . . . I actually have something to discuss with you that doesn’t involve grocery shopping.” Our feet thudded on the carpeted stairs as we jogged down them.
We pushed open the outer door to the parking lot. Warm evening air rolled on the breeze. A few birds chirped from the tall trees lining the back of the lot.
Mica raised her eyebrows. “Why do I get a feeling that what you’re going to tell me isn’t anything good?” She grinned.
I laughed. Without a doubt, I knew I’d picked the best partner in crime.




CHAPTER ELEVEN



Mica wasn’t entirely convinced that my plan was a good one, but she did promise to not run back to our family to tell them . . . within reason.
“If I actually think harm is going to come to you, sorry, Lena, but I’m going to spill the beans. I can’t let you get hurt.” She drove through the residential streets toward Aaron’s home.
I quickly nodded as we turned down the street that Aaron lived on. “I totally understand that, but honestly, Mica, you know what I’m capable of. Aaron won’t get the upper hand.”
“I know, which is the only reason I’m willing to help you.” An excited gleam entered her eyes when she pulled up to the curb. “I’d love to be there to watch when you unleash your power on him.”
I smiled and unclicked my seat belt. “That would be pretty cool, but I have to do this alone. If you’re with me, he’ll probably be less likely to attack.”
Mica sighed wistfully as I opened my door. “I know, but I can still daydream about it.”
“So you remember the plan?”
She nodded, her face turning serious. “Yeah. You’re going to stroll up to his house in hopes that he’s home. From there, you’re going to ask him to let you in, and then you’re going to confront him. With any luck, he’ll try to attack you. You let him go just far enough so there’s evidence that he actually tried to hurt you. From there, you’ll blast him with an energy ball, which will knock him unconscious, and then you’ll call the police. They’ll arrive and see a young woman in distress after a man tried to assault her, and they’ll arrest him. With any luck, they can link his DNA to the various crime sites from the previous attacks, and voila! We have our serial attacker in prison for the foreseeable future.”
“My thoughts exactly.”
I was about to step out of the vehicle when her hand shot out and grabbed me. “Lena? What if it doesn’t go to plan?”
I debated how to answer her. “If I couldn’t control energy, I wouldn’t trust this plan, either. But I can. I can stop Aaron in a second if I want to, and this plan will also prevent him from running. You heard Luke. It sounded like Aaron was packing up, and if he leaves now, he’ll just go somewhere new and attack women all over again. I can’t let that happen.”
Mica nodded tightly. “Okay, but if I see anything that makes me think you’re in trouble, I’m calling the cops and our family. Got it?”
“Yeah, please do, but don’t worry. I got this.”
She grimaced before squeezing me one last time. “Famous last words.”
I laughed hollowly and closed the door, hoping she was wrong.
My feet tapped on the sidewalk as I walked toward Aaron’s house. Streetlights clicked on as I passed them. The evening was truly growing dark.
Sweat lined my palms, and I rubbed them on my thighs. While the plan in my mind seemed sound, Mica had a point. If something went wrong, this could go drastically south in no time.
I chewed my lip as I pondered what could happen. I didn’t want to think about what Aaron could do if he did get the upper hand. Assaults didn’t take long to occur. The police might not arrive in time if that happened. And if Flint found out Aaron assaulted me, he’d go crazy and potentially expose his powers in a rage.
I swallowed tightly. I won’t let that happen. I’ll use my power and keep the situation under control. This will be fine as long as I keep my cool.
With that thought firmly in place, I picked up my pace. I reached his house a minute later. A light illuminated the living room. Hopefully, he’s still here.
I stepped up to the front door on the concrete porch. Aaron’s home was surprisingly large and well maintained. Beautiful rose bushes lined the flower beds below the front window off to the right, and the siding looked freshly painted. A few feet from the front door, a lounge chair sat on the porch. A small table with an ashtray was next to it. Several cigarette butts were squished into it.
Weird. I don’t remember Aaron being a smoker.
Pushing that thought aside, I lifted my hand and knocked on the front door.
Silence came from the other side.
I lifted my hand again and knocked with more vigor.
Nothing.
I then hit the doorbell. A singsong tone came from within just as a sinking feeling started in the pit of my stomach. Did he already leave?
But then footsteps sounded on the other side, and the door opened.
Aaron’s frame dominated the doorway. My vision switched of its own accord. His ugly, writhing black cloud swirled around his shoulders. I remembered it so clearly now. At times, it resembled a slick eel that slithered and slunk around his skull. Sometimes it was like a tidal wave that roared over him as if it might pound its victim at any moment.
He opened the door wider and smiled. Behind him were stacks of bags and a few boxes. Luke had been right. Apparently, Aaron was planning to head out of town.
I got here just in time!
“To what do I owe this pleasure?” He stepped to the side to allow me in. “Would you like to come in?” He leered.
I balled my hands into fists and shoved them into my jacket pockets. As I stepped into his house, the first thing I registered was the scent of cigarette smoke—that and the expensive furniture and university pictures hanging on the wall. So Aaron’s a student? But this place seemed too expensive for a student to afford, although Aaron did have working knowledge of the campus. He had to be a student or someone that worked at the university. Regardless, I didn’t have time to wonder. Nervous energy swirled inside me when he closed the door behind me.
The sound of a bolt sliding into place came next.
Reminding myself that I was stronger than him and not trapped, I turned to face him. “I know you’re the man assaulting women on campus.”
His cocky smile faltered before he hid it behind a sardonic smile. “That’s quite an accusation to make.”
I took a sudden step toward him.
He stumbled back a step before righting himself. Fury flashed in his gaze. I could tell he didn’t like how I’d taken the upper hand. Before, I’d always run from him, but a lot had changed since we’d last met.
“I know you’ve been following Abigail Jonas. I know you intended for her to be your next victim. And I know what you’re capable of. All of us know that you tried to attack me two years ago on Pete and Val’s ranch.”
He put his hands on his hips and stepped forward. A flash of surprise crossed his eyes when I didn’t retreat, but again, he quickly covered it.
When we were standing toe to toe, he looked down at me. “You have no proof of that.”
“I may not have proof, but we did tell the police about it. There’s a record of it in Little Raven’s Police Department.”
He laughed. “Do you think that really matters?”
I curled my fingers into my palms and forced myself to remain calm. More than anything, I wanted to wipe that smirk off his face, but I needed to maintain my cool. If he didn’t attack me, I had no way of proving that he assaulted women.
I needed him to come at me. Without that, the police would never arrest him. Instead, I would be the one harassing him by coming to his house and confronting him like this.
“It must kill you that I got away.”
His nostrils flared.
“All alone in the mountains with just little old me, and you still couldn’t catch me. How did that make you feel when I escaped?”
Something flashed in his eyes, something dark and malevolent. “But now you’re here. And you’re ripe for the picking.”
He took a step forward, forcing me back, but there was still a room to my side. I wasn’t cornered as his cloud grew and pulsed in a way that I knew meant he was going to act now.
I pulled the energy from all around me, calling on the animal and plant life forces from outside. Within a second, I had a huge energy ball, ready to do my bidding. “I don’t think so. You won’t have the upper hand this—”
My words cut off as I felt the presence of another energy filling the room. I spun around just in time to see a bat coming down on my head. And the hands that gripped the bat created a shock in me so great that my power vanished.
Professor Dillinger!
My teacher’s face registered in my mind before everything went black.




CHAPTER TWELVE



My body shifted, moving and swaying as a pounding headache pummeled my mind. Something rolled into me. Groggily, I opened my eyes.
A large wad of something filled my mouth. “What the . . .” I tried to say the words out loud but couldn’t.
My eyes flew open. I can’t breathe!
Darkness surrounded me as I frantically tried to clear my mouth of whatever filled it, but my hands were pinned. My breathing increased as the sickening taste of dirty cotton coated my mouth. Something’s in my mouth! And my mouth is taped closed!
When I kicked out, my feet encountered a hard panel, and I realized my legs were restrained in addition to my arms. Fighting, I tried to free my arms from behind my back, but something hard and thin cut into my wrists. What’s happening?
And then it all came crashing back. Memories returned like bullets from a machine gun.
Aaron. Professor Dillinger. The bat.
They bound and gagged me!
My head swam. Blackness threatened to descend again. I forced myself to take slower and deeper breaths since I was hyperventilating, but that was hard around the gag.
Breathe in. Breathe out. Okay, stay calm. Figure this out!
The shifting and moving were the biggest indicators of my location. But the thin line of light coming in through the cramped space, the muffled voices to my left, and the road noise made it very apparent I was tied up in the back of a trunk.
Crap!
The memory of turning to see my professor lifting the bat surfaced again. He’d hit me over the head. No wonder I had a pounding headache and my head felt tender. I probably had a goose egg the size of Staten Island on my scalp.
So Professor Dillinger and Aaron are working together? But how can that be?
I closed my eyes and tried to listen to their words. I recognized the muffled, nasal cadence of my slimy teacher’s voice from the front of the car. He was talking to Aaron. But between the jostles, dips, and road noise, I could barely hear them.
Listen harder!
I closed my eyes and concentrated.
“. . . is going too far, Aaron.” Professor Dillinger’s voice was lined with anxiety. “I never agreed to something like this. We’ve kidnapped her!”
Aaron must have replied, but I couldn’t hear him. The next words came from my professor.
“. . . raping someone isn’t killing them. We can’t—”
“The bitch deserves to die!” Aaron snarled.
My heart pounded, and I struggled to breathe. I’d definitely heard that.
I was in deep shit—really, really deep shit. Flint was going to kill me. I laughed hysterically around the gag. Unless Aaron kills me first.
“Aaron, think about it. This is different from the stuff we did as kids, the stuff we’ve been doing lately!” My professor’s voice grew stronger. “If a woman tried to say we’d raped her, we could deny it, and without proof, the law can’t do anything to us, but murder, Aaron? This is a new one, even for you.”
“Losing your nerve already, brother?”
Brother? Professor Dillinger is Aaron’s brother?
My chest rose and fell so quickly that I had to make myself slow it down. I pictured my teacher. He also had dark hair and a stocky build. He had to be at least ten years older than Aaron, maybe even fifteen, but it was possible they were related.
I groaned and wanted to kick the trunk again but knew that would alert them to me being awake. My actions were so stupid. I should never have confronted Aaron. Flint had been right, and now I was going to die.
No! You’re not going to die, Lena. Stay calm. You’re strong. Use your power!
I welled up the energy inside me and then pulled the energy from my cloud along with Aaron’s cloud and my professor’s. I just needed to get my wrists and ankles worked free. And getting this damned duct tape off my face along with the gag in my mouth would be nice too. Dry cotton sat on my tongue. It tasted like an old sweaty handkerchief. Yuck!
Using my ability, I wielded the energy around my back to the restraints. My cloud felt along it. The sensations transferred to my mind.
I groaned. They’d used zip ties on my wrists! Those were nearly impossible to break unless I had a sharp object.
I didn’t have time to figure it out, though. The car slowed and pulled over. The sound of gravel under tires came next. That wasn’t good. If we were on a gravel road, that meant we were somewhere remote.
Lena, think your way out of this! You can still form energy balls even if you can’t get the zip ties off.
That meant I could still blast Aaron and my professor. They still wouldn’t be able to reach me if I kept them at bay. I could knock them out so they wouldn’t be a threat.
I would just have to hold them off until help arrived. Oh, please, Mica, tell me you’ve called the cops!
The car stopped, bringing with it the sound of squeaking brakes. More arguing came from the front of the car.
“Aaron, we can’t do this. We can’t kill her!” Professor Dillinger’s muffled voice sounded frantic.
“If you can’t do it, then stay in the car. I’ll take care of her after I’ve had a little fun. It’s something I should have finished long ago.”
The fear that had been building inside of me gave way to anger. What a sick bastard!
A car door opened and slammed. Footsteps sounded outside. I closed my eyes and pretended to still be unconscious. The more I could take Aaron by surprise, the better.
A pop sounded as Aaron disengaged the trunk’s lock. Cool nighttime air washed across my cheeks when he lifted the lid. He didn’t say anything, but I guessed he was looking at me. Rage built inside me as I called upon the energy from the surrounding plants and animals. From the feel of it, we were in a forest.
You’re not going to win this time!
Aaron’s hands brushed against my cheeks, as if he was going to snake his hand around my neck, just as I slammed the ball into him.
He yelped in pain and flew from the vehicle.
“What the hell?” Another slamming car door sounded from the front. Footsteps came from the other side. I knew Professor Dillinger had hopped out of the vehicle to investigate.
Even though my teacher had tried to convince Aaron to not kill me, he’d still raised a bat to my head and done all those awful things to my classmates. And who knows what else he’s been doing to help Aaron.
When the professor rounded the back of the car, I had an energy ball ready, but I hesitated. Genuine remorse filled his eyes.
The power around me lessened as my breathing came faster. Maybe he’ll help me.
I struggled again, hoping he’d pull off the gag or loosen the restraints. I pleaded with him with my eyes.
My professor ran a hand through his hair as Aaron got to his feet.
“Watch out. The bitch just kicked me.”
Ha! So Aaron thought my ball was a kick.
I tried as hard as I could to talk through the gag, and when my professor reached down, hope welled up inside me. He reached toward my head.
He’s going to take the gag off!
Stars shone in my head as pain suddenly exploded in my skull.
My professor’s fingers tangled though my hair. He had lifted my head so fast that I hadn’t been able to ready myself when he slammed it back down.
Aaron laughed. “Don’t knock her around too much. I want her awake for this.”
Panic bloomed in my chest at his words. No! My head was still spinning when Aaron appeared at his brother’s side. As they stood next to one another, I could see the resemblance as my vision swam in and out of focus.
“Let’s get her out.” The professor panted. “She’s seen my face now. You’re right. She needs to die.”
My eyes widened at his words. Both men reached for me as panic built up inside me. I called upon the energy, but it was hard. My head still felt so dizzy.
Do it, Lena! Do it now, or they’ll kill you!
As my professor’s hands clamped around my ankles, I hurled a ball at him. It was weak compared to what I could conjure, but he still screamed and flew twenty feet before slamming against a tree. He sank to the ground and didn’t move.
“What the hell?” Aaron’s brow furrowed.
Sitting upright, I struggled against the zip ties around my ankles and wrists. They didn’t budge. Dammit!
“I don’t know how you kicked him like that, but you’re going to pay now.” Aaron’s voice turned cold.
I called upon the energy again, but I was still too dizzy. My reactions were slow. Aaron ripped the tape off my face and pulled the rag from my mouth. “I want to hear you scream when I kill you.” My eyes widened in shock just as he punched me in the stomach.
I curled into the fetal position as the wind was knocked out of my lungs.
Aaron laughed again.
My stomach heaved as my lungs refused to inflate. I tried to force myself to breathe.
I couldn’t.
“Not so tough now, are you?” he taunted.
I met his gaze as rage consumed me. Still struggling to breathe, I managed to suck in just enough air to say, “You haven’t seen the half of it.”
Aaron’s hysterical laughter filled the forest as cool wind whipped through the trees. “You always were a little spitfire. It’s what made me want you.”
Red filled my vision, and I finally sucked in a full breath. Power radiated along my limbs as I called upon every living life force within the vicinity. He’s going to pay!
But then reality crashed upon me. I can’t unleash that much power on him. How will I explain it to the police?
Aaron moved closer to me, his movements confident.
Fear coiled tightly in my belly as my thoughts ran at rapid fire. Here I was, completely restrained, yet my professor was already unconscious on the ground. That could be explained by a well-placed kick, but even that was unlikely. But if I slammed my balls into Aaron and broke every bone in his body, the police would demand answers.
I’m going to have to do this the hard way.
I gulped. That wouldn’t be easy.
“Lena, Lena.” Aaron made a tsking sound. “It’s too bad my brother’s out cold, or he’d enjoy the little game I have lined up for us before you die.” He pulled a knife from his back pocket. My eyes bulged as the newspaper stories filled my mind. The women had all said the man was brutal. Deep cuts and broken bones had left their bodies a wreck.
Aaron advanced.
Get the knife away from him.
I summoned a ball just as he pulled the knife back. Rapid breathing filled my chest as I tangled my ball around his fingers.
Aaron frowned, his arm frozen mid-arc. “What the hell?”
Wrapping my energy ball around his fingers, I tethered my power to him like an octopus latching on its tentacles.
Aaron shook his hand.
I pried his fingers back one by one.
He yelped and jumped back. The knife dropped from his hand.
Confusion and rage filled his gaze. He held his wrist with his opposite hand and stared down at his limb as if it didn’t belong to him.
Sitting up straighter in the trunk, I once again manipulated my ball into long, thin strands. Sweat poured from my brow at the exertion. Doing so should not have been this hard, but my head was still fuzzy.
Ignoring the pounding headache filling my skull, I wrapped my cloud around the knife and lifted it.
Aaron’s eyes widened so much that his eyeballs looked as if they would pop out of his head. “Motherfucker! Do you see that?”
“Who do you think’s doing it, you creep?” I replied as I flung the knife at him.
The sharp blade cut through his jeaned thigh and embedded itself deeply into muscle. Aaron howled in pain. I ripped the knife from his leg just as he tried to grab it.
Blood poured from his wound. The copper scent flooded my nose.
Aaron covered the gash with both of his hands as veins bulged from his neck. He turned his murderous gaze on me. “You? You’re doing this?”
I opened my mouth to reply but knew I’d already said too much. If Aaron knew I hadn’t kicked his brother but had instead thrown him using an unseen power, he could try to knock me out again.
I couldn’t let that happen.
Pushing back against the trunk’s edge, I feigned fear. Opening my eyes wide, I shook my head vigorously. “No! It wasn’t me! How could I do that?”
Aaron took a limping step toward me, but I was faster. I flew the knife behind him and stabbed his other leg, just behind the knee. The slice went deep. I felt the tendon slash through.
Aaron howled loudly as he dropped to his knees. “You bitch!”
My heart pounded in my chest as he struggled to stand. Just keep him down. Sooner or later, help will come! Just keep him down until then!
I needed to keep him far enough away that he couldn’t physically touch me. If he managed to knock me out again, I was done for.
Hold him off until help arrives! My heart rate increased. If help arrives.
I still didn’t know how Aaron had taken me this far. The police and my family should have been tailing him if Mica had called for help. I could only assume that Mica didn’t know they had driven away with me.
I moaned in frustration. What if she’s still back in front of the house, waiting on the street? But surely she would have called for help by now.
Even if she did, they won’t know where I’ve gone. They won’t know how to find me. My heart quickened at that thought. Unless Luke, Susannah, or Amber can track me.
Aaron’s labored breathing filled my ears as another cool breeze washed over my cheeks. He cursed and yelled in pain as he inched toward the trunk. He was shuffling on his knees now. I need to end this. I need to knock him out but carefully. If I inflict too many wounds on him, I won’t be able to explain myself.
Using the knife again, I carefully wielded it around my back and down by my hands. Hurry, Lena! Aaron was almost to the trunk.
I felt along my wrists with the knife until I encountered resistance.
A bloody hand slammed down on the trunk’s ledge.
“No!” I screamed and tried to kick out at him just as the knife sliced through the zip-tie.
Pain seared my wrist. I’d done the movement too quickly and had slashed skin. Ignoring the stinging pain, I lifted my foot and kicked Aaron’s hand.
He yelped again just as I pulled my hands out from behind me.
Breathing heavily, I sat more upright and looked over the trunk’s edge. Blood poured down my arm as Aaron’s head suddenly popped up in my view.
He was only a foot away. “I got you now, you little bitch!”
An energy ball formed as instinct took over. Aaron clamped a bloody, meaty hand onto my lower leg just as I slammed the ball onto the top of his head.
He fell to the ground but not before wrenching me out with him.
I landed in a heap upon him and struggled to get away. With my hands free, I was able to push up, but my ankles were still bound. I fell down hard on my side as Aaron’s head listed sluggishly.
My eyes widened since his body lay completely still. But the image of those hateful eyes flashing open had me scrambling back on the gravel. Tiny rocks cut into my palms, but I kept moving.
Only when I was at least five feet away did I stop.
A breath raised Aaron’s chest.
He’s not dead.
The scream of an eagle abruptly tore through the sky.
My gaze whipped up to see Susannah’s giant wings soaring above. Relief escaped me in a giant sob. “Susannah!”
Tears formed in my eyes as she descended. She used her psychic tracking ability to find me! It was the only way she could have located me way out here. Wherever here was.
Susannah landed on the ground beside Aaron. Gravel shifted beneath her giant talons. The sound of them grating together filled the air.
“I’m so glad you’re here!” I sobbed and wiped tears from my eyes. Warm blood from my wound smeared across my face, the stickiness coating my cheeks.
Using her giant beak, Susannah pecked at Aaron a few times. He didn’t move, although his chest continued to rise and fall with each breath.
“I didn’t kill him.” I scooted to Susannah, the sharp rocks poking into my butt.
Susannah cocked her head as her large pale-yellow eyes looked me over.
“I’m not hurt too badly.” My head still pounded, but my thoughts felt relatively clear. “But I can’t walk since my ankles are still bound.”
Susannah hopped closer to me and opened her beak. She leaned down to cut the tie around my ankles, but luckily, I pulled back just in time.
“No! You can’t, Suze! I need evidence that he tied me up. It’s going to be hard enough explaining how I got my hands free.”
Susannah stood upright again just as flashing police lights glowed in the distance.
I sat up straighter and grinned. “They’re coming!”
Susannah made a chirping sound before she hopped along the ground to where my professor lay. Since he still hadn’t moved, I knew he’d been knocked unconscious. A plan was already forming in my mind for how I’d explain this.
I’d say that I kicked the professor hard enough to knock him out and had then used a sharp edge in the trunk to break my wrists restraints. That resulted in Aaron and me getting into a fight. I was able to wrestle the knife from him and stab his legs. I certainly had enough cuts and bruises on me to make a scuffle believable.
Breathing heavily, I looked off in the distance. The lights were growing closer. “You better get out of here, Susannah. You know you can’t let them see you.”
She chirped again and hopped back my way.
As the police cruiser drew closer, more headlights appeared behind them. I could only hope it was Mica and the rest of my family.
Susannah jumped to my side and leaned her giant head down, brushing her white feathers against my cheek. Large, pale-yellow eyes met mine. I could have sworn they were filled with relief.
“I love you too. Now, get out of here before they see you.”
Her eagle scream tore through the air just as she took flight. Her giant wings flapped until she gained ground and disappeared into the sky.
The wailing sounds of the police siren filled my ears. The sound of their tires digging into the gravel came next. That was the sweetest sound I could imagine.




CHAPTER THIRTEEN



An ambulance came to take Aaron and Professor Dillinger away. Neither regained consciousness in that time. I could only imagine the wild stories they’d come up with when they woke up, but I doubted anyone would believe Aaron if he said I stabbed him using supernatural powers.
I spent the rest of the night at the police station, telling the cops what I knew. They filled me in that multiple women had filed complaints against Professor Dillinger, but so far, nothing had been done about it. Relief filled me that he’d finally been stopped.
I also learned that Aaron was indeed Professor Dillinger’s brother. According to phone records, Aaron had moved into the area to live with his brother six months before . . . right around the time the assaults had started.
When I confessed to the police officers that I’d gone to Aaron’s house to confront him after I saw him on campus, their mouths dropped.
“You did what?” The older one’s eyebrows rose. He had to be in his fifties and was mostly bald.
“I know it was stupid, but I couldn’t let him get away. After seeing him today on campus, I guessed he might try to run again. It’s what he did two years ago after he attacked me on our friend’s ranch. There’s a police report on it.”
The officer nodded. “We’ve found it.”
I glanced at Flint again, but he seemed locked in a silent battle with control. I’d never seen him so tense.
Flint had been at my side the entire time I spoke with the police. Energy poured from him, but he kept his rage in check. I knew as soon as we got home, I was going to get an earful, but I also knew he was beyond relieved that I was okay.
I turned back to the officer. “Aaron has probably been attacking women ever since he left Hideaway Hills. I couldn’t let him continue.”
The police officer sighed heavily while looking at me with his kind brown eyes. “You do know you could have been killed. What you did was very dangerous.”
Flint tensed even more.
“Yeah. I know. I guess I’m lucky it didn’t turn out that way.”
The policeman shook his head and shared an incredulous look with his partner before turning back to taking notes.
Dawn had almost come by the time Flint and I left.
Flint didn’t speak to me as we walked to the station’s front doors, but he kept his arm around me and refused to let go.
I glanced up at him as we pushed through the doors. Outside, our entire family waited, including Jacinda and Father.
They all rushed at me, and I was engulfed in hugs. Mica apologized over and over again that it had taken her so long to call the police. Aaron and the professor had sneaked out on the back driveway road, so she didn’t see them leave.
Di and Raven scolded me for doing something so dangerous while holding me fiercely. The twins merely shook their heads with relieved smiles on their faces while Amber sniffled before giving me a tight squeeze.
Susannah, Luke, and Edgar let everyone hug me before they stepped forward.
I embraced Susannah in a tight hug. “Do you remember coming to the forest?”
She nodded as her long hair brushed against my cheek. “Of course. I knew I could get to you first, which is why I flew. I was ready to tear out another throat if I needed to.”
My eyes widened when I pulled back.
She laughed softly. “As a last resort, of course.”
I laughed with her before I turned to Luke and asked, “Did you see it? Did you see what was going to happen?”
Luke shook his head, as a stumped expression grew on his face. “Di always told me you were hard to track.” He crossed his muscular arms over his chest. “Until tonight, I didn’t fully appreciate that. None of us suspected anything until after you’d been taken. But then it was too late to stop you.”
I ducked my head and shrugged sheepishly. “Apparently, it’s my impulsiveness that can make it difficult to see my future.”
Edgar gave my hand a squeeze. “Just don’t make a habit of it. Okay, love? You really scared all of us.”
“I won’t.”
I glanced up at Flint, who still hovered at my side. Waves of power rolled from him. The fact that he still hadn’t said anything did not bode well.
I swallowed tightly. “But Aaron’s been caught now. The police said they have DNA evidence from the other assaults, so they should be able to tie him to those attacks too. And the professor has a line of women ready to testify against him. That, along with what he did to me, means they’re both going to jail.”
Fatigue lined Father’s face as he pulled me into a tight embrace. “But you put yourself in danger, Lena. You shouldn’t have done that.”
Jacinda’s sniffles came next when she grabbed my hand tightly and squeezed. “That was so dangerous!”
Guilt filled me at the worry I’d put my family through. I wrung my hands when I was finally free. “But I had to do it! I just had to! I hope eventually you’ll all understand that. I couldn’t let him get away. Not after what he’d done to me and what he was doing to the women in this town.”
“I understand why you did it.” Father straightened his glasses and dabbed at the corner of his eyes. “But it could have turned out much worse.”
I darted a look at Flint before replying, “I know.”
The ride back to our apartment was quick. Since everyone was exhausted from a sleepless night, especially following a night where we’d spent most of it on top of Abigail’s roof, we agreed that everybody would return to their own homes to rest and recuperate. It was hard to believe in three short days, we had accomplished what we’d set out to do.
I smiled, knowing that. We’d found the serial attacker, he was currently being held without bail, and no more women had been hurt. And on top of that, he’d turned out to be Aaron. My attacker from two years ago was now facing justice, and my professor was finally being held accountable for his acts.
Retribution had most definitely arrived.
But my smile faltered as I kicked my shoes off in our entryway. In the process of doing all of that, I’d lied to my boyfriend, had treated my best friend horribly, and had deceived my family. My entire plan hadn’t gone as smoothly as I’d hoped.
When the last of our family members finally left our apartment, Flint turned toward me. The rising sun illuminated the walls in our living room. Fatigue rolled through my body, yet I had a feeling I wouldn’t be sleeping anytime soon.
I stuffed my hands in my back pockets and winced when my jeans rubbed on the raw skin of my wrists. A puffy bandage covered my cut. I gave Flint a pleading look. “Say something.”
Powerful waves of energy emanated from him. A muscle ticked in his jaw.
“I’m sorry, Flint. I know I lied to you, and I know I deceived you, but I couldn’t let him get away. Please try to understand that!”
He stayed at the door’s edge. His expression was unreadable.
“Please say something.”
A full minute ticked by. The anxiety within me grew.
“What am I supposed to say?” He finally said softly. “How am I supposed to trust you?”
My stomach dropped. I rushed to him and wrapped my arms around his waist. He didn’t hug me back. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry!”
He just stood there as I held onto him as tightly as I could. Finally, placing his hands on my shoulders, he pushed me away.
I swallowed tightly as tears filled my eyes. He’d never done that before.
“Relationships are supposed to be based on trust.” His jaw tightened in anger. “You broke that trust.”
My eyes widened as my heart pounded so hard I couldn’t breathe. “What are you saying?”
He raked a hand through his hair. “I don’t know.” He strode away from the entryway into the living room and paced it a few times, never once meeting my gaze.
I stepped closer to him and stood directly in his path, which forced him to stop. I tentatively balled my hands in his shirt. Try as I might, I couldn’t get my heart rate under control. It felt like it was galloping in my chest.
In a shaking voice, I said, “Flint. I know I messed up. I know that. But please understand I had to do it. I knew you wouldn’t agree with my plan, and I knew you wouldn’t let me go. That’s why I didn’t tell you.”
Agony filled his dark eyes. “You could have died!”
I swallowed tightly. “But I didn’t, and if I hadn’t confronted him, he never would have been caught. He would have continued hurting women for who knows how long.” Tears spilled onto my cheeks. “Please understand that’s why I did it.”
“You should have told me.” He pulled back, which forced me to let him go.
Frustration rose inside me. I seethed inwardly at how incredibly stubborn he could be. “And if I had told you, what would you have done?”
His dark eyes narrowed before he looked away.
I threw my hands up. “You know what you would have done! You would have tied me down to keep me from getting hurt, but I’m not that fragile, Flint! Don’t you see that? You can’t always protect me! Sometimes, you’re going to have to let me go and understand that I’m an adult who can make my own decisions.”
“Impulsive decisions?”
“That’s not fair. It wasn’t an impulsive decision. I actually thought it through and decided not telling you was the best decision.”
“Even if that decision almost got you killed?”
“But it didn’t!”
His eyes glittered in the morning sun. “You should have come to me, Lena. What you did was wrong.”
I tilted my chin up as my cheeks flushed. “Maybe I should have, but you also need to not be so protective.”
His brow furrowed. “I’m not that protective.”
I snorted. “Seriously?”
He took a deep breath and said gruffly, “Okay. Maybe I am, but you would be too if you were in my position. You constantly do things that put you in danger.”
“I’m not constantly doing things. Just sometimes doing things.”
An aggrieved sigh escaped him. “Are you really not going to take any responsibility for this, babe?”
My shoulders fell, and I looked down. “Okay. Yeah. You’re right. What I did was stupid and reckless. It wasn’t fair to you or anyone in our family. I shouldn’t have done it.”
“But you’d do it again in a heartbeat, wouldn’t you? If you had to do it all over again?”
I snapped my gaze up when I heard the hurt in his words.
Pain swam in his irises.
“Flint . . .” I stepped closer to him and tentatively laid my hands on his waist. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to hurt you.”
He looked away, breaking eye contact, but the pain stayed in his eyes, making my heart rip in pieces. “I know, Lena. I know you’re sorry.”
I placed my hand on his jaw and forced his gaze back to mine. “I know your protectiveness stems from everything we’ve been through. But right now, I need you to understand that I did what I needed to do.” I stepped even closer to him until our bodies brushed. “And it kills me that it hurt you so much, but please meet me halfway on this. If you weren’t so protective of me, I would have told you what I planned to do. I would have gone to you, not Mica, but I couldn’t because of how you always try to take control of the situation for me.”
With a groan, he pulled me tightly to him. “The thought of losing you scares me so damned much! It’s the only thing that will bring me to my knees.”
I clung to him, and his scent washed over me. My heart rate slowed at the feel of his arms around me and the absolute belief that everything would be okay between us. “I know, and I love you just as much as you love me, and you’re right. I lied to you. I shouldn’t have done that. It’s horrible that I did that.” I paused as those words sank in—really sank in. “I won’t do that again. Next time, I’ll come to you. I won’t lie, but can you try to listen and not fly off the handle? Can we both work on this?”
A heavy breath filled his chest. “Yeah. I’ll try to, but it’s not easy for me.”
I squeezed him tightly. “I know, just like it’s not easy for me to not rush headfirst into things.”
“I guess we both have stuff to work on.”
I muffled a laugh. “We probably always will. It’s hard to fight instinct. And my instinct was to rush after Aaron before he could leave town.”
“And mine was to tie you to the bed.”
I laughed then, a real laugh. Pulling back just enough to place my hands on his chest, I asked, “So what do we do from here?”
He sighed heavily. “If you promise to come to me first if anything dangerous like this happens again, I promise to listen to you and try to work with you. Deal?”
Tears filled my eyes. I loved this man so damned much. “Deal.”
He leaned down and nuzzled my neck.
I trembled when his hands gripped me around the waist. “Thank you for loving me like you do,” I said breathlessly. His tongue was doing amazing things just below my ear, making all coherent thought threaten to vanish.
He nipped my skin lightly. “Maybe in fifty years, we’ll have all of our issues sorted out, and then we’ll never fight again.”
“If we’re lucky, maybe it will only be twenty years.”
He laughed before scooping me into his arms. In a blurred move, he raced us to our bedroom. Laying me gently on the covers, he tenderly pushed a lock of hair from my face. “Does it hurt anywhere?”
I shrugged. “The skin around my wrists and ankles is raw, and my shoulders are still a bit sore from our excursion on Abigail’s roof, but this is nothing compared to being trapped in Marcus’s mansion.”
His jaw clenched as the sun grew brighter outside. “We’re never going to lead truly normal lives, are we?”
I shrugged. “Probably not, but you know what? This life is pretty damn good. And it certainly isn’t boring.”
He smiled and tilted my chin up. “No, it certainly isn’t.”
And then he kissed me.




EPILOGUE



Grace sat across from me in the smoothie shop. I was bone tired, but she didn’t know that. I’d skipped class again after the attack with Aaron, but I was back to school today. Despite all that had happened, I had made myself get up and come to class. We were at the end of the semester, after all, and finals were right around the corner.
However, my best friend still wouldn’t meet my gaze. My shoulders slumped. Her anger was understandable. I had hardly been a good friend to her lately.
Keeping her eyes averted, she sucked her drink and picked up the newspaper. Her eyes shifted across the words as she read the front page.
“Did you see this article?” Grace twirled her straw and pointed at the daily newspaper that somebody had left on the table. Outside, the sun beat down.
I struggled to keep my eyes open as I glanced at it. “What article?”
Grace rolled her eyes and pointed at the front headline. Serial Attacker and Accomplice Caught—University Stunned That It’s One of Their Own.
“This one,” she said.
I ducked my head and took a huge slurp from my smoothie so she wouldn’t see my satisfied smile. “Oh. Yeah. I saw that. I’m glad they’ve been arrested.”
She swiveled the paper back her way and bit her lip before saying quietly, “You were right about him—Professor Dillinger. I should have listened to you.”
I shrugged and did my best to ease the guilty look on her face. “It’s fine. I know you always assume everyone is as good as you, but they’re not.”
Her brow furrowed more. “They said a woman, who police said preferred to remain unnamed, had been tied up in his trunk when they caught him and that guy.” She shuddered.
Under the table, I fingered the raw skin around my wrists. Since I was wearing a long-sleeved shirt, it wasn’t visible for anyone to see.
“I’m sure glad she’s okay,” Grace added. “Whoever she is.” My best friend took another sip of her drink and then pushed the drink away. “Are you ready to get going? We better head to the library since our final’s tomorrow morning.”
She stood before I could reply. The haste with which she moved made her chair squeak against the floor.
The guilt inside me grew. Grace had, once again, forgiven my erratic behavior willingly and without question, but I could tell that she was still hurt by how I’d been treating her lately.
Outside, Grace walked at my side, but her usual smile was absent.
I squinted in the bright sun and took a deep breath of the fresh springtime air. Wringing my hands, I once again debated if I should come clean with Grace and tell her who I really was. She’d been my best friend for over a year and had proven she was loyal and trustworthy time and time again. Yet the rules Father had instilled in us since childhood were hard to overcome. He was so terrified of us being exposed.
But Grace isn’t like that. She would never tell anyone.
Taking a deep breath, I grabbed her hand and stopped her mid-stride.
Her long blond hair swung over her shoulders from the abrupt stop, and she almost tripped. “Jeez, Lena. What the heck?” The familiar annoyance flashed in her eyes, but when she got a look at my expression, it vanished.
“What’s wrong?” Her eyebrows drew together.
A few other people passed us on the sidewalk, some muttering under their breaths when they bumped into us. I pulled her closer to a storefront.
“Can we go back to my apartment to study?” I still gripped her hand tightly.
The worried look on her face grew. “Um . . . yeah. Okay.” She gripped my hand back. “Are you all right? Because remember, Lena, you can tell me if something’s wrong. I’m always here for you.”
I chewed my lip before closing my eyes. She’s your best friend, Lena. She’s been nothing but supportive and kind to you since you met her, and her cloud is pure white. You can trust her. Of all the people you’ve met, Grace is someone you can trust with your life.
“Lena?” Her tone grew even more concerned.
Taking a deep breath, I opened my eyes. “I want to tell you something about me, Grace. I should have told you a long time ago, but I can’t do it here, not out in public. Will you come back to my apartment with me?”
She gripped my hand again. “Of course. Wherever you want to talk, and whatever you want to tell me, I’ll listen. I’ll always listen. You know that.”
Tears threatened to fill my eyes at how lucky I was to have a friend like her. “I know, and that’s why you deserve to know the truth.”
“The truth?” She cocked her head.
I lifted the sleeves on my shirt to expose the red skin on my wrists.
Her breath sucked in. “Oh my gosh, Lena! What happened?”
I nodded in the direction of the smoothie shop. “Remember that article about the girl in the trunk?”
Her mouth parted as her eyes widened in shock. She looked down at my wrists again. Understanding dawned in her eyes. “What . . . How . . . You were that girl?”
I nodded tightly.
“But . . . how did you get away?”
I smiled, the first real smile I’d had all day, as a huge weight lifted off my shoulders. “Come on. I have a lot to tell you.”
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