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      For the past seven years, I’ve been in love with my best friend Blaine. I know, I know. I’m a complete walking cliché. But I can’t help it. If I could change my feelings for him, I totally would. But ever since my fourteenth birthday, I get butterflies in my stomach every time he looks at or touches me—in a completely friendly way, of course; otherwise, I wouldn’t be babbling about my one-sided crush right now.

      And no, I’m not silly enough to believe that getting butterflies means I’m in love with him. I know I’m in love with him for several reasons. One, I’d do practically anything for him, even questionable things I normally wouldn’t do. Like, for instances, when we were in high school, I lied to his mom about where he was so he wouldn’t get in trouble for going to a party. I didn’t lie because he asked me to—Blaine would never do that—but because I have this uncontrollable urge to protect him.

      The second reason is because I can’t stand any of his girlfriends. Sure, I pretend to like them, but that doesn’t mean I actually do. And half the time, I don’t even have a good reason for disliking them.

      And the third is simple. When I think of my future and who I want to spend the rest of my life with, I see Blaine. That’s it. There’s no one else for me.

      Coming to this conclusion when I was fourteen was very unfortunate and has made first dates and first kisses seem pointless. Which is probably why, at eighteen years old, I’ve had a total of two boyfriends, kissed three guys, and … well, that’s about it for me when it comes to the boyfriend department.

      Life would be so much easier if I could just have Blaine.

      “Oh, God, here we go again,” my friend Masie says from the lounge chair across from mine. “Seriously, Alexis, you need to just tell him how you feel.”

      Shit. Did I just say that aloud?

      “No way,” I say, readjusting my sunglasses.

      The sun is hot against my pale skin, and I wonder if I should put on more sunscreen. I’ve never actually worn a bikini, since I burn simply thinking about the sun. Plus, I’m not a bikini girl—never have been. Masie’s theory is that I act this way because I suffer from low self-esteem, caused by being teased during my early high school years. Which, yes, I know happens to a lot of people. And these people, I’m sure, can wear bikinis later on in life, if they choose to. But not all of them do, so I’m not an anomaly. When I tried to explain all this to her, she just shook her head.

      “Oh, Alexis, when will you start seeing things for what they really are?” she asked. We were about sixteen at the time, and I’ll admit I was a bit more naive than I am now. “I blame books. You read too much, and it messes with your sense of reality.”

      “My sense of reality is fine,” I replied. Seriously, did she just say I read too much? Jesus, Masie. I mean, she’s cool and everything, but the girl can be a damn ditz sometimes. “And what does that even have to do with wanting to wear a bikini? Maybe it’s just not my thing. Not every girl wants to wear one.”

      “It’s not just the bikini,” she said. “It’s the clothes you wear. Seriously, you dress like you think you’re a Goth princess. And you hardly talk to people at parties. And don’t even get me started on dating.”

      “I haven’t even gone on a date in a year.”

      “Exactly,” she said, as if it proved some hidden point. “Look, we’ve been friends forever, so trust me when I tell you that all that shit you went through our freshman year messed with your head. But you’re not that girl anymore. You’re beautiful, smart, and funny. You just need to realize it and start letting other people see it. You know, let your wall down.”

      “Aw, that’s so sweet, Masie,” I joked, mostly to annoy her. “But if you’re about to ask me out on a date, I’m going to have to decline. Not because I don’t like you and think you’re not pretty, but I just don’t swing that way.”

      She sighed. “Oh, Alexis.”

      She said that a lot when she was frustrated with me. She reminded me of my mom when she did it, but if I ever told her that, she’d get pissed.

      I swallow hard at the sudden thought of my mom. While I try not to think about her or my dad, sometimes thoughts of them sneak up on me. Which might sound weird, but after they died in a car accident when I was fifteen, I made a vow to not deal with the pain. And that meant not really thinking about them. That is part of the reason “the wall,” as Masie calls it, was put up. That’s when I became more closed off. It’s better that way. Easier. Because, trust me; I’ve tried a few times to let the wall down, but the pain is too unbearable.

      “Earth to Alexis.” Masie waves her hand in front of my face, yanking me from the memory. “Did you hear anything I just said?”

      “Um, sure,” I lie.

      She draws down her sunglasses to narrow her eyes at me accusingly.

      I sigh. “All right, fine. I didn’t hear you. I’m sorry. I was just thinking about something.”

      She cocks her brow. “About Blaine?”

      “No.” It might be the first time I answered that question truthfully, since he’s usually on my mind

      A lot.

      Okay, that’s a lie. I think about Blaine about ninety-nine percent of the time. But hey, what else am I supposed to think about? Blaine is the easiest thing to occupy my brain … and the less painful.

      “I’m telling the truth.” I flip the page of the mystery book I’ve been reading for the last hour while Masie and I have been sun tanning. Or, well, Masie has been tanning while I doused my body in so much sunscreen I feel like a greasy french fry.

      Masie is the opposite of me. Her tanned skin glistens against the sun. Add that to her sun-kissed blonde hair and curvy body, she’s practically a beach goddess. And then there’s me. Long, dark brown, nearly black hair; pale skin with a few freckles here and there; tall; and slightly on the gangly side. I look like I belong in a basement or a crypt. That’s okay, though. The look doesn’t bother me. It used to, back in the day when I actually used to wear a lot of pink and glittery things. But after my parents died, I decided to hell with it and became a new person. A person who wears a lot of black and studded clothing, and who would never, ever be caught dead wearing anything sparkly.

      “You don’t belong in a crypt,” Masie says as she reaches for a glass of lemonade on the table between us.

      “I didn’t mean to say that aloud.”

      “Yeah, well, you did.” She takes a sip of the drink then sets the glass down. “You know, you talk to yourself a lot.”

      “And you say that a lot.”

      “Touché.” She grins.

      I mirror her grin, then frown when the back gate to her house creaks open.

      Bolting upright, I rush to grab my towel to cover up, because there is no way in hell I’m going to let anyone see this much of me.

      “Don’t you dare.” Masie sits up and snatches the towel from my hands.

      “Give it back,” I growl, lunging at her.

      Grinning, she jumps up from the lounge chair and skitters toward the diving board.

      The gate is around the corner of her two-story brick house that she rents from her parents, so I don’t have a view of who’s coming back here. The last thing I want is for her younger brother, the pool cleaner, the landscapers, or anyone else to see me rocking a two-piece. Granted, it’s a nice two-piece—black with cute, little boy short bottoms, embroidered with stars—but my belly, legs, cleavage—what I have, anyway—and even the bottom of my ass cheeks are completely on display. And I’m not comfortable with anyone other than Masie—and even her I’m not that comfortable with—seeing me like this.

      “Masie …” I warn as I hurry toward her. “If you don’t give me my towel back, I’ll …”

      She hops onto the diving board with my towel in her hand. “You’ll what?” She inches toward the edge.

      “I’ll …” I rack my brain for a nice, vicious threat, my gaze skimming the backyard, the pool, the lounge chairs. When I spot the high-heeled, designer shoes she wore out here, an idea strikes me. I turn around, grinning at her. “I’ll throw your shoes in the pool.”

      Her teasing grin fades. “You wouldn’t dare.”

      “Wanna bet?” I pad over to the lounge chair, pick up her shoes, then walk to the edge of the pool, dangling her pretty footwear that I could never afford over the water. “Now, come on; give me my towel back.”

      She eyes the shoes then sighs as she backs up. “Fine. But please just step away from the water. You’re making me nervous.”

      I take a few steps back, remaining close enough in case she backs out of our agreement.

      Frowning, she makes her way off the diving board and climbs down the ladder. As her feet plant on the concrete, the back-gate intruder rounds the house.

      Suddenly, her younger brother, the pool boy, or the landscapers don’t seem that terrible of options, because the person who enters the backyard is none other than Blaine.

      As always, he’s in full sexy form; light brown hair, the most gorgeous blue eyes ever, a rock-hard body, lean arms. He’s sporting board shorts and a green shirt, my favorite color on him.

      Wait. Back the hell up. He’s wearing board shorts, which means someone must have invited him over here to swim. And since this lovely, two-story, swimming pool palace belongs to only one person …

      I narrow my eyes at Masie, who flashes me an innocent look before a devious grin spreads across her face.

      That little brat. She totally did this on purpose. Why? To humiliate me in front of Blaine while I’m wearing a bikini? Granted, she probably doesn’t think this is humiliation since she insists I look great. In fact, my guess is she thinks she’s doing me a favor. That if Blaine sees me in all my glorious, ass hanging out form, we’d have one of those guy-realizes-his-best-friend-is-really-beautiful-underneath-the-punk-clothes-and-unbrushed-hair moments. That’s not going to happen, though, and Blaine more than proves it.

      “Since when do you wear a bikini?” he asks, giving me a weird, confused look.

      I wrap my arms around myself. “Masie made me wear it.”

      A pucker forms at his brow as his gaze sweeps up and down my body, not in a holy-hell-she-looks-sexy way, but in a what-is-this-strange-creature-before-me way. “You look … weird.”

      “I know. That’s what I told Masie.” I pretend to be all chill, yet I’m wounded, like a unicorn horn to the heart. Yeah, okay, maybe I do have a weird sense of reality.

      “I think she looks great,” Masie protests, whacking Blaine in the gut. “And you should, too.”

      Blaine shoots her a dirty look. “I never said she didn’t look great. I just think it’s weird she’s wearing a bikini. I figured that’s your influence”—he steps back to eye her up and down—“since that’s pretty much all you wear.”

      My stomach twinges. Is that a little bit of lust I detect in his eyes?

      Masie smirks then does a little twirl. “I wear it because I look hot. What else should I wear?”

      “Clothes.” He smirks. “You know, those pieces of fabric that cover up your—”

      She swats him again, and he laughs, his eyes crinkling around the corners.

      She shakes her head, but a trace of a smile touches her lips. “You’re such a perv.” Then she whirls around, drops my towel, skips toward the pool, and does a perfect swan dive into the water. When she resurfaces, her hair is dripping wet, water beads her skin, and the water makes her white bikini top kind of see-through. If it was anyone else, I’d tell them. But Masie won’t care. She’s never been ashamed of her body, flaunting it whenever she can. In a way, I sort of envy her, but not enough to flaunt my own body.

      While she’s distracted, I pad over to my towel, scoop it up, and wrap it around me.

      Blaine, whose eyes have been locked on Masie, finally looks at me again.

      He frowns when he notices the towel secured around me. “Alexis, I didn’t mean anything by what I said.” He tensely massages the back of his neck. “You just took me by surprise; that’s all.” His eyes stray to Masie again.

      My already cracked heart shatters even more. Since when has he been so interested in Masie? I mean, sure, she’s totally his type—blonde, curvy, and flirty—but he’s never showed any interest before.

      I swallow the lump wedged in my throat, refusing to show any sort of hurt. See? This is why you have your wall. Hide behind it!

      “I was going to put the towel on before you said anything, but Masie stole it. Well, until I threatened to throw her shoes in the pool.”

      He chuckles, focusing on me again. “You went right for her heart, huh?”

      “Of course,” I reply, trying to smile. But he keeps looking at her, and it’s making me want to frown underneath rain clouds for weeks on end. “You know how I work. I don’t fuck around.”

      He smashes his lips together, biting back a smile. “So, you’re saying you’re tough?”

      I narrow my eyes at him, but it’s a playful move. “Are you challenging my toughness?”

      “Not at all.” He’s on the verge of laughing.

      “Fine, you want to see toughness? I’ll show you toughness.” Shaking my head, I reach out and pinch his arm.

      He busts up laughing, hunching over. “Oh, my God, that was the daintiest pinch I’ve ever felt.”

      “Hey, don’t you dare call me dainty.” I lunge for him, to do who knows what, but slam to a stop as the towel is yanked loose from my body.

      Masie snickers from behind me. “Gotcha.”

      “Dammit.” I spin around, moving too quickly, and trip over my feet.

      I lose my balance, teetering toward the water, when an arm slips around my waist and pulls me back to a standing position. My heart thunders in my chest as I realize the muscular arm wrapped around my waist belongs to Blaine. His fingers are splayed across my bare waist as he tows me against him, my back lined with his chest.

      Mother of all that’s holy. There goes the butterflies and fireworks and bunnies having a disco party.

      “You okay there, clumsy girl?” Humor dances in Blaine’s tone.

      I pretend to grimace, but deep down, I’m still hanging out in lust land.

      “Do not start with that nickname again. You promised you’d stop calling me that. I’m not even clumsy.”

      With another chuckle, Blaine dips his lips toward my ear and pulls me closer. “No, I’m pretty sure you demanded I stop calling you that. But I never agreed to it, and I never will. You’ll always be my clumsy girl. Even this I’m-too-tough-for-everyone version of you.” His warm breath dusts across my skin, and it takes every ounce of my strength not to shudder.

      Masie grins in front of me, still holding my towel. “Aw, aren’t you two adorable?” Then she holds up her hand and pretends to take a photo. “Dammit, I really wish I had my camera right now.”

      I glare at her, while Blaine simply laughs, holding me for a beat longer before releasing me.

      “You know what I think?” he asks, stepping up beside me, his eyes glimmering mischievously.

      I shake my head and inch away from him. “With that look in your eyes, I’m sure I don’t want to.”

      A devilish grin spreads across his face as he winks at me then lunges for Masie. She squeals as he picks her up by the waist and tosses her into the pool. Water splashes everywhere, drenching both Blaine and me.

      I gasp from the coldness and step back from the edge of the pool.

      “Oh no, you don’t,” Blaine says, coming at me.

      “Don’t you dare,” I warn, pointing a finger at him as I continue to back away. “You know I hate getting in water.”

      He’s still grinning like the evil devil himself. “Which makes this much more fun.”

      He steps toward me.

      I step back.

      Grinning, he rushes at me.

      I may be tough, but with him, I don’t even stand a chance. Still, I whirl around and run toward the house.

      Two steps in, he wraps his arms around my waist. But unlike Masie, I’m not going down without a fight.

      Writhing my body, I kick and try to wiggle free. My skin is still wet from Masie’s splash, and his hands nearly slip off me, but he manages to hold me tightly, carrying me over to the pool and tossing me into the air.

      I let out a string of curses that get cut short as I splash into the water. I suck balls at swimming, so it takes me a moment to kick back to the top. Right before I surface, a body dives into the water beside me. Blaine, I’m sure, which means he’ll have his shirt off and be all hot and sexy and dripping wet.

      Okay, maybe being in the water isn’t too terrible.

      Breaking through the surface, I suck in a huge breath of air. It takes me a couple of breaths to get my bearings, and by the time I do, Blaine is popping up through the water beside me.

      I get a brief, yet not nearly long enough, glimpse of his wet chest before he sinks back down, leaving only his head and shoulders out of the water.

      “That wasn’t very funny,” I tell him as I paddle my arms to stay afloat.

      “You’re right.” He grins cockily. “It was freaking hilarious.”

      I mimic his cocky grin, splashing water into his face. “So was that.”

      He curses, but laughs, wiping his face with his hand.

      Before he can pay me back, I blast him with a sassy smirk then swim toward the edge. I don’t climb out, mostly because, when Blaine threw Masie into the pool, she had my towel in her hands. So, I don’t have anything else to cover up with at the moment.

      Masie swims up beside me and grips the edge of the pool with a big, old grin on her face. “Holy shit! He’s totally flirting with you.”

      I roll my eyes. “He so is not. If anything, he’s flirting with you.” It hurts like a motherfucker to say it, but I manage to keep a neutral expression.

      Yep, that’s me. Unfeeling, emotionless Alexis.

      She rolls her eyes. “Like Blaine would ever flirt with me. Please. I’m not even his type.”

      I snort a laugh. “Yeah, right. You’re exactly his type.” My words ache with truth.

      She rolls her eyes, her expression carrying a drop of uneasiness. “Blaine doesn’t have a type. I mean, sure, he’s dated a lot of blondes. But, so what? I’ve seen him check out brunettes and redheads, too.” Her eyes pop wide open when I frown. “I so didn’t mean he checks out other girls all the time. I’ve just seen him do it occasionally … when he’s drunk … really, really drunk.” She’s a babbling mess of lies. That’s okay. She’s only trying to make me feel better.

      “Masie, I’m fine,” I insist, back paddling toward the ladder so I can climb out of the pool, so over this water thing. “I know Blaine checks out girls. I’m not fucking clueless.”

      She smiles, but it doesn’t quite reach her eyes. “Maybe partially.”

      I flip her the middle finger. Then, with a deep breath, I hoist myself up onto the ladder and climb out. Water rivers off my body, and even though it’s hot as a devil’s flame, goose bumps sprout across my skin. Wrapping my arms around myself, I shuffle toward the back door of Masie’s house.

      “Hey! Don’t you dare drip water all over my floor,” Masie shouts after me.

      “That’s what you get for ruining my towel,” I throw back, gripping the doorknob.

      “Alexis …” she whines. “Please don’t. I just had the floors cleaned.”

      “Yeah, well, maybe you should’ve thought about that before you ruined my towel.” I’m totally fucking with her. I turn around, grinning, but my smile promptly fades.

      Blaine has swum up to her and is saying something with his head tipped close. Maybe I’m reading too much into it, but the position they’re in looks very intimate.

      Is something going on with them?

      Masie catches my eye and rolls hers, nudging Blaine away. Her lips part, but Blaine grabs ahold of her and swims farther into the pool. Masie screeches like she’s upset, but her laughter reveals otherwise.

      “Blaine, stop!” she gripes through her laughter.

      Shaking my head, I turn around and enter her house, not wanting to see, or apparently feel, any more of their flirting moment.

      Because I’m not a total bitch, at least not to my friends, I remain in the washroom until I’m not dripping water anymore. Then I go into the guestroom to change into my clothes. I more than happily peel the bikini off, then put on a pair of cut-offs, a black tank top, and then tie a plaid shirt around my waist. I leave my wet hair down, and tug on a pair of clunky boots. When I check my reflection in the mirror, I pull a face. I look like a mess. A big, old, hot mess. So, yeah, I pretty much look like I always do.

      I comb my fingers through my tangled, wavy hair a couple of times, then sigh and turn away from the mirror. I grab my bag, my car keys, and the wet bikini before heading back outside.

      I was supposed to hang around at Masie’s then go to a party later tonight with her, but I think I’ll go home to shower and wash the chlorine out of my hair then meet up with her later.

      However, the instant I step outside, all thoughts of parties and showers go bye-bye, see ya later as I spot Masie and Blaine making out in the pool. He has her pressed up against the side, his hands resting on the edge, her head pinned between them. She is gripping his shoulders, pulling him closer as she kisses him.

      I want to look away, but my damn gaze is being a little uncooperative motherfucker.

      This can’t be happening. I must be reading the situation wrong.

      Still, no matter how many times I try to convince myself, the truth is hard to deny when it’s right there in front of me.

      Move, Alexis. Move your damn feet and walk away before you get even more hurt.

      I start to turn to go back into the house so I can run out the front door, when I end up tripping over my own feet. I manage to catch my balance, though not before accidentally kicking a flowerpot off the back porch and onto the barbeque grill below.

      “Oh, shit.” Masie lets out a string of panicked curses. “Alexis, wait.”

      Panic radiates from her, but I don’t even look behind me as I rush into the house and haul ass for the front door. When I barrel outside, ready to get the hell out of here, I slam to a screeching halt when I reach the driveway.

      “Shit, where’s my car?” Even though I know I parked it in the driveway, I still stupidly glance around, looking inside the open garage and at the curb in front of her house. Nope. No such luck. And my car is really hard to miss, too. A beat up 1969 Chevelle I recently bought with some of the money my parents left me when they died.

      I cried like a wimp when I bought it, mostly because my dad was into classic cars. It was the one moment I let myself cry since their deaths, and I want it to be my last.

      “Shit, did someone steal my fucking car?” The thought makes my anger boil even more. “I’m so going to kick the ass of whoever took it …” I trail off at the sight of something in the driveway.

      Tucked underneath a rock where my car was parked is a bright red piece of paper with my name scrawled across it. Bending over, I slip the paper out from under the rock and turn it over.

      If you want to find your car, you need to follow the clue. If you don’t find it by sunset, we’ll tell Blaine how you feel about him. And make sure not to go to the police, or again, we’ll tell Blaine your secret.

      Printed below the note is a strange circular symbol with a series of patterns and shapes.

      What. The. Fuck. Is. This? And who the bleep left it here? And what freakin’ clue?

      My detective instincts kick in as I skim the ground in search of a clue that might reveal who the jackass is that jacked my car. Except, the driveway is completely clean, and so is the grass beside it.

      That’s about as far as I get before Masie burst out the front door. She has a towel wrapped around her and panic in her eyes.

      “Alexis, please just wait a second. I can explain.”

      For a brief second, I consider running up and kicking her ass. But, since I’m still in a little bit of trouble for the last fight I got into, I run like hell down the driveway and into the road. I keep running and running without looking back, wishing I never had to look back again. Wishing I could forget it all—Masie, Blaine, my friendships with them both. I want to forget either of them exists.

      I want to forget everything, except the pain flowing through my body won’t let me.
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      Instead of running on the side of the road where Masie and Blaine can find me—that is, if they’re even looking for me—I take a shortcut through the park nestled in the heart of countless cul-de-sacs enclosing Masie’s neighborhood.

      I have the strangest feeling I’m being followed, but every time I glance over my shoulder, the trail is empty. I chock it up to being paranoid because of the card in my pocket.

      When I reach the playground, I flick a glance over my shoulder, and then my heart bottoms to my stomach. Blaine’s truck is driving down the road. Shit. He’s the last person I want to talk to right now. Well, Masie might be on the bottom of the list since she knew about my crush and Blaine didn’t.

      Picking up my pace, I sprint toward the playground then duck into the top of a plastic tunnel that leads to a series of slides. Out of breath, and completely out of shape apparently, I peer out one of the oval, plastic windows and at the road.

      Blaine’s truck is creeping down the street at the pace of doped-up snail. I worry he’s spotted me, but then the truck moves past the park and disappears down the street.

      Releasing an exhale, I sit down and prop my feet on the wall in front of me. I sit in silence, completely alone. Well, at least I think I’m alone. For some reason, I feel like I’m not. However, I can’t see anyone else around.

      To distract myself, I fish out the note from my pocket. After reading it several times, I feel as lost as ever. I mean, what am I supposed to do? Go back to Masie’s house and search for a clue? No way is that going to happen. I need another starting point, and I think I have an idea.

      I dig out my phone to do some research, frowning at the seventeen missed messages displayed on my screen. Ever since I ran away from Masie’s, my phone has been buzzing in my pocket like a crazy lunatic running away from her two best friends. Most of the messages are from Masie, while a few are from Blaine. My twin sister, Zhara, has also texted me, which is weird. We barely talk anymore, not since our parents died and I decided to leave my good, sweet girl persona behind while she latched on to hers.

      Zhara: Call me ASAP, please! I need to talk to you about something super important!

      I sigh heavily. More than likely she wants to talk about my behavior and how I need to change into a better person. It’s a conversation we’ve had a lot. I can’t deal with that right now, though.

      I blow out a breath and decide to message Zhara a bit later, after I’ve calmed down. Then I check the rest of my messages. I have a text from Loki, my older brother who got guardianship of our brother and sisters after our parents passed away.

      Loki: Are you coming home tonight?

      Such a simple message, but to me, it says so much more. Like, how he’s tired of me coming home late. Tired of me in general. I don’t blame him. I’m a tiring person. I feel bad, but I just can’t be the girl I was before our parents’ deaths. That girl felt too much.

      Still, I send him a message.

      Me: Probably to take a shower, but then I’m leaving again.

      He doesn’t respond, his silence showing how agitated he is with me. Now that I graduated, he doesn’t chew me out as much. Still, I can tell I annoy him whenever I disappear and don’t tell him where I’m going, or when I refuse to set plans of going to college, or whenever I get fired from a job. Deep down, I know I need to make a decision about college, but the truth is, I don’t think school is for me. I love art. I love painting. I love creating. That isn’t really a career. At least, according to a lot of people.

      Sighing, I move on to see who the rest of the messages are from.

      Strangely, I have one from West, Blaine’s best guy friend and my arch nemesis since grade school. Sure, the two of us hang out a ton, but only when we’re both with Blaine. We clash like a fun, dancing pixie and a grumpy troll. The main reason we butt heads is West knows how to push my buttons, and I know I do the same to him. He constantly teases me like a douche, and I do the same. But hey, at least we both keep the douchiness even.

      Things have gotten so bad that Masie and Blaine made up a rule that we aren’t allowed to stay in the same room together alone, like they think we’re going to beat the crap out of each other. West thought it was funny when they made that rule and joked that they were probably worried we were going to screw each other’s brains out. I was unamused. Well, sort of. Fine, I kind of laughed, but only at the idea of having sex with West.

      Sure, he’s hot, in a blond, Gothic prince sort of way, with his chin-length, blond hair; pierced tongue; and he always has studs on his dark clothes. But Blaine is more my type, which is weird because, looking at us, you’d think West and I went together. Looks aren’t everything, though.

      I swallow hard at the reminder of Blaine, which instantly leads to thoughts of Masie and the two of them kissing.

      Don’t think about them! You don’t cry over your parents, and you’re not going to cry about this.

      Ignoring the messages, I tap the internet tab and do a search on the card, starting by typing in the message. Nothing. Then I do an image search of the symbol. Again, nothing.

      “Crap, what am I going to do?” I sigh, massaging my temples. “This sucks balls.”

      “Hey! My mom says balls is a bad word.” A little kid pops his head around the corner and scowls at me. He has what I’m hoping is chocolate all over his face and leaves in his hair. “I’m going to tell.”

      “I meant balls as in tennis balls,” I tell him. “And I don’t really care if you tell.”

      “Well, you will,” he says, throwing a twig at me. “And you shouldn’t even be in here. You’re too old.”

      “You’re never too old to play on a playground.” I’m so not in the mood for this. “Now go away and leave me alone.”

      He throws another twig at me, and it pegs me in the eye.

      My hand flies to my face. “You little sh—”

      He cuts me off with a wicked laugh then bails down the slide.

      My eye burns like a motherfucker. I pull out my phone to use the camera to try to see the damage. Great. Now I look like I have pink eye.

      I sit in the slide with my hand pressed to my eye until I hear the boy heading back up again. He’s chatting to someone about a crazy girl who lives in the tunnels. Clearly, it’s time to say peace out to my hideout.

      I glance out the window to make sure Blaine’s truck isn’t in the parking lot or on the street. Then I run out and hike across the grass toward the road. By now, the sky has started to grey as the sun descends behind the shallow hills surrounding Honeyton, which means I’m running out of time to find my car.

      Part of me wonders if I should sneak back to Masie’s to play detective. Or maybe I should just call the police. But the note said not to. Besides, I don’t have the best track record with the police.

      Before I can make up my damn mind, a dark blue, 1968 GTO rolls up to the curb in front of me.

      My frown deepens.

      Like my Chevelle, a GTO is very rare vehicle around town, especially one all fixed up. Seriously, I’m a little jealous. In fact, as far as I know, only one exists in this town. And I know the owner.

      Very well.

      Too well, probably.

      West.

      Great. Just what I need.
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      I’ve been helping Blaine and Masie look for Alexis for the past hour after Masie called me, hysterical, sobbing so hard I could barely understand her. To be honest, I almost hung up on her. Not because I’m a dick—okay, well, sometimes I can be—but I’ve never been a fan of Masie, at least not enough to deal with her drama. That’s always been Blaine’s thing. Ever since high school when Alexis introduced us to her, Blaine’s had a thing for her. And Alexis has had a thing for Blaine from even before then.

      It’s a whole drama-filled love triangle that, thankfully, no one talks about. Honestly, I don’t think Blaine realizes it even exists. I have no fucking idea how he doesn’t. If he paid attention for two fucking seconds, he’d be able to tell Alexis has been in love with him since the beginning of high school. But Blaine, while he’s my friend, has always been a self-centered dumbass. He sees what he wants to see, and a lot of what he sees is himself.

      How Alexis can be in love him is beyond me. Even I can barely tolerate him sometimes, and I’m supposed to be his best friend. Then again, I’m not sure we’ve really been best friends since junior year. Sure, we still hang out, but things changed when he became a football god, while I focused on grades and smoking a lot of pot. Plus, Blaine joined a different agency than the one I did.

      Yeah, it might sound a little weird, but Blaine and I work for a special undercover agency that we refer to as The HR Guardian Agency. It specializes in strange occurrences and illegal activities that happen around the world. We work secretly to protect people from stuff they believe only haunts them in their nightmares: dangerous organizations, powerful and unheard-of drugs, people with strange and deadly gifts, and the occasional created creature, which the agency refers to as Monsters.

      Blaine and I have been part of the agency since we turned sixteen, but we’re not in the same team, which has been causing friction between us. We try to ignore it, though, yet it’s always there, like a big, old, wrinkly werewolf drooling in the corner of the room, which yes, I’ve actually run into a werewolf before. They’re rare, but they do exist.

      People who are part of the agency don’t have superpowers. However, some of us possess certain gifts—those who have escaped drug facilities and joined the agency. I’m not one of those people, but a guy on my team is.

      “Go away,” Alexis snaps, tearing me out of my daze. “You’re the last person I want to see right now.”

      “Well, hello to you, too,” I quip as I pull my car up beside her.

      In reality, her comment stings like a bitch. Why, you might be asking. Well, how do I explain this in a way that won’t make me sound like a lovestruck dumbass? Hmmm … Okay, here it goes …

      I, West, am in love with Alexis.

      Yeah, I know I sound like a total lovestruck dumbass.

      Lovestruck dumbasses aside, it’s the truth. Our little friendship love triangle is actually a square; has been since a certain night a couple of years ago when Alexis and I stayed up playing cards and drinking whiskey, and I poured my heart and soul out to her—drunkenly, of course.

      I told her how my parents’ divorce was fucking with my head, and Alexis didn’t laugh at me, which sort of surprised me. Before then, we’d always latched on to the opportunity to make fun of one another. But this time she didn’t. She hugged me and told me everything was going to be okay.

      “I promise it’ll get better,” she assured me, hugging me tightly.

      “How do you know that?” My voice cracked. “Maybe it won’t.”

      “Because you’re you,” she said, pulling me closer. “I’d probably never admit this while sober, but you’re, like, the strongest person I know. Well, besides me. But I’m a freakin’ anomaly.”

      I chuckled, but on the inside, I was wound up tight.

      God, she smelled good. Like whiskey and cotton candy. I wanted to take a bite. The thought startled me, but not enough to stop my cock from getting hard. Seriously, though? Since when did I get turned on by Alexis? We’d been frenemies forever, and I’d never thought of her that way before. Okay, maybe I had a couple of times.

      The girl was gorgeous, even though she didn’t realize it. She didn’t show off her sexiness, like Masie or some of the other girls in our school. And she’s actually pretty smart, which was always a bonus; always seeming more interested in books than hooking up. And fuck, she smelled so fucking good, and she was so damn warm. I found myself wanting to kiss her, and I probably would’ve, too, if Blaine hadn’t woken up from being passed out on the floor and puked all over the carpet.

      Yep, if that won’t kill the mood, I don’t know what will.

      It didn’t really matter, though. That vomit probably saved me from making an ass out of myself.

      After that moment Alexis and I shared, I was a goner, even if I didn’t realize it at the time. And no, I didn’t fall in love with her then. Get your head out of the clouds. It took some time, a year at least of hanging out with her and trying not to ask if she wanted to reenact my favorite porn scenes.

      It wasn’t just about fucking her, though. The truth is, underneath her rough exterior, Alexis is kind, caring, and fun. Sure, she constantly teases me, but only because I give her shit all the time. Honestly, it’s our way of flirting, even if she’ll never admit it. And I love getting her to smile. And she deserves to smile, all the damn time. But after her parents died, those smiles became less and less frequent. If I could, I’d try to make her smile all the time.

      Yep, I’m a fucking whipped pussy.

      Since she’s never given any sign of reciprocating my feelings, I’ve kept how I feel locked away.

      Yeah, I know. I’m pathetic. I can’t help how I feel, just like Alexis can’t help how she feels, just like Blaine can’t help how his dick feels, and Masie can’t help how she needs to be the center of attention twenty-four fucking seven.

      Yeah, feelings suck.

      Even though Alexis tells me to get lost, I park at the curb and push the shifter into park.

      “Now, is that any way to talk to your friend?” I tease, sneaking in a moment to discreetly check her out, unsure what she’d do if she actually caught me, and I don’t really care.

      Her hair is a tangled mess of brown waves that flows down her back; she doesn’t have a drop of makeup on; and her shorts show off her long, lean legs.

      Yep, there goes the mental porn show again.

      “Your very best friend, for that matter,” I add.

      “You’re not my best friend,” she says. “And I doubt you think that.”

      I press my hand to my chest, pretending to be offended. “Wow, that really hurts. All these years, I thought we were like this.” I hold up my crossed fingers. “Now, come to find out, I’ve been living a delusional lie.”

      “A lie you’ve been telling yourself,” she quips. “I had nothing to do with it.”

      “Yeah, right, you’ve totally been sending mixed signals.”

      She narrows her gaze at me, yet a playful glint flickers in her eyes. “I so have not.”

      “You have to.” I fake pout. “Think about all those times we shared secrets, painted each other’s toenails, and braided each other’s hair.”

      She rolls her eyes. “Hate to break it to ya, but you and Blaine have been doing the BFF thing all wrong. That’s not what best friends do.”

      “Well, don’t tell him that.” I wink. “I like getting my hair braided.”

      She eyeballs my chin-length, blond hair and smirks. “I bet you do. And I bet you look really pretty, too.”

      “Aw, you think I’m pretty?”

      “Pretty annoying.”

      “Ouch, you’re aiming straight for my heart today.”

      Her gaze drops to the ground, and I get the feeling she’s trying to hide the hurt flooding her eyes. “Yeah, well, I’m in a shitty mood,” she mumbles, kicking at the dirt with the tip of her boot. “Sorry. I shouldn’t take it out on you.”

      “It’s okay. I understand.” I pause, unsure what the right thing to say is, or if there’s even a right thing to say. “Masie called me about an hour ago.”

      Her gaze snaps up to mine, her eyes so big and gorgeous yet conveying so much pain. It makes me want to punch Blaine and burn all of Masie’s clothes because, to her, that’s about the equivalent of a kick to the balls.

      Alexis eyes me over warily. “What exactly did she tell you?”

      “That you caught her and Blaine kissing in the pool.”

      “Oh.” She grows silent, her expression guarded. “Aren’t you wondering why that’d upset me?”

      I hesitate. “I already know … Have since the beginning of high school.”

      Her expression plummets, and she starts to step back like she’s going to run away.

      “Oh no, you don’t.” I hop out of the car and reach to grab ahold of her, but she spins around and takes off toward the playground.

      I could just let her go, let her hide away until she feels like talking, but that’s not really my style. So, I chase after her, and when I catch up to her, I wrap my arms around her waist and haul her back against me. Her back slams into my chest, and she curses like a sailor. Me, I go completely fucking hard as her ass presses against my cock.

      God, that feels so good … like, really fucking good. I want to strip off her clothes and take a bite. No, what I want is to bury myself inside of her.

      God, this whole love thing is getting completely out of hand.

      “Um, West?” Alexis says with a nervous edge in her tone. “You doing okay back there?”

      I suddenly realize three things:

      
        	She’s gone still in my arms.

        	I have her pressed so close she can probably feel my hard-on.

        	My lips have wandered to her neck, and I’ve started to suck on her skin. Like, one-step-away-from-I’m-going-to-suck-your-blood kind of suck.

      

      “Yeah?” I clear my throat a stupid amount of times.

      Normally, I’m not such a babbling pussy. In fact, I can be quite charming when I want to be. But, with Alexis, I know my feelings for her will end with my fucking heart ripped out of my chest.

      See? Again, point proven—feelings suck.

      “Are you sure?” She sounds horrified. Or, well, mostly horrified, with a drop of amusement. “Or, have you recently been bitten by a vampire? If you’re not sure, we can cross-reference your symptoms with the vampire symptoms list. I’m sure there’s something on the internet.”

      Okay, now she just sounds amused.

      “You think you’re funny?” I question. I’m not irritated. If anything, I’m curious.

      She didn’t get mad at me after I just sucked on her neck. What does that mean?

      I shake my head at the stupid voice inside my head. What does that mean? I mock myself. Seriously, West, you sound like Blaine when he’s whining over not getting laid enough.

      My lips part with a comeback, but Alexis interrupts me.

      “Stupid fucking shit, damn, crap, troll babies.” She’s breathing so heavily you’d think the damn girl just ran a marathon.

      “Well, that was attractive,” I joke through a chuckle.

      “I’m not trying to be attractive.” She wiggles out of her arms, spins around, and crouches down in front of me, putting her face right by my dick. “Masie’s over there in the parking lot.”

      I glance to my right and, sure enough, Masie is wandering around in the parking lot, glancing inside cars. Still, that doesn’t explain …

      “Look, I get why you don’t want to see her.” I slip my fingers through her hair, fighting the urge to pull her closer to my dick. “But I’m really confused how acting like you’re going to suck me off is going to keep her from spotting you. If anything, we stand out like a … well, like a guy about to get his dick sucked in the middle of the park in broad daylight. I mean, don’t get me wrong, if we were in my car, I’d totally let you suck away. But I don’t want our first time to be in front of half the damn neighborhood.”

      Sucking in a sharp breath, she trips to her feet. The shocked look on her face has me verging toward laughing my ass off, but the flush spreading across her cheeks and the way she sinks her teeth into her bottom lip distracts me.

      What the hell is she thinking? And why does she look … curious?

      I start to step forward to do … well, I’m not sure, but something that’ll definitely only get more blood pumping toward my dick. But then I get cock-blocked by a blonde-haired, screaming banshee running across the grass straight at us.

      “Alexis!” Masie screeches, waving her hands in the air like we can’t already see or hear her. Everyone within a five-mile radius probably can.

      Alexis gives me a helpless, pleading look. It’s a look that would get me to agree to do anything, even eat a strawberry. And no, I’m not kidding, Strawberries are fucking weird with their seeds and their squishiness. Seriously, they shouldn’t even be a food.

      “I don’t want to talk to her,” Alexis says, her big eyes pleading with me to help her.

      I don’t think. I just act, grabbing her hand.

      “Then let’s get out of here.” I take off toward my car and smile when she easily follows.

      If only she wasn’t following me just to run away.
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      I can’t believe I’m running away with West. I can’t believe West is helping me. I can’t believe I want his help. No, what I really can’t believe is that West was getting a little too happy down south while he was holding me. He had to be thinking about someone else, because there’s no way he can see me like that.

      Either way, I feel like I’ve time warped into another dimension where nothing in my life makes sense anymore. Blaine and Masie kissing … West biting my neck …

      My fingers drift to the spot where he nibbled on my neck as warmth spreads throughout my belly.

      It felt good.

      “Where do you want me to take you?” West asks after we hop into his car.

      I blink at him. Huh? What did he just say?

      “Um, what?”

      The corner of his lips tugs up into a lopsided smirk. “I never knew you had such a dirty mind.” He pauses, chewing on his bottom lip. “But, if you really want to, then …” He gives an insinuating look at the back seat while waggling his eyebrows. “I’ve always wanted to do it in my back seat.”

      I roll my eyes, but on the inside, my stomach does a weird kickflip. I tell it to shut the hell up. I’m not the kind of girl who gets excited over a guy’s dirty remark.

      “Yeah, right,” I say. “Like you haven’t screwed someone there already. You’re such a little manwhore.”

      His brow arches upward. “Says who?”

      “Says everyone.”

      “When’s the last time you heard someone say I’m a manwhore?”

      “Um …” Come to think of it, it’s been a while. “I don’t know … Maybe a year or two ago.”

      “Exactly,” he says, his gaze burning into mine. “And you know why I was a man skank before then.”

      True. A couple of years ago, West found out that both his parents were cheating on each other; had been for years. They finally got a divorce after being married for years and everyone thinking they were the perfect couple. Even West had thought so. When they divorced, his view on love changed. At least, that’s what he told me one night after we raided Blaine’s dad’s whiskey cabinet. Blaine had passed out after three shots—the dude’s such a light weight—and West and I stayed up playing cards.

      I hugged him that night and, for the craziest moment, I thought he was going to kiss me. But he didn’t, and I’m pretty sure I misread the entire situation. Wouldn’t be the first time. Thankfully, Blaine woke up and puked all over the floor. Yeah, it was gross, but it stopped me from doing something stupid, like leaning in with my lips puckered like a fish—

      I’m yanked from my thoughts as Masie nears the car, shouting meaningless apologies at the top of her lungs.

      “West, please, pretty please, get me away from the raving lunatic running right at your car,” I say in a desperate plea. “I don’t know what I’ll do if I talk to her, and honestly, I don’t want to deal with it right now.”

      “Oh yeah, right,” he says, like he forgot all about Masie, which would definitely be a first for a guy. He revs up the engine. “Let’s get you out of here.” He shifts gears and presses on the gas, the tires spinning and kicking up a cloud of dirt as we peel out of the parking lot.

      I peer over my shoulder and out the window, a sick, satisfying smile growing on my face at the sight of Masie, surrounded by a cloud of dust, her hair messed up and missing one shoe.

      Okay, now that’s a picture I thought I’d never see.

      “You look way too pleased right now,” West teases as we speed down the road.

      “Sorry.” Not really.

      He chuckles. “You don’t need to be sorry. Masie deserves a face full of dirt.” He sighs, gripping the steering wheel. “She deserves more for what she did to you.”

      I pick at my fingernails, feeling squirmy over how much he seems to understand the situation. I hate feeling squirmy. I like control. Control keeps you from getting hurt. Control stops the pain. Right now, I’m not in control, and that’s probably why my heart aches so badly.

      “How long have you known? I mean, about me … liking …” I blow out a breath, unable to say it.

      “Blaine?” he finishes, and I nod. He lifts a shoulder. “I first thought you did when we were about sixteen.”

      My insides tighten. “How? I mean, what gave me away?”

      He moves one hand off the steering wheel to reach over and graze his finger along the corner of my eye. “It was the way you looked at him.”

      “Oh.” I crinkle my nose, disappointment in myself. “I didn’t realize I was that obvious.”

      “It wasn’t that obvious,” he assures. “At least, not enough for Blaine to catch on.”

      I almost relax. “So, he doesn’t know?”

      He shakes his head, returning his hand to the steering wheel. “He’s never said anything to me.”

      I release a breath of relief. “That’s good.”

      He cocks his brow. “Why?”

      “Why the hell would I want him to know I’m in love with him?”

      His fingers tense on the steering wheel. “So, you are in love with him?”

      “I thought you already said you knew?”

      “I knew you liked him, and I guessed you might be in love with him, but I wasn’t completely sure.”

      I eye him over. Why does he seem so upset about it?

      He looks away, focusing on the road, seeming tense.

      We drive in silence for an uncomfortable amount of time. I get distracted by the car tailing us. At first, I think it’s just some asshole riding our ass, but every time West makes a turn, so does the car.

      Weird.

      Maybe it’s just a coincidence, but ever since I left Masie’s house, I swear someone’s been following me. Maybe it’s just Masie and Blaine, but what if it’s the asshole who stole my car and left me the note?

      “Are you sure you are, though?” West asks so suddenly I nearly scream.

      My heart races in my chest as I look at him. “Am I sure what?”

      “That you’re in love with him.”

      Great. Is he still on that?

      “What kind of question is that?” I sound offended, and I don’t even know why. He didn’t do anything to me. None of this is his fault.

      “I didn’t mean to piss you off,” he says. “But, sometimes people think they’re in love with someone, but their feelings are more of an infatuation.”

      “You act like you’re speaking from experience.”

      “Nah. It takes me a lot to fall in love with someone.”

      “Have you ever been in love before?” I reach into my pocket to silence my phone as it buzzes for the hundredth time, and my fingers graze the edge of the note left in the driveway.

      His jaw clenches as he stares ahead at the road. “Maybe once or twice.”

      My heart twinges at the hint of pain in his tone. “Aw, West, did someone break your heart?”

      Sure, we’re not BFFs—although, at this point, I might beg him to fill in the position since I currently lost two—but that doesn’t mean I don’t care about him.

      He gives a shrug. “I’m not sure yet.”

      I angle my head to the side in confusion. “That doesn’t really make sense.”

      “Of course it does.” He catches my gaze. “If I haven’t told the person I’m in love with them.”

      My lips for an O. “Okay, I get it. So, we’re kind of in the same boat then, since I haven’t told Blaine how I feel either.”

      “Maybe.” He restlessly taps his fingers on top of the steering wheel. “Do you think you will?”

      I firmly shake my head. “Definitely not now.”

      “Do you think you would’ve if”—he hesitates—“if you hadn’t caught Masie and Blaine doing … well, you know.”

      Honestly, no, I don’t know. Sure, I saw them kissing, but that doesn’t mean it was the first time they made out. For all I know, they’ve hooked up a ton and I’ve just been blind and naive. Then, why did Masie keep insisting Blaine likes me and encouraging me to go for it? Who knows? Perhaps she was messing with my head and getting some sort of twisted pleasure out of watching my heart shatter. That doesn’t really sound like Masie, but at this point, I’m not sure I know her at all. Maybe I never did. Perhaps she was one of those plastic people—fake on the outside and the inside.

      I sigh, casting a glance behind us again to see if the car is still tailing us. Then I breathe in relief. It’s gone. I must just be paranoid.

      “What’s that in your hand?” West asks, changing the subject.

      “This?” When I hold up the note, he nods. I fiddle with the edge of the paper. “Well, on top of finding Masie and Blaine making out in the pool, my car was stolen.”

      “What?” West’s eyes enlarge. “Are you shitting me?”

      “Nope. I’m one hundred percent shitting free right now, unfortunately.” I unfold the note. “And, on top of everything, I found this in the driveway where my car should’ve been.” I set the note on the console and flatten the edges down.

      He quickly reads the note then focuses back on the road. “That is, by far, the weirdest fucking thing I’ve ever seen.” His confusion seems to deepen, and he looks a bit worried.

      “So, you’ve never heard of anything like this before? Or seen the symbol?”

      He shakes his head, his confusion doubling, but a drop of worry resides in his eyes. “Did you try looking it up on the internet?”

      I nod, folding up the note and setting it on my lap. “Yep, and nothing came up.”

      He cracks his knuckles against the steering wheel, seeming restless. “Did you find the clue they left behind?”

      I shake my head. “Nope. But I didn’t really get a chance to look because Masie came running out of the house and I took off.”

      “Did you call the police?”

      “The note said not to.”

      “Yeah? So what? They stole your car. What do they think is going to happen?”

      I anxiously tap the note against the palm of my hand. “The note said they’d tell Blaine that I’m in love with him.”

      He raises his brows. “Is keeping that a secret really worth losing your car?”

      “Who says I’m not going to find it?”

      “You act like you’re kind of happy about this, and that you’re going to solve the mystery.”

      I smile, and surprisingly, the movement doesn’t ache as much as it did early. I’m not surprised. If there’s one thing I love as much as Blaine, it’s a good mystery. In fact, I love mysteries a hell of a lot more right now.

      “That’s exactly what I’m going to do,” I say, sitting up straighter in the seat. No more wallowing, Alexis! You’re tougher than this! “I’m going to solve the shit out of the mystery, get my damn car back, and then … Well, that’s all I have right now, but it’s a start.” I pound my hand dramatically against my legs

      He chuckles. “Aw, look at you. A cute, little detective. But I’m not surprised. You’ve always been into mysteries.”

      “Yeah, I have.” I pause. Wait. Back the hell up. “Wait a sec. Did you just call me cute?”

      He rolls his eyes. “I’ve called you cute before.”

      Now I roll my eyes. “Yeah, when you were teasing me, which FYI, you do all the time.”

      “How do you know I’m teasing you?” he questions, appearing highly amused. “Maybe I mean everything I’ve ever said to you.”

      “So, you really believe I’m a fairy princess from the realm of Spoiled Brat?” I repeat the nickname he gave me in fifth grade.

      “Hey, that was a long time ago. You can’t hold that against me, or I’ll hold it against you that you called me West the pest who lives in a rat’s nest.” His muses over something. “You know, when I really think about it, we were pretty clever for grade schoolers.”

      “I may have been clever,” I tease. “You were just cleverly stupid.”

      Narrowing his eyes, he reaches over and lightly pinches me on the thigh in a ticklish sort of way. I nearly jump out of my seat. I hate, hate—let me stress hate—being tickled, and West knows that.

      He repeats the movement. “Take that back, Alexis with pretty blue eyes.”

      “Never.” My eyes water as he continues to tickle me, but through the laughter, my heart aches a bit.

      “Hey, no frowning.” He slants his head to the side, sending strands of blond hair into his eyes. His hand is still resting on my leg, only now, instead of tickling me, he’s tracing a light path up and down my thigh. “Come on, Alexis; cheer up.”

      I resist a shiver, despite the tingling sensations kissing across my legs, arms, neck—everywhere. WTF.

      Push his hand off, Alexis. This is West.

      “I didn’t realize I was frowning.” And I don’t think I am anymore.

      I cast a casual glance in the visor’s mirror and, yep, sure enough, I’m not frowning. But I don’t think my confused, doe-eyed, lost in la la lust land look is any better.

      What the fuck am I thinking right now? Is that, like, my getting turned on face?

      He continues to move his finger up and down my thigh from my knee to the bottom of my shorts, back and forth … back … and forth …

      Okay, okay, okay, what the shit is happening?

      My eyelids flutter shut as a moan fights its way up my throat. I swear I hear West groan, but the noise is cut off by the screeching of brakes.

      My eyes fly right back open as I’m thrown forward, my seatbelt locking up and throwing me right back against the seat.

      When I blink dazedly at the front of the car, all lust goes flying out the window, which I’m freakin’ grateful for … I think.

      I narrow my eyes at Masie, who’s standing in front of the car with her hands out in front of her, eyes huge, breathing fierce, her face bright red.

      “What the hell is that crazy woman doing?” West mumbles as he shoves the shifter into park. Then he sticks his head out the window and yells, “Do you have a death wish or something?”

      “Oh, shut the hell up, West,” she snaps, her gaze skating back to mine. She swallows hard, her eyes watering. “Alexis, please, just listen to me, okay?” She positions herself in front of the car, putting her hands on the hood and raising her voice over the grumbling engine. “I didn’t mean for it to happen … We were just swimming, and he kissed me.” She shakes her head. “But that’s no excuse. I’m your best friend, and I should’ve talked to you first before I did anything.”

      For a brief moment, I feel kind of bad for her. She looks so tormented, so upset …

      Hold up. Wait a second …

      “Are you saying you wanted to kiss Blaine?” I grit through my teeth. “That you’ve thought about it before?”

      More tears pool in her eyes, her bottom lip quivering as she fights not to cry. “I didn’t mean to fall for him. It just sort of happened.”

      I’m not sure whether I’m heartbroken or pissed off.

      “For how long?”

      A crease forms at her brows. “What do you mean?”

      “How long have you two been hooking up?” I bite out. Yes, it’s an assumption, but I know Masie very well. When she wants a guy, she doesn’t mess around; she just goes for it. So, if she’s saying she likes Blaine, then …

      I swallow the lump crammed in my throat. Her silence says it all.

      “So, it’s true, then?” My voice cracks. “That wasn’t the first time you guys kissed?”

      Tears spill from her eyes as she slowly shakes her head. “We’ve been seeing each other for a few months. I’m so sorry, Alexis. I wanted to tell you, but I—”

      I cut her off with a sharp laugh. “You wanted to tell me?” I laugh again, the sound hauntingly eerie.

      West reaches over, placing a hand in mine. I don’t try to shove him away like I normally would, probably because I’m too distracted by the storm of anger grumbling inside me.

      “Sure, you did. That’s why you continued to encourage me to go for it with him. Why would you do that if you knew my heart was just going to get broken?”

      She’s crying so hard now, snot running down her face. “I’m so sorry. I thought, if I kept pretending like nothing was happening between Blaine and I, you wouldn’t find out.” She sobs. “But things got so out of hand … and Blaine, he kept saying we should tell you so this wouldn’t happen. But I was so scared.”

      I curl my hands into fists, nearly squeezing the life out of West’s hand. He doesn’t so much as flinch.

      “You told Blaine I like him?” She’s lucky I’m not kicking her ass yet, but I’m getting close.

      Her bottom lip starts to quiver. “I’m sorry. It just sort of slipped out. He was flirting with me, and I said I couldn’t date him. He kept pushing me, asking why, and I let it slip.” She rushes toward the passenger side of the car and grips the door. “Please, Alexis, don’t let this ruin our friendship. I know we can get past this.” Her gaze flicks to West, and then back to me. “Just come someplace with me. Someplace where we can talk. Just you and me. I know we can fix this, Alexis. Please, please, please.” She’s babbling hysterically.

      Maybe if she’d just hooked up with him once, I could’ve gotten past this. But I can’t forgive how she told Blaine I liked him and how she continually pushed me to go for it with him when she knew I could never have him. How she’s been lying to me.

      I look at West. “Just go before I get out and kick her ass.”

      West nods and reaches for the shifter while Masie lets out a heart-wrenching sob.

      “Alexis, no, no, no,” she babbles, trying to open my door. “We can’t just let this go. We need to fix this. You’re my best friend!”

      I shake my head, lock the door, and start to roll up the window. “No, we’re not. In fact, I’m not sure we ever were.” The words cut against my lips, because they carry so much truth.

      I may have thought Masie and I were best friends, but that was a lie. Best friends don’t do what she did to me. And the friendship we once had will never be the same.

      Not ever again.
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      After West drives away, leaving Masie in another cloud of dust and a sea of self-pitying tears, I remain quiet for a long time. So long that I’m sure I start to freak him out. But I can’t find any words to follow what just happened. I mean, what are you supposed to say after your best friend begged for your forgiveness in the middle of the street after admitting she stabbed you in the back and in the heart?

      “Oh, my God, feelings suck,” I mutter.

      Well, I guess it’s better than I freaking hate my traitor, stabbing, heart-stomping friend.

      West chuckles.

      When I shoot him a look, he holds up a hand in front of him.

      “Sorry, I didn’t mean to laugh at you.” He bites on his lip to keep from smiling. “It’s just that … I think that same thing all the time.”

      “That feelings suck?”

      “Yep.”

      “Oh.” I pause. “Is that why you haven’t ever been in a real relationship? Or is that because of your parents?” I shake my head and look away. “You know what? Forget I said that. It’s none of my damn business.”

      “No, it’s fine,” he promises, not sounding offended. “And the answer is neither.”

      I flit a glance in his direction. “Really?”

      He nods, amusement sparkling in his eyes. “Yes, really.”

      Confusion does the disco inside my brain. “Why do you seem so smiley about that?”

      “No reason.” He winks. “Besides, you should know by now that I’m a smiley sort of guy.”

      I snort a laugh. “Sure, you are.”

      He presses his hand to his chest. “How you wound me so.”

      I roll my eyes. “Easy, wannabe Shakespeare.”

      He chuckles. “You know, normal girls like that romantic shit.”

      “Well, I’m not a normal girl.”

      “No, you’re not.”

      The way he says it makes me feel strangely proud. And the way he looks at me causes tingles to nip at my neck where he sucked. I’m not sure I like how great he’s making me feel at the moment.

      “Why are you looking at me like that?” I ask.

      “Like what?” He keeps looking at me the same way.

      I eye him over. “I don’t know … like you’re a sugar junkie, and I’m a candy bar you’re about to devour.”

      He sinks his teeth into his lip and turns away, staring at the road, gripping the wheel so tightly his knuckles turn white. “You have no idea, Alexis, no idea.”

      “Okay, what the freakin’ troll babies is that supposed to mean?” And why does my belly feel like it’s full of wiggling jellybeans?

      Instead of answering, he gives me another look. A look that I’m pretty sure a guy has never given me before, one that makes my entire body tremble.

      I try to tell myself that I’m all amped up over what happened between Masie and me, but I don’t think that’s the real reason. Is it because I’m hurting and seeking a distraction from the pain?

      Yeah, that’s got to be it. My walls have come down, and I’m feeling too much. I need to put them back up so I don’t have to deal with reality. And the reality is that I thought I was in love with a guy who will never love me back. And for weeks he’s known I’ve been in love with him and has been hiding the fact that he’s been hooking up with Masie. My two best friends have been lying to me. Together.

      And then there’s West. He’s always honest. Too honest most of the time. Still, I’ve never had to guess anything with him. He’s always been pretty straightforward, and he really saved my ass when all this shit hit the fan. In fact, he’s been kind of sweet.

      “Okay, now why are you looking at me like that?” he asks, releasing his lip from his teeth.

      “I’m not,” I lie, tearing my attention off him. Then I hastily change the subject, not ready to confess exactly where my thoughts were. “So, where are we going?”

      It takes him a moment to answer, his gaze practically boring a hole into the side of my head.

      “Fine, I’ll let you off the hook for now. Next time you look at me like that, though, I’m going to wiggle the truth out of you.” His tone turns devious. “No matter what it takes.”

      “Oh no, not the ‘no matter what it takes’ threat,” I mock, trying to sidetrack us away from whatever the hell this hungry, belly full of jellybeans thing going on between us is.

      “And we’re going to Masie’s,” West adds as an afterthought as he glances at his phone.

      “What?” I reach for the door handle, preparing to jump out of the car if I have to. “No. Don’t take me back there. I’m worried if I see her again, I’ll kick her ass. And I can’t get arrested again.”

      “Again, huh?” he teases. “What’s your number up to now?”

      “I don’t know … like, five?”

      “You’re lucky your sister has a cop for a friend.”

      “Yeah, probably.”

      He grins, and the corners of my lips quirk up into an almost smile, yet I don’t quite make it there.

      He sighs. “I’m taking you to Masie’s so we can look for that clue. And don’t worry; she won’t be there.”

      “How do you know that for sure?”

      Guilt masks his expression. “I’m not sure if I should tell you.”

      “West, just tell me,” I gripe. “You’ve always been honest with me, even when the truth hurts.”

      “That’s not completely true,” he reminds me. “Remember that one time when I saw your cat get ran over and I didn’t tell you for a week because I knew you’d get upset?”

      “Oh yeah, I forgot about that.” I drum my fingers on top of my knee. “I actually thought that was kind of sweet.”

      He gives me a skeptical look. “Really? Because, at the time, you seemed pissed off.”

      I offer him an apologetic look. “Yeah, I know. And I’m sorry I was. I just get that way sometimes. Besides, there’s always sort of been this challenge going on between us.”

      “What do you mean?” he asks too innocently.

      “I think you know what I mean.”

      “Okay, maybe I do.”

      “Then, why pretend you didn’t?”

      He shrugs then sighs. “Because I don’t want it to exist anymore.” He shrugs again, seeming lost and confused and kind of vulnerable. “When I first met you, it was pretty clear you weren’t a fan of me, so I played it off by teasing you.”

      “It’s not that I didn’t not like you. You just know how to push my buttons.”

      His brow curves upward in skepticism. “Really? Because sometimes it seems like you hate me.”

      I cross my arms, feeling vulnerable, and I don’t like it at all. “I know we tease each other and everything, but I’ve never thought: hey, I hate West. In fact, I’ve always thought you were kind of funny, even when I’m the butt of your jokes.”

      “You’ve never been the butt of my jokes. And I’m sorry if I made you feel that way.” He nibbles on his lip, appearing undecided about something. I can tell the moment he arrives at the decision, because he smirks. “I’ve always thought of our little bantering as flirting.”

      “Ha, yeah right.” I roll my eyes.

      “Deep down, I know you think the same thing.”

      “I so do not.”

      “Sure, you don’t.”

      “West, I do not and stop saying that.”

      “What? Stop saying the truth? That just seems silly.” A wicked glint flickers in his eyes. “Besides, back at the park, I could tell you liked me biting your neck.”

      “No, I didn’t.” The way my neck tingles in the most wonderful way ever suggests otherwise. “Dude, you’re so about to get your ass kicked.”

      He grins. “Aw, please don’t tease me.”

      I glare at him. “I’m not joking.”

      “Whatever you say.” His smug smile irks me in a way that I just about lose my shit.

      “The neck biting thing was the most unpleasant experience I’ve ever had,” I argue. “And I’m going to show you.” I lean over, put my mouth beside his neck, part my lips, and sink my teeth into him. I don’t bite hard enough to draw blood, but he’s definitely going to have some teeth marks on his skin.

      After a little bit of sucking, I move back and smirk at him. “See? Told you it doesn’t turn me on.”

      He doesn’t respond, just pulls the car over and turns off the engine.

      I glance around and realize we’re parked on the corner of Masie’s street. I start to get out, ready to get this over with, but West captures my elbow and pulls me toward him.

      “We’re not done yet,” he all but growls. Then his mouth is on my neck, and his teeth are gently grazing my skin as he sucks and nips and bites.

      I groan. Oh, my God, do I groan, my chest arching into him as he leans farther over the console and pins me against the seat.

      “West,” I gasp, threading my fingers through his hair.

      He groans, moving his hands to my waist then inching up the hem of my shirt.

      I don’t know if he’s playing a game with my mind or totally getting off on this, and I don’t freakin’ care at all. Not at the moment, anyway. But I’m sure I will later. Right now, it feels too good. And I want to feel good. I want to forget all about Blaine, and stupid Masie, and their dumb kiss, and this … this is working.

      “Harder,” I beg, sounding completely unlike myself.

      He complies, biting harder, slipping his hand all the way up the front of my shirt.

      Wait. What the hell is happening to me? Has the shitiness of the day made me lose my damn mind? I should be freaking out, right? But I’m not. In fact, I’m completely content right now, my body loving the way his fingers graze my skin right below my bra, the way his teeth graze my neck, and the way he moans out my name.

      “Harder,” I beg again.

      Seriously, why do I keep saying that? What the fuck is wrong with me?

      Regardless of why my mind is messed up, he does what I ask until I lose control completely, crying out his name and stabbing my fingernails into his arms.

      By the time I return to reality, I’m feeling utterly confused, and at the same time, kind of pissed off. The latter is more at myself.

      As reality douses over me, I start to lean away from him, but West holds me in place, resting his forehead against mine.

      “Don’t get shy on me now,” he breathes against my lips.

      “I’m not getting shy,” I say breathlessly. “I just think what happened … was just …” Gah, why can’t I get a coherent sentence out of my mouth?

      “An orgasm,” he states bluntly. “Yeah, I know. And it was fucking beautiful. Seriously, the hottest thing I’ve ever seen.”

      I roll my eyes. “I highly doubt that.”

      He leans back to meet my gaze. “You don’t believe me?” His brow teases upward, and the corners of his lips quirk. “Hmm … I guess I’ll have to show you again, then.” Without warning, he grazes his fingers up my shirt again while tracing a path up my inner thigh with his other hand. Instead of kissing my neck again, though, he watches me.

      My lips part to tell him to stop, because it seems like I should want him to, but no words leave my lips.

      “You can tell me to stop,” he whispers as his fingers near the edge of my panties.

      I want to tell him to stop—I swear I do—but the words won’t come out.

      West whispers something incoherent before he suddenly pulls his fingers away from my panties.

      What the hell? Why is he stopping?

      Why do I care?

      But I get distracted as he starts sucking on my neck again and rubbing me between my legs.

      “Ohmygod,” the words rush out of me while I grip the edge of the seat. “West.” Then I come apart again, for the second time in only minutes.

      Seriously, is that even normal? To have two orgasms in less than two minutes?

      West chuckles, his breath warm against my skin. “It is, and the fact that you have to question that means the guys you’ve been with have been doing it all wrong.”

      Oh, my hell, did I just say that aloud!

      My lips part to retract my statement, but instead, I just let out a loud breath.

      “Well, either that or you haven’t been with anyone.” West leans back, searches my eyes, then grins. “Yeah, it’s definitely the latter.”

      My mortification simmers into anger. “Why? Because I’m so hideous?”

      He shakes his head. “Not at all.” He traces a finger down my cheekbone. “You’re gorgeous as it is. But when you’re like this, your cheeks flushed, a content look in your eyes …” He bites down on his lip then whispers, “Beautiful.”

      I have no damn clue what to say to any of this. Never in a million years would I have thought I’d be in this situation. Then again, up until today, I never would’ve thought Masie and Blaine would hook up and stab me in the back, and then some person would jack my car as part of a twisted game. A game I still don’t know the point to. But that doesn’t mean I don’t like what just happened. I did like it. A lot, a lot. So much so I want to do it again.

      Which is why I’ll never do it again. Because liking and loving things only lead to heartache.

      “What are you thinking about?” West asks, his voice soft and slightly unsure—completely unlike West. “You’re not upset, are you?” When I don’t answer right away, he curses. “Fuck, I knew I shouldn’t have done that. Not when you’re hurting.”

      I part my lips to tell him that’s not what’s bothering me, when his phone starts ringing and cuts me off.

      He frowns when he catches sight of the screen, then answers with a grumbled, “Hello?” He doesn’t say much, his eyes fixed on me. “Yeah …” He pauses, and then the color drains from his face. “Wait. What?” Then his eyes snap wide, but he’s not looking at me now. He’s staring at something over my shoulder.

      I turn around to see what he’s looking at, when the door is flung open and I fall out of the car, smacking my face on the concrete.

      I hear West curse, and then a door slam.

      My ears ring and my vision spots. “Goddammit, that hurt,” I grumble, clutching my head.

      “Did you find your clue yet?” a deep, male, and familiar voice asks.

      I glance up, and through the darkness, I make out a shadow of a figure looming over me.

      “Who are you?” I ask as I start to get up.

      “Your new best friend,” they say, grabbing my arm.

      A sickly pleased feeling swims through my veins, but the feeling doesn’t belong to me. No, it belongs to the guy grabbing me.

      I reach up with my fist balled. “Don’t you dare fucking touch me, you perv …” The words fade from my lips as a needle sinks into my arm.

      Then everything goes black.
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      “I can’t believe I let this happen.” I frown, crossing my arms. “This is all my fault.”

      “Will you chill out?” Steel, my friend and team member, shakes his head as he slumps back on the sofa. “It’s not your fault, so quit whining about it.”

      “Yes, it is.” I continue pacing. “I should’ve noticed the mark on the card. I should’ve realized it was Hacker Hearts Anonymous.” I’m not talking about the mark printed on the card Alexis had either. I’m referring to the watermark in the center of it.

      I only realized there was one after Alexis and I were attacked, and I held the card up to a light. I should’ve noticed it before then, though I was too distracted with Alexis … kissing her … touching her …

      “I fucked up,” I mutter, rubbing my hand across my forehead.

      “We all fuck up,” my friend and other team member, Ellis, says while typing on his phone. “It’s part of the job, and deep down, you know that. You’re just stressed out because it was Alexis who was attacked.”

      “She wasn’t just attacked.” I sink down onto the corner of the coffee table. “Hacker Hearts Anonymous sent her a message. They were after her, not me.”

      Ellis glances up at me. “Are you sure? I mean, why would one of the most notorious assassin organizations in the world go after some random girl from Honeyton?”

      “I don’t know, but I need to find out.” I glance at my bedroom door where Alexis is sleeping off the drugs the guy injected in her.

      Thankfully, the drug was a mild sedative and won’t have any long- or short-term effects, other than Alexis being sleepy for a bit. I still beat the shit out of the guy who doped her up, to the point where he was barely conscious.

      “I need to get some answers before she wakes up,” I say. “She’s going to have a lot of questions.”

      “What about the guy who injected her?” Ellis asks. “We can question him when he comes to.”

      Steel cracks his knuckles. “Yeah, I’m definitely up for some questioning.”

      “No, I want to do it.” I flick a glance at the door to the room I locked the guy in, where he’s currently sleeping off me beating his ass.

      Every team has access to a cage room so we can lock up and interrogate people when needed. Of course we have to have probable cause, which we definitely have right now. Although, Steel pushes the limits of probable all the time.

      “If he works for HHA, it might take some time to get the truth out of him,” Ellis says. “Especially if he happens to be one of their modified humans.”

      I blow out a stressed breath. “Yeah, I know.”

      “What’re you going to do until then?” he asks. “I mean, with Alexis?”

      I shrug. “I’m going to keep her safe.”

      And I fully mean my words. Whether Alexis realizes it or not, if Hacker Hearts Anonymous is after her, she’s in some serious danger. And I’ll do whatever it takes to protect her. Not just from HHA, but from everything scary and dark in the world.

      As I start toward the cage for the interrogation, my phone rings from inside my pocket with an incoming call from an unknown number. Unknown numbers are usually from the agency, so I answer.

      “Hello?”

      “Hey,” the caller replies, his voice recognizable.

      “Benton? What’s up, man?” I greet.

      Ellis and Steel shoot me shocked looks.

      We haven’t heard from Benton or any of his other team members in quite a while, ever since we formed our own team and were no longer officially part of the Bad Boy Rebels—yeah, I know it’s a silly name, but we can’t seem to get rid of it. We didn’t leave the team because we were pissed off or anything. Although, some of the guys are still pissed off at us for leaving. We just decided that Steel, Ellis, and I worked better together, just the three of us. We do, however, have people occasionally work with us when we need extra help with a case.

      “I actually need a favor,” Benton says, shocking me.

      “Okay,” I reply, confused since Benton rarely asks for anything.

      “It’s about your friend, Alexis Baker,” he explains. “She might be in trouble.”

      “I know,” I tell him. “She actually is … or was in trouble already. But she’s at my place right now and safe.”

      “Let me guess, Hacker Hearts Anonymous?” Benton says.

      “Yep, they attacked her about an hour ago. But how did you know that?”

      “I got an anonymous tip. I’m not sure who sent it, but Zhara and I have been trying to get ahold of Alexis all day to warn her. And you. But you’re a really hard person to track down.”

      “So are you,” I point out. “All agency members are.”

      “Yeah, I know.” He sounds tired. “It just sucks when there’s an emergency.”

      “Yeah, it definitely does.” I pause. “Wait. What’re you doing with Zhara Baker? She’s not part of our agency … is she?” Because that’d shock the shit out of me even more than what happened today.

      “Yes and no.” He sighs again. “Look, I can’t really get into the details over the phone. I just wanted to make sure Alexis is okay and being taken care of.”

      “She’s fine,” I assure him. “And I plan on keeping an eye on her until I can figure out what’s going on with HHA.”

      “Good. That’s a fucking relief,” he says. “Zhara’s been really worried.”

      “So, she knows a lot about what’s going on?” I ask, sinking down onto the armrest of the sofa.

      “Yeah, but not a lot of people know she does, so I’d appreciate it if you’d keep the information on the lowdown.” His tone carries a hard edge.

      “Of course,” I say. “I get it.”

      “Good.” He gives a pause. “Can Zhara talk to Alexis?”

      “Right now, she’s … asleep,” I say, then quickly give him a recap of what happened with the guy tranquilizing her. “I’ll have her call Zhara as soon as she can.”

      “She’s okay, though, right?” he double-checks.

      “I swear she is,” I tell him. “Trust me; if she wasn’t, I wouldn’t be talking to you. I’d be beating the shit out of the person who hurt her.”

      I mean what I say, too. If anyone so much as hurts Alexis, they’re going to pay big time.
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      I feel like I’m swimming in a fishbowl, going around and around. My head spins like a top, my arms and legs are rubbery, and as I funnel around in the water, everyone watches. My older brother Loki. My older sister Jessamine. My younger brother Nik. My twin sister Zhara. Even my parents are there, staring through the glass, as if they’ve risen from the grave. Only, they don’t look like zombies. In fact, they look just how I remember them. Happy and smiling. Although, my mom’s smile radiates pain. I don’t know why I never noticed that before. Did she smile like that when she was alive? Was she hurting? How can I feel it now?

      One thing’s for sure, I’m definitely hurting now. I wish I knew why.

      What happened to me? Why do I feel like I’m dreaming?

      As I float around in the giant fishbowl, pondering those questions, answers begin to creep through my hazy mind. Blaine and Masie kissing. My car getting stolen. That weird-ass card I found. Running away. West finding me … him kissing my neck … touching me …

      My mind becomes distracted, my thoughts consumed by West. Suddenly, he’s the only one staring at me from outside the fishbowl, looking distorted through the glass, his eyes crammed with concern. He’s worried. Why?

      A brief memory rushes over me, of me falling out of West’s car and landing on the sidewalk. A needle sinking into my skin and then … well, and then I can’t remember.

      “What’s happening to me?” I murmur as I struggle to swim with the swirling motion of a sudden current.

      A blonde girl appears in front of me, pressing her hand to the fishbowl and watching me float around and around. “You need to wake up.”

      “I’m not awake?” I ask as the water begins to drag me down.

      She shakes her head, strands of her blonde hair falling into her eyes. “No. And if you don’t wake up soon, you’ll get stuck here.”

      Panic flares through my body. I hate the water almost as much as I loathe pink, which is saying a lot because I fucking hate pink. “Where is here?”

      “Nowhere,” she replies. “The worst place to be.”

      “You’re crazy. That doesn’t even make sense.”

      “It will in time.” She offers me an apologetic look.

      “Help me!” I shout as I struggle to swim, kicking my legs and paddling my arms.

      “I can’t. You have to do this on your own.”

      “I can’t.” I gasp for air. “I’m not strong enough.”

      “Yes, you are,” she insists. “If you weren’t, you wouldn’t be here. Now go.”

      “That makes no sense!” I cry as water waves over my head. “There’s nowhere to go.”

      “Yes, there is.”

      “Where?”

      “To the bottom.”

      I gape at her. “You want me to drown!”

      “No, I want you to start from the beginning, because you can’t see the way forward until you do.”

      “Thanks for the insightful advice.” My tone drips with sarcasm.

      A wave crashes over me, and panic takes over again.

      “Please, help me!”

      “I’m trying to, but you need to trust me.”

      “I don’t trust anyone, and for good reasons. I don’t even know you.”

      “But right now, trusting me is your only choice.”

      She’s right, so I still my body, allowing the current to drag me downward. I sink into the water, all the way to the bottom of the fishbowl. There, I hold my breath and wait. And wait. And wait …

      Darkness replaces the water. Takes over me. Possesses me.

      I can’t breathe!

      I try to gasp for air, but nothing happens. My skin begins to burn, scorching hot, as if I’m about to erupt in flames. I can’t breathe. I can’t think. I can’t move.

      I think I’m dying.

      I think I’ve died before.

      The thought sideswipes me out of nowhere.

      Suddenly, I feel fingers around my neck. I gasp for air. Then everything goes black.
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      My eyelids shoot open, and I suck in a huge breath of air. Light instantly blinds me and panic courses through my body, along with fiery pain. The sensation is way too similar to what I felt in my dream, making an unsettling feeling weigh down on me.

      Something’s wrong. My body is broken or something. My mind is broken. I’m dead.

      I’ve been dead before.

      The thought causes adrenaline to course through my veins. Why do I keep thinking this? Am I dead? Did I die?

      Then, why do I feel awake? And why does my skin feel so hot?

      “I can’t see anything,” I whisper, blinking my eyes several times. “Am I blind?”

      “No, you’re just panicking.” The unfamiliar, deep voice startles the shit out of me.

      Great. Not only am I blind, confused, and maybe on fire, but there is also a strange dude with me.

      I rack my brain for memories of how I ended up in this position. All I can remember is the fishbowl dream, thinking I’m dying, and that I’ve been dead before.

      What’s happening to me?

      Panic blasts through my veins, and the heat under my skin increases as my pulse skyrockets. I feel as though I’m in a sauna.

      “Are you the one who stabbed the needle into my arm?” I ask tensely, wishing to God I could see where I am, see the stranger, see something,

      He chuckles. Fucking chuckles. The sound makes me grit my teeth.

      “No, sweetheart, I’m not.” His amusement is annoying. “If I was, though, you probably should be more frightened.”

      I don’t believe him. He had to be the one who kidnapped me.

      Trust no one, Alexis. Ever. Once you do, you’ll end.

      My mom whispered those words to me once, granted she was drunk, which is why the last part didn’t make much sense. Still, after she died, I took those words to heart. I rarely trust anyone, and I’m not about to start now.

      “Great, you’re one of those creepy pervs who gets their kicks off frightening women.” I shake my head, disgusted and freaked out. But I’m not about to show my emotions. I need to stay calm. I need to pretend I’m not scared shitless. I need to pretend my skin doesn’t feel like it’s on fire. “Is that why you tranquilized then took me?”

      “So, you’re calling me a liar? That’s pretty brave of you.” The heavy silence that follows his statement makes my anxiety soar. “Obviously, you’re one of those stupid girls who doesn’t know when to keep their mouths shut.” His low tone sends a chill up my spine, but the heat in my body quickly wipes the sensation away. “Because, if I had kidnapped you, this would be the part where I punish you for talking back to me.” A cold palm cups my cheek.

      I jerk back, but another palm is molded over my other cheek, trapping my face between a pair of hands. I shiver, but I refuse to show any signs of being scared.

      “Let me go.” Frustration rumbles through me.

      This would be a hell of a lot easier if I could see him. Then again, maybe not. Perhaps he looks as creepy as he sounds.

      “Again, I stress, if I had kidnapped you, this would be the part where I punish you for talking back.” His grip on my face tightens, not in a painful way, but the added pressure makes me feel even more trapped. And the startling heat blaring inside my body is only adding to my skittishness.

      What on earth happened to me? What sort of drugs did this guy inject in me? Is the heat a side effect? Is that why I felt like I was dying?

      I gulp as he drags his finger back and forth across my lips. Yep, this guy is a creepy pervert. This isn’t good. At all.

      I’m so screwed.

      And where the heck is West? Did he get kidnapped, too? Or did this guy just take off with me?

      “Let go of me.” I aim for a firm tone but epically fail. “And stop touching my lips. Who knows where the hell your hands have been?”

      He fucking chuckles. Again. And it pisses me off. Well, more than I already am.

      “Your feistiness isn’t going to do any good right now. It’s only going to encourage me.” He traces his finger across my lips again, as if to prove a point—that he holds all the power over the situation.

      Powerless. I feel so powerless. It’s scaring me a bit. And pissing me off.

      “I’ll f-fight you.” I despise my uneven tone. “Whatever you’re planning on doing to me, I’m going to fight back. I’m not going to make this easy for you.”

      “And what exactly do you think I’m going to do to you?” He sounds amused as he brushes his finger across my lips again.

      “Who the hell knows, but I’m sure it probably involves living out your disgusting, perverted, creeper fantasies. Sucks for you, though, because it’s not going to happen.” Then I open my mouth before sinking my teeth into his finger.

      Take that, fucker.

      Unfortunately, he doesn’t jerk back, allowing my teeth to sink deeper.

      Lovely. He’s a freak who loves pain. That’s going to make fighting back a pain in the ass.

      Still, I continue to sink my teeth into his flesh until I feel a soft pinch through the fabric of my shirt, right below my left breast.

      I wince and jerk back, releasing his finger from my teeth. “Ow! What the hell?”

      “Don’t pretend you didn’t like it.” He pauses, and the silence drives me mad. “And just for future record, when you go through with your fighting back plan, you should probably know that biting turns me on more than it hurts me.” His low tone conveys a silent warning that I’m unsure I fully comprehend.

      I force down a shaky breath, trying to collect my nerves. Then I part my lips to fire off a comeback, when my vision suddenly returns. I snap my jaw shut as I realize where I am.

      What the heck? This is West’s bedroom. I know because I helped him paint the walls and hang up decorations when he moved in.

      Oh, my God, I’m in West’s bedroom. In West’s bed. With West’s comforter pulled over me. And now that I’m paying attention, I can smell West’s scent on the blanket. The problem is the guy sitting on the edge of the bed isn’t West.

      He has short brown hair, a faint scar along his hairline, and his eyes are a crazy shade of silver. He’s wearing a plaid shirt with the sleeves rolled up; dark jeans; a thick, leather watch covers his wrist; and a barbell piercing decorates his arched eyebrow. He’s gorgeous, but in a scary, intense, bad boy sort of way, kind of like West, only way more intimidating. I don’t know why, but it feels like I know him from somewhere, yet I can’t place from where.

      “You look confused,” the guy says, observing me with his head tilted to the side. “Can you see now?”

      I consider lying. After all, if he did kidnap me, it might be beneficial to have the upper hand. But if he did kidnap me, then why am I in West’s bedroom?

      I decide to ignore his question. “Where’s West?”

      His gaze bores into me as he studies me closely, too closely. “He’s around.”

      Okaaay …? That’s vague. And not very reassuring.

      “Who are you?”

      Again, his stare is unnerving. “Well, according to you, I’m a creepy pervert.”

      “Maybe you are.” I’m pushing my luck, but I hate backing down from cocky people, and everything about this guy screams, no one ever tells me no.

      He cocks a brow. “Do I look like a creepy pervert?”

      I shrug. I don’t even know why I do it. It’s not like he looks creepy, but sometimes appearances can be deceiving. Trust me; I know. It’s why I went from a pink and frilly sort of girl to a girl who rocks a lot of black clothes, clunky boots, and leather jackets. Changing my style helped me alter my sweet girl image that I wanted to get rid of after my parents died.

      “It’s hard to tell if someone’s a creepy perv just by looking at them.” I eyeball the distance to the door, contemplating if I should make a run for it. “And you do look sort of scary and intense.”

      His intensely scary eyes bore into me. “Oh, I do, do I?”

      I nod, slowly sitting up, deciding that I need to at least try to get out of here. “Yeah, you kind of do.” I suck a breath in through my nose then mentally count backward from five. When I reach one, I fling the covers off me and bolt upright, ready to flee.

      I barely get my feet under me before he loops his arm around my waist. Then he effortlessly pulls me back onto the bed and onto his lap with my back pressed against his chest and my ass against his manly goodies. The scent of his cologne engulfs my nostrils as he dips his lips toward my ear.

      “Where do you think you’re going?” he whispers in a low tone that I swear feels threatening.

      Warning flags start to pop up everywhere. This isn’t a drill, Alexis. This isn’t a drill. You’ve really been kidnapped.

      I’ve never been one for showing vulnerability, so instead of panicking, I growl out, “Who the hell are you and why did you bring me to West’s apartment? Does he know you’re here with me, or did you do something to him?” Then, to prove I’m a badass chick, I fling my head backward, straight into his face.

      “Fuck,” he grits out in pain, his hold on me loosening.

      I seize the opportunity to fling my weight forward and slip out of his hold. Then I run like hell across the room and throw the door open. But I slam to a stop as a guy with dark brown hair and a scruffy jawline steps up and blocks the doorway.

      He takes one look at my face then raises his hands in front of him. “Just calm down. Everything’s going to be okay.”

      “Calm down? Are you fucking shitting me? This guy”—I gesture at the guy in the room—“kidnapped me. And I’m guessing you helped him since you’re here. And you want me to calm down?”

      He blinks at me in shock. “No one kidnapped you.” His shock quickly wears off as he slants his head to the side and scowls at the guy in the room behind me. “Steel, what the hell did you do?”

      So, the other asshole’s name is Steel. Seems fitting, especially with that crazy silver eye color.

      “I didn’t do anything.” He gets up from the bed with his hand cupped over his nose. “She panicked before I could tell her what was going on.”

      I shake my head. “I’ve been awake for at least five minutes and you’ve told me nothing, other than that I was stupid and that, if you did kidnap me, I should be more frightened.”

      Steel gives me a dirty look, but I detect the faintest, amused smile playing at his lips. Apparently, he thinks my attitude is entertaining, which would definitely be a first.

      The guy in the doorway sighs. “I knew he shouldn’t have let you keep an eye on her by yourself.”

      I glance back at him. “Why is anyone watching me? And where’s West?”

      The guy in the doorway trades an unreadable look with Steel before his gaze settles back on me. “West is around.”

      I cross my arms and stare him down. “Quit being vague and give me a damn answer.”

      Steel snorts a derisive laugh. “Word of advice; if you ever do get kidnapped, you should probably keep your mouth shut. Because, if we had kidnapped you, this would be the point where I lose my cool.”

      I peer over my shoulder at Steel, hoping I don’t look as nervous as I feel. “You say that like you’re an expert kidnapper.”

      “Either that or I’ve been kidnapped a lot,” he replies in an emotionless tone.

      My head spins. What in the wild monkeys is going on? How did I get here? And who are these guys?

      I’m about to demand some answers when the guy in the doorway sighs again.

      “We didn’t kidnap you,” he says. “And we don’t plan on kidnapping you. West is in the apartment in a … special room, doing special things.”

      I cock a brow. “Special things? Do I even want to know what that’s code for? Because it sounds like he’s locked up in some room, living out someone’s perverted fetish.”

      “I think you might be a little obsessed with the concept of perverted,” Steel says. “Makes me wonder how perverted you are.”

      I throw him a nasty look from over my shoulder. “You’re the one who wouldn’t stop sticking your finger in my mouth.”

      “What the fuck?” doorway guy exclaims.

      Steel ignores him, keeping his gaze welded on me. “And you’re the one who decided to fuck my finger with your mouth.”

      I turn around to face him, fuming mad, my cheeks warming from embarrassment. “I didn’t fuck your finger with my mouth.”

      “You sucked on it,” he says simply. “That’s pretty much the same thing.”

      “I bit it,” I correct.

      Steel’s eyes glimmer wickedly. “Bit, suck—what’s the difference?”

      “A lot. Biting is usually more of a violent act while sucking is …” I trail off as more warmth rushes to my cheeks.

      Wonderful. Now I’m getting embarrassed.

      He totally notices, too, his lips tugging into a cocky smirk.

      “Sucking is what? Kinky? Sexy? Solely for the purpose of getting someone off?” He leans in toward me, lowering his voice. “Biting can be all of that, too, sweetheart. And maybe, if you’re lucky, I’ll show you.”

      I refuse to let my jaw drop, but seriously, who is this guy?

      “No thanks,” I manage to get out evenly while giving him a bored look. Then, for added emphasis, I yawn.

      Instead of getting annoyed, his amusement doubles.

      “You know what? I think I’m going to have a lot of fun with you.”

      “Steel,” the guy in the doorway says warningly. “You’re crossing a line.”

      Steel rolls his eyes. “Lines only exist to be crossed.”

      “That’s the most twisted logic ever,” doorway guy says, shaking his head.

      “Yeah? So? I’m a twisted guy.” Steel shrugs, his gaze never wavering from mine.

      Now I’m the one to sigh. “Will someone please tell me what the hell is going on? Because, right now, I feel like I’ve gone mad. Like I’m Alice, but instead of being in Wonderland, I’m in Wonderhell and you two are about to pull an ‘off with her head’ on me.”

      Steel’s eyes dance with amusement. The other guy appears more rational, shifting his weight uneasily.

      “We’re not going to hurt you,” doorway guy tells me. “We’re going to help you.”

      “Help me how?” My eyes drop to a bruise on my arm, the same spot where the needle pierced my skin. My lips curl with irritation. “By doping me up again?”

      Doorway guy tracks my gaze, and then his mouth curves into a frown. “We didn’t do that to you.”

      I suspiciously glance back and forth between the two of them. “And how do I know that for sure? I don’t know you guys at all, and from what I’ve seen so far, I’m not impressed. So, how do I know you’re not going to hurt me?”

      “Because I’m here.”

      The voice comes out of nowhere, but I don’t need to see a face to know who the person is.

      West.
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      A moment after I hear West’s voice, he steps up beside doorway guy. He’s wearing the same black pants and shirt he had on the last time I saw him. His blond, chin-length hair is a bit messy, and if he opened his mouth, a glint of metal would shine on his tongue. He’s the same West I grew up with, in terms of looks. Yet, two things are different now. For one, he has a crazy intensity to him, as if he’s suddenly become an alpha male. But that might be from the situation we’re in—whatever that is. And the other thing that’s different has more to do with me. Or, I should say, has to do with the way my body reacts to him.

      My heart is fluttering in my chest, and the spot on my neck where he sucked and bit me earlier feels all tingly. I’ve never reacted this way toward West before. It’s weird and kind of freaking me out. But not as much as this situation. And I don’t even know what this situation is yet!

      “What’s going on?” My tone is a mixture of caution and nervousness.

      West looks from doorway guy to Steel. “Didn’t either of you two explain anything to her?”

      Doorway dude looks at West and shakes his head. “I was trying to, but Steel wouldn’t shut up.”

      West’s gaze lands on Steel and he raises his brows.

      “I don’t know why you put me in charge of keeping an eye on her,” Steel says with a lazy shrug. “You know I’m not good at that sort of shit.”

      “So, neither of you has told her anything?” West shakes his head, seeming frustrated. “Nice, guys, really fucking nice.”

      “Oh, get your panties out of a bunch. We were planning on telling her. I just wanted to play with her for a little bit.” Steel braces his hands on the doorway and slants closer to me.

      Even with my back to him, I feel crowded by his presence. I want to step forward, but doorway guy is right in front of me. Suddenly, I’m way too aware that I’m completely surrounded by three guys who could very well do anything they wanted to me. And while I want to trust West, I can’t. Not until I get some answers.

      “She’s really fun to play with,” Steel adds, pressing his chest against my back.

      West’s eyes narrow into slits. Then he reaches around doorway dude, snags ahold of the hem of my black tank top, and pulls me toward him.

      “You two go to the cage room and check on him,” he says as he steers me down a narrow hallway. “And Ellis is in charge.”

      Doorway guy—Ellis, I’m assuming—nods then turns in the opposite direction. Annoyance flickers across Steel’s expression, but he doesn’t utter a word as he follows Ellis.

      “He doesn’t take orders very well,” West explains to me as he guides me into the living room at the end of the hallway. “Steel, I mean.”

      “Why are you giving him orders at all?” I ask as West releases my shirt and closes the blinds, which seems super strange for several reasons. Then again, everything seems strange at the moment, from the cautious way West moves, to the way my body won’t cool down, as if a permanent fire is scorching under my flesh.

      “Because he works with me.” He sinks down on the leather sofa and pats the cushion beside him.

      I don’t budge. “So, you’re like his boss … Wait. I thought you worked at the bank?”

      West hesitates. “I used to.”

      “But you don’t anymore?”

      He shakes his head with a drop of remorse in his eyes. “I haven’t since I was sixteen.”

      “But you started working there when you were sixteen.” The heat in my body increases, and my head becomes a bit foggy. “Or, at least that’s what you told me.”

      He gives a long pause while studying me with hesitancy. “I did work there for about two weeks until I got this job.”

      “And what’s this job exactly?” I ask, although I’m not sure I want to hear the answer. “Because, the last thing I remember is being in the car with you, and we were …” My cheeks glow with heat as images of him rubbing me while biting my neck flood my thoughts. “But anyway, yeah, one minute I was in the car with you, and the next, I was falling to the ground and being stabbed with a needle. Then I blacked out and woke up here in your room with some random guy who, FYI, is a total asshole. And now you’re telling me you’ve been lying to me and working at some unknown job for over two years. I’m really trying not to freak out, because I thought I knew you, but now I’m worried I don’t, and that maybe you work for some sort of trafficking operation and you’re about to sell me off to some creep.” I let out an exhale as I run out of breath.

      West stares at me with an impassive expression. Then he slowly shakes his head. “You think I’m going to sell you to someone? That that’s my job?”

      I lift my shoulders, shrugging. “I really don’t know what to think at this point.”

      He pats the cushion again. “Then sit down, and I’ll explain everything to you.”

      My gaze flicks in the direction of the front door, which isn’t too far away. “I’d rather stay here for now.”

      “You need to be sitting for what I’m about to tell you.”

      “Why? How bad is it?”

      “Well, I’d say pretty damn bad, but considering that theory you just told me … it might not seem so bad to you.”

      I fidget nervously, casting another quick glance at the front door. “So, it’s not as bad as what I’m thinking?”

      He dithers. “Well, I’m not as bad as what you’re thinking.”

      “But the situation is bad?”

      “Yeah, it is.”

      The truth of his words hits me square in the chest, making breathing complicated.

      “Does this have anything to do with my car getting stolen?” I ask with a shaky voice.

      “It does, but that’s just a tiny part of it.” He rakes his fingers through his hair. “Look, I get you have trust issues and, considering everything that’s happened over the last twenty-four hours, you should. But I need you to trust me right now, because I’m the good guy, and I’m hoping you already know this.” His eyes plead for me to believe him.

      While I haven’t always gotten along with West—well, minus the time we spent in his car when we seemed to get along a little too well—I’ve never thought of him as a bad guy. And he was there for me when Masie and Blaine stabbed me in the back with a jagged, rusty, agonizingly sharp knife.

      Still, I don’t have a damn clue how I got to West’s apartment or why I’m even here. And since the last thing I recall is being tranquilized, I’m having a difficult time deciphering who’s bad and who’s good.

      “You promise no one in this house is the person who doped me up?” I ask, cupping my hand over the bruise on my arm.

      When West hesitates, I spin around and run for the door.

      Screw this. I’m so out of here.

      I make it a whole three steps before he circles his arms my waist. Then he yanks me back and pins me against his solid chest. The scent of his cologne overloads my senses, and I become even dizzier. Still, through the confusion and craziness and the heat blazing through my body, frustration rumbles in my chest. This is the second time in ten minutes that I’ve found myself trapped against a guy. I don’t like being controlled. At all.

      “Calm down,” West whispers in my ear while holding me tightly against him.

      “Calm down?” A hollow, wounded laugh slips from my lips. I hate how hurt I sound. Hate that he knows he has the power to hurt me. “You pretty much just told me the person who doped me up is in your house, which means it was either you or one of those two guys who work with you. Neither option is calm down worthy.”

      “There’s a fourth person in the house,” he explains. “And the fourth person is the one who doped you up.”

      I don’t know whether to cry, scream, or be relieved. “Why the hell is he in your house?”

      “Because he’s locked up in the cage room while we interrogate him.”

      I blink. What?

      “Come again?”

      He hugs me tighter and rests his head against the back of mine, breathing in deeply. “I know it sounds crazy, but this will all make more sense after I explain everything.” He traces a finger back and forth along the hem of my shirt, and it takes all my willpower not to shiver. “But in order to explain everything, I need you to calm down and listen. And I need you to promise you won’t run out of the house. Until we get some answers and find out more about what’s going on, it’s too dangerous for you to go anywhere.”

      I tense. “Wait. I’m in danger?”

      “Relax.” He brushes his lips along my earlobe. “I’m not going to let anything happen to you, baby.”

      Baby? What the hell?

      I’m about to ask him when we started giving each other sweet, little, vomit-inducing nicknames when he kisses my earlobe again while drifting his fingers back and forth along the bottom of my shirt. He’s not even really touching me, yet my skin tingles everywhere.

      What the heck is wrong with me? One minute I think Blaine is the love of my life, and then suddenly West’s touch nearly makes me have an orgasm. No, scratch that. Not nearly. He already gave me two orgasms.

      I mentally shake my head at myself. That doesn’t even matter right now. The truth does.

      “Okay, I won’t try to leave again.” Unless I find out you’re bad, I mentally add.

      “Good.” He kisses my earlobe again, which blows my mind.

      It’s the third time he’s done that in the last minute. I know we messed around in the car, but considering West and I have never gotten along …

      I’m so lost.

      With his kisses.

      His touches.

      Him calling me baby.

      Lost. Lost. Lost.

      So lost.

      About everything.

      It’s not normal. Then again, nothing about today has been normal.

      I’m about to ask him what’s going on with the whole kissing thing when he steps away and lets his arms fall to his sides. His expression is guarded as I turn toward him, making me wonder what he’s trying to keep hidden.

      Can I even trust him?

      As I study him, the heat in my body intensifying to a simmering hot temperature. I wonder if I’m nervous or if the drugs in my system are fucking with my body temperature.

      “So, do you work as an undercover cop or something?” I decide to focus on the bigger problem right now. “Because that’s what it sounds like.”

      “No, but we do help the police sometimes. And I kind of do work undercover.” When he notes the confusion on my face, he sighs. “All right, I’m going to give you a brief summarization, and then let you ask questions because I’m sure you’re going to have a lot of them.” He laces his fingers through mine and sinks down onto the sofa, pulling me down with him. “Me, Steel, and Ellis—those two guys you just met—work for a secret undercover agency called The HR Guardian Agency. We’re each assigned teams to work with, and Steel and Ellis are on my team. We usually work on jobs together, although we have done some jobs solo.”

      “What sort of jobs?” I’m completely confounded. Undercover agencies? Those things actually exist? And West—West—is part of one?

      WTF?

      “There’s a lot of different jobs.” He twists to face me, still holding my hand. “But very recently we were assigned a job to watch over a girl who needs protection.”

      Wait. What?

      “You mean, me?” I ask, and he nods. My head spins even more. “But, why do I need protection?”

      He summons a deep breath. “You remember how your car was stolen, and then you found that card?” He waits for me to nod before continuing. “Well, the person who stole your car and left you the card works for an organization called Hacker Hearts Anonymous, one of the most infamous”—he takes a deep breath—“assassin organizations in the country.” He traces the folds of my fingers with his fingertip. “He’s also the same person who jumped us in the car and tranquilized you, which more than likely means HHA gave him an order to go after you. Although, we can’t be sure until we can get the guy to talk.”

      My heart pounds like a lunatic, and my skin begins to dampen from the heat scorching through my veins. This can’t be real. It just can’t be.

      Then, why does it feel so real?

      “Assassins were after me?” I ask with a shaky voice. “Why? I’ve never done anything wrong. Well, anything major.”

      “We don’t know yet why they’ve targeted you, but we’ll find out, no matter what it takes.” He stares down at my hand as he continues to sketch the folds between my fingers. “I don’t want to scare you, but I don’t want to lie to you either, so I’m going to tell you the truth. Just … try not to freak out.” He releases an exhale. “They weren’t going after you. They are going after you. At least, according to the guy in there.” He nods his head in the direction of the doorway. “The whole tranquilizing thing was just the start of something bigger. We don’t know what yet.” He lifts his gaze to mine and the intensity pouring from his eyes freaks the crap out of me. “I’m going to find out what they’re planning. And nothing is going to happen to you; I can fucking promise you that.” He lightly brushes his fingers over the bruise on my arm. “I fucked up when I let this happen. I should’ve noticed the watermark on the card you received, but I was too distracted by … other stuff. That won’t happen again. You’re safe with me, Steel, and Ellis.”

      My heart thrashes in my chest. “Wait … Are you trying to say I can’t go home?”

      “You can’t,” he says with a hint of remorse. “I’m sorry, but until we know more about what’s going on, you need to stay here.”

      I shake my head. “No. There’s no way I’m going to just sit around in an apartment all day and wait for something to happen. I’ll go crazy.”

      “Alexis, if you leave, you’ll either end up getting tranquilized again or something worse,” he says in a firm tone. “I’m not going to let that happen.”

      My lips twitch in annoyance. “Since when did you become so alpha male? Because, FYI, it’s kind of a turn off.”

      His lips quirk. “Just kind of, huh?”

      I glare at him. “Nope, completely.”

      “So, you’re saying I turn you off? Because what happened in my car”—he smirks—“twice suggests otherwise.”

      My cheeks warm, but I refuse to back down. “That was just because of you biting me. Anyone could’ve done it, and I probably would’ve gotten off.”

      “No, you wouldn’t have.” The smug look on his face makes me want to slap him. “You want to know why?”

      I grind my teeth. “Nope, not really.”

      He ignores me. “Because you’re attracted to me.”

      I want to say I’m not, but West is hot and he knows it—everyone knows it.

      I give a nonchalant shrug. “Yeah, so? Almost everyone we know is attracted to you, both guys and girls.”

      His smirk grows. “Which includes you.”

      My fingers curl into fists. “Why does it even matter? So I’m attracted to you? So what? I was also attracted to Blaine and look where that got me. Attraction doesn’t mean anything.”

      My chest simmers with anger and hurt as I remember everything Masie told me.

      “Hey.” West cups my cheek, forcing me to look at him. “I’m sorry.”

      I restlessly tap my foot, feeling way too vulnerable. “Why? You didn’t do anything.” Other than make me have two orgasms. But they felt good, so I really can’t be upset with him about that.

      “I know.” He traces his finger back and forth below my eye. “But I’m best friends with the asshole who hurt you. Or, well, I used to be.”

      “Used to be?”

      He shrugs. “Blaine and I have kind of grown apart over the last couple of years. Ever since …” He trails off.

      “Ever since what?” I press, noting his squirminess.

      He smashes his lips together. “I’m not sure if I can tell you yet.”

      “West …” I warn. “You told me you’d tell me the truth, so fess up, dude.”

      His lips part to say God knows what, when Ellis jogs into the room, worry potently flowing off him.

      This is getting really weird.

      “West, you need to come back here now,” Ellis says, a little out of breath. His gaze flicks to me before landing back on West. “And you might want to leave her out here.”

      West rises to his feet, pulling me up with him. “What’s going on?”

      Ellis casts another quick glance at me before telling West, “The guy started talking, and he’s saying some stuff that’s really bad if it’s true.” He gives an insinuating glance in my direction.

      “No way,” I interrupt their little nonverbal conversation that I’m fairly certain is about me. “If this guy is saying something about me, I want to hear it.”

      “Alexis,” West starts, “I don’t think—”

      “Nope,” I cut him off. “You’re not going to talk me out of this. And if you know me at all, you’d realize that.”

      West stares me down intimidatingly with his arms crossed. “I know you’re stubborn—I don’t need to be reminded of that—but I don’t want you going anywhere near this guy.”

      I put a hand on my hip. “Well, it’s a good thing you’re not the boss of me, huh?”

      He grins haughtily. “Actually, I am.”

      I throw him a sassy smirk, but my confidence is faltering. “Oh yeah, how do you figure?”

      “Because I’ve been assigned to take care of you and keep an eye on you.” His lips spread into a smirk. “Which means I’m the boss of you.”

      “If that’s the case, then doesn’t that mean your friend over there is the boss of me, too?” I point a finger at Ellis. “And that Steel guy, too?”

      West’s eyes narrow into slits. “No. No one is the boss of you except me.”

      “Doesn’t sound like it to me.” I don’t even know why I’m arguing about this. I don’t want anyone to be the boss of me. But, like I’ve said before, West and I are known for our little banters.

      West stares me down hard, silently daring me to back down.

      I carry his gaze firmly. Nope. Not going to happen.

      Ellis’s gaze bounces back and forth between West and me. “I don’t think she’s going to back down, man. Maybe we should just let her come back. We’re going to have to tell her what he said anyway.”

      West tears his gaze off me and looks at Ellis. “Why?”

      Ellis chews on his bottom lip uneasily. “Because it’s bad, and she’s going to find out, even if we don’t tell her.”

      West blows out a breath. “He’s chained up, right?”

      Ellis nods. “Of course.”

      I blink stupidly. “You have someone chained up?”

      West gives me a sidelong glance. “After everything I just told you, are you really that surprised?”

      I wipe my damp palm on the side of my leg. “Okay, you might have a point.”

      “Not might. Do.” When he tucks a strand of hair behind my ear, my eyelashes flutter. A soft, knowing smile graces his lips, and then he turns toward Ellis. “Just so we’re prepared, on a scale of one to ten, just how bad is this?”

      Ellis’s Adam’s apple bobs up and down as he swallows hard, his gaze straying to me. “An eleven.”

      My heart misses a beat. Or maybe my heart stops altogether.

      I’m not really sure.

      I’m not sure about anything anymore.
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      As Ellis, West, and I head down the hallway, West decides to officially introduce me to Ellis.

      “Oh yeah, Alexis, this is Ellis,” West says as we reach a shut door at the end of the hallway.

      “It’s nice to officially meet you,” he says, offering me his hand.

      The formal scene feels a bit odd after everything that’s happened, but I shake his hand anyway.

      “It’s nice to meet you, too.” I look back and forth between the two of them. “How long have you guys known each other?”

      “Probably about three or four years,” Ellis answers.

      I gape at West. “How have I never met him before? I’ve known you for, like, a decade.”

      “I had to keep this part of my life a secret.” He lets go of my hand.

      “The only reason you get to find out now is because you’re part of the agency now,” West adds. “Or, well, you’re being protected by them.”

      “But, why are they protecting me?” I ask. “I’m nobody to them.”

      “You’re not nobody to me,” he stresses. “And the agency protects people. In fact, it’s their—our—number one mission.”

      “You sound like a bunch of people with a superhero complex,” I say, only half joking.

      West trades an amused look with Ellis.

      “What do you think, Ellis?” he asks. “Do we secretly want to be superheroes, and this is as close as we can get?”

      Ellis deliberates with a twinkle in his eyes. “I always did kind of think it’d be cool to wear a costume and go around saving the city.”

      “Do you guys wear costumes?” I tease. “Like tight, spandex ones? I bet you do, and I bet you like it.”

      They both stare at me, unimpressed. I fight back a smile.

      No, I don’t really believe they do, but messing with their heads is kind of entertaining.

      “Yeah, we do, actually.” West throws me a smirk. “Mine’s pink and glittery, and Ellis’s is purple and blue and has lace.”

      “Hey, how come mine doesn’t have glitter?” Ellis gripes, on the verge of grinning. “I hate lace.”

      “You’re just not a sparkly sort of guy.” West shrugs. “Sorry, man.”

      The two of them grin like dorks. It’s kind of adorable. And sort of strange. I mean, West has always had a funny sense of humor, but him and Blaine never joked with each other like this. I think back to what West said, how he and Blaine haven’t been close for a while. I don’t know why I didn’t notice it before, but now I can sort of see it. What caused the change? Was it because West got this job and had to start lying to Blaine?

      Why does it even matter? Stop thinking about Blaine!

      “Thanks for the weird mental picture, guys,” I joke. “It’s going to haunt my nightmares forever.”

      “Yeah right, it probably turns you on.” West winks at me.

      I flip him off with my free hand and stick out my tongue.

      West grins. “Well, if that’s the way you want to play …” He leans forward and licks my tongue.

      “What the hell?” I squeal, jumping back.

      My shoulder bumps into Ellis, who steadies me with his free hand while chuckling.

      “Yuck, West, just yuck,” I whine, but I’m pretty sure I might be lying. Because I kind of liked it. Does that make me sick and twisted?

      I swear to God West knows where my thoughts lie because he gives me a knowing look then wets his lips with his tongue.

      I almost stick out my tongue again, just to see if he’ll lick me again.

      “Are you two always like this?” Ellis asks in amusement.

      West and I stare each other down, but I eventually start to squirm. No, we’re not usually like this. Do we argue? All the time. But never has West licked my tongue, and never in a million years would I have thought I’d like it. I’m blaming it on what happened in the car. That threw us off balance or something. Orgasms throw me off balance.

      Yeah, that’s it. Damn orgasms.

      Okay, maybe not damn orgasms. Because I like them. A lot.

      Still, all orgasms aside, I need to get my balance again, because I refuse to fall for anyone ever again. Especially Blaine’s best friend. Or ex-best friend anyway.

      “Yeah, kind of,” West tells Ellis, his gaze remaining fused on me. “Alexis and I have always sort of had this thing going on between us.”

      “A thing where you’re annoying and I try to tolerate you,” I quip with a sugary sweet grin.

      He snorts a laugh. “Is that what you really think?”

      I nod, totally lying because, deep down, I know I’m as annoying as him. “Yep.”

      He glowers at me, but it’s a playful move. “So, you never try to annoy me?”

      “Nope, I’m completely innocent.” Yeah, I’m so not, but I’m not about to admit that to him.

      West snorts another laugh. “You’re about as far from innocent as they come.”

      I scowl at him, yet I’m struggling not to laugh. “I am not.”

      “Are, too.”

      “Are not.”

      “Too.”

      “Not.”

      “Too, too.”

      “What?”

      He laughs, his eyes crinkling around the corners. “That was fun.”

      I roll my eyes, but a smile threatens to turn my lips upward. “Whatever, you weirdo.”

      I can’t help smiling a little bit. I’m actually feeling decent and almost forgot why I’m standing out in a hallway, holding two different guys’ hands. Then a stressed breath puffs from West’s lips and his whole demeanor tenses. Just like that, I’m reminded of why I’m here and about how crazy the last twenty-four hours have been.

      “Are you ready for this?” West asks me with a nervous edge in his tone.

      “I have no idea,” I answer honestly. “Since I have no clue what’s going to happen.”

      Pity flows from Ellis, and my anxiety skyrockets.

      I really need to find out what’s causing this weird little ability that manifests sporadically. Maybe when it’s just West and I, and I’m positive I can trust him, I can ask him. Maybe he’ll know something about it.

      “Everything will be fine.” West gives my hand a squeeze and offers me a small, tense smile.

      When I glance at Ellis, he gives me an uneasy smile, as well, yet his eyes are crammed with worry. I may not know him, but since he knows what’s going on … let’s just say his nervousness makes me fear what awaits me on the other side of the door.
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      I swear to God it takes West an eternity to twist the doorknob and open the door. In all actuality, it probably takes about two seconds. But I’m losing track of time, like everything is creeping in slow motion, like I’m blazed out of my mind or something. Perhaps the drugs injected into my system are causing it. Or perhaps my increasing body temperature is making me hallucinate. Or maybe I just have a fever.

      I open my mouth to ask West if he knows if the drug has any side effects, but then he finally opens the door all the way and all words are lost.

      I’m not sure what I expected, but it definitely wasn’t some dungeon-like room with padded, soundproof walls and chains bolted into a cement floor. As an added bonus, bars line the ceiling, along with a single spotlight that is nearly blinding. And all of that is just the room. I haven’t even got started on what the people inside are doing.

      Minus West, Ellis, and I, two other people occupy the room. One of them is a guy with shoulder-length brown hair, wearing black cargo pants and a matching hoodie. The metal cuffs of the chains are secured around his wrists, his nose is bleeding, and welts cover his face. He looks utterly miserable and beaten, on the verge of death, and I can’t feel what he’s feeling.

      I wonder if he’s going to die. I wonder if I should be frightened.

      Why am I not more frightened?

      “Is that the guy who tranquilized me?” I whisper to no one in particular.

      “Yeah.” Ellis’s breath touches my ear as he responds, and I nearly jump out of my skin from his unexpected nearness.

      “That’s what I thought.” My gaze wanders to the other guy in the room, a guy I met only today. Yet again, I feel like I’ve met him before.

      Steel.

      Holy hell, he looks even scarier than before. And, even though I hate admitting it, kind of hot.

      Unlike the first time I saw him, he’s stripped off his shirt and is now only wearing jeans secured by a studded belt and thick combat boots. Sleeves of bright ink and intricate patterns tattoo his lean arms and chest, and sweat drips down his rock-solid abs.

      Holy shit, Masie would be flippin’ swooning herself to death right now.

      I swallow a lump wedged in my throat, wishing I could wipe my brain clean of her. And Blaine.

      West abruptly swipes his finger along the inside of my wrist, drawing my attention to him.

      “You okay?” he mouths.

      I nod, not only lying to him but to myself. Because, deep down, I’m not okay. I’m hurt, confused, and worried.

      West searches my eyes, a pucker forming at his brow. I question if he can see the truth hidden inside me.

      “Now, are you going to tell me, or am I going to have to beat it out of you?” Steel growls out.

      I rip my gaze off West to look over at Steel.

      He’s pacing in front of the chained-up guy. Each step he takes is calculated, like a predator stalking its prey.

      The guy on the floor shuts his eyes and rests his head against the wall. “I already told you I don’t know anything else.”

      “Wrong answer.” Steel lifts his booted foot and bashes the bottom of it against the guy’s face.

      Blood squirts out of the guy’s already bloody nose as he makes a sickening gargling sound. Steel gives him no time to recover, his eyes darkening as he grabs a fistful of the guy’s hair and slams his clenched fist straight into his already swollen jaw.

      My heart slams against my chest, and my grip on West’s hand constrict.

      This is crazy. Insane. I mean, sure I’ve gotten into fights, but never this bloody. I should probably run away, leave this house, and never come back, right? I imagine, if my parents were here, my mom would tell me to do just that and my father wouldn’t have even wanted me near these guys—he was always a bit overprotective. But they’re not here and neither is the Alexis who existed when they were around. And this Alexis, the one who lost her parents, had her heart ripped out by her two best friends, and was tranquilized by the guy currently being beaten up wants some answers. So, my feet remain planted to the floor, even as Steel raises his fist, preparing to punch the guy again.

      I want to shut my eyes, but I don’t. I watch as Steel bares his teeth, raising his fist and crashing it into the man. It’s as if he’s gone completely mad. I wonder if he has. I wonder if he’s straight-up crazy. Or if something much deeper is causing him to look so out of control.

      Remember …

      Remember …

      I blink as strange images and a voice pierces my brain. Then I press the heel of my hand to my forehead, and just like that, the voice and images fade.

      I think I’m going crazy.

      I think Steel is going crazy.

      He moves to strike again with untamed fury in his eyes.

      “That’s enough.” West releases my hand then strides forward and grabs Steel’s arm.

      Steel whips his head in West’s direction, and if looks could kill, West would be a dead man standing.

      “Let go of me,” Steel grits out, a vein in his neck bulging.

      West shakes his head, his fingers remaining wrapped around Steel’s bicep. “If you kill him, he’s not going to be any use to us.”

      Steel’s jaw clenches. “Fine.” He jerks his arm away from West, straightens, and storms toward Ellis and me.

      As he steps underneath the light, I notice the blood splattered across his chest, which I’m pretty sure isn’t his, and the elevated scars on his left side. Four scars to be exact; each almost the same length, running vertically along his ribs. I don’t know what would cause that kind of scarring, but if I had to guess, I’d go with a bear attack. He must have been in so much pain when he got them, and even though the guy gets under my skin, I feel kind of bad for him.

      Swallowing hard, I let my gaze reside on his face, only to find that his eyes are locked on mine. He wears no emotion in his expression; his face a blank mask. But his silver eyes thunder with a storm, and intensity pours off him.

      “Are you scared?” he asks in a low, almost hopeful tone.

      He wants me to be afraid of him? Yeah, this guy is definitely a weirdo.

      “Of you? Or of the other guy?” I ask in the most casual tone I can muster.

      He studies me with an indecipherable look. “You are afraid of me, aren’t you?”

      “No. Although, I bet you hear that a lot.” I press my lips together as his intense gaze burrows into me.

      “And what about him?” He points over his shoulder at the chained-up guy. “Are you afraid of him?”

      “Why would I be? He’s chained up, and I’m surrounded by three very tough-looking guys who were assigned to protect me.” I pat his arm. “Thanks, by the way.”

      He gapes down at his arm where I patted him. When Ellis snorts out a laugh, Steel’s cold gaze shifts to him.

      “You think she’s funny?” Steel asks Ellis.

      Ellis shrugs. “She’s kind of amusing, and I think you’d agree with me if you weren’t all amped up.”

      “I’m not amped up,” he insists, cracking his knuckles. “I’m not even halfway there.”

      “Really?” I ask with skepticism as I glance at the beaten-up guy. “Then, what the hell do you do when you’re all the way there?”

      Steel’s lips curl into a smirk. “I finish the job.”

      I gulp, wondering if he means he kills people. Does that mean West kills people, too?

      “Steel, knock it off,” Ellis warns. “You don’t need to scare her.”

      “Yes, I do,” Steel says with his dark eyes trained on me. “This entire time, she hasn’t acted scared. Not even when she thought she was kidnapped. But she should be scared. She will be when she finds out what’s going on.” He leans in, crowding my personal space and lowering his voice. “Don’t worry, though; like you said, we’re here to protect you.”

      I do my best not to shiver, but I do.

      As a smirk spreads across his face, I fire back a smirk of my own, even though I’m so damn confused.

      I open my mouth, prepared to put him in his place, when West interrupts me.

      “So, what’s going on?” he asks Steel as he appears at my side and threads his fingers through mine. “Ellis said we needed to come back here.”

      Steel stares at me for a beat or two longer before tearing his gaze off me. “You want to have this conversation in front of her?” he asks West with a questioning arch of his brow.

      “Not really,” West says with a sigh. “But she’s stubborn.”

      “Yeah, I can tell.” Steel rubs his jawline. “Which means she’s going to be a pain in the ass to keep an eye on.”

      West rolls his eyes. “I highly doubt you’re going to mind.”

      Steel stares West down with his arms crossed. “What the hell does that mean?”

      “I think you know,” West replies with a challenge in his eyes.

      Steel shakes his head, his jaw ticking. “What did I tell you about making assumptions about me?”

      West shrugs. “I’m not making assumptions. I’m stating a fact.”

      As they continue to bicker like two old ladies, Ellis lets out an exhausted sigh.

      “Are they always like this?” I ask.

      He nods with zero hesitation. “Steel kind of brings it out in people.”

      “So do I, I think,” I admit with a frown. “At least with West.”

      Ellis’s eyes sparkle mischievously. “Maybe West is the problem then.”

      I laugh, which seems odd considering the situation. “Yeah, maybe, but I doubt it.”

      The chained-up guy suddenly lets out a hysterical laugh, and just like that, my smile fades. So does Ellis’s. West and Steel grow quiet as they turn toward him.

      “And the clock officially starts.” The chained-up guy laughs again. And laughs. And laughs like a mad man losing the last bit of his sanity.

      Blood begins to pour from his nose while his body slumps to the floor. He continues an eerie, wild, haunting laugh as he rolls back and forth.

      “What the fuck?” West releases my hand and strides toward the guy with Steel right at his heels.

      Ellis doesn’t follow. Instead, he tows me toward him until my side is pressed up against him. Then he drapes his arm around my shoulders and hugs me against his side. The protective move seems odd since I don’t really know him. At least, that’s what I think at first. But then the chained-up guy unexpectedly springs to his feet and rushes forward with so much force the chains snap.

      What the shit!

      Shock waves over me, powerful and potent, as the man shoves West and Steel aside as if they weigh nothing. They slam against opposing walls and crash to the concrete floor with a sickening thud.

      “West!” I cry out in horror.

      The guy barrels toward me, growling, “Must destroy! Must destroy!”

      Usually, I can handle crazy situations, but this isn’t just a crazy situation. It’s straight out of a sci-fi, horror movie or something. I don’t know what to do. Don’t know how to react. So, I stupidly stand there as the guy rushes me. Thankfully, Ellis doesn’t share the same stupidity as me.

      In one swift movement, he whirls me around while positioning his body in front of mine. “Stay back,” he orders, then charges at the guy.

      The sound of their bodies impacting makes my stomach churn.

      I slap my hand over my mouth and back away as the guy picks Ellis up by the throat, lifting him so high his feet no longer touch the floor.

      “No one gets in the way of a mission.” The guy grips Ellis’s throat as he stares coldly into his eyes.

      Ellis gasps for air, kicking at the guy. The guy isn’t even fazed.

      Seriously, can you say steroid freak? Who is this guy?

      Or what?

      The thought crosses my mind out of the blue, but I hastily shove it aside.

      This isn’t a fantasy book, Alexis. The dude’s human. He’s just jacked-up on something.

      As the guy continues to strangle Ellis, I look from West to Steel, who are passed out on the floor. I don’t know how this guy managed to knock them unconscious, but one thing is for sure: it doesn’t look like they’re getting up anytime soon.

      My gaze flies back to Ellis, whose face is turning blue. I may not know him very well, but I’m not about to run away and let him die. The realization that he could very well die—that the guy choking him could very well be a killer—doesn’t frighten me as much as I thought it would. It pisses me off.

      A strange, powerful feeling overcomes me as I make my way around the edge of the room to the broken chains. I pick a piece up then make my way back to the guy and Ellis, a foggy haze glazing through my mind.

      I feel possessed, controlled by an unseen, unknown force. But the force gives me strength. Gives me power. Guides me straight to the guy, lifts my arms, and wraps the chain around his neck. Then I tug with all my strength, a strength I never knew I had, and they guy startles, dropping Ellis as he stumbles back.

      “Let me go, you bitch,” he chokes out as I hold the chain around his neck.

      My heart is racing, and that heat I felt earlier has altered to a deathly cold chill. I’m so cold I feel as though I’m dying. Maybe I am dead. Maybe I died a while ago and this is all just a dream. Maybe that’s why I feel like I’ve done this before. That I’ve hurt someone. Badly. That I’ve died. A lot.

      “You think this will stop everything,” the guy chokes out as he tries to turn around, “but it won’t.”

      I make no move to speak, kicking his legs out from underneath him instead.

      He crashes to the floor with a loud thud, his head cracking against the cement.

      I keep the chain around his neck like a leash as I lean over him. “Stop what?”

      “You don’t know?” He howls with laughter. “Sucks for you then.”

      “Tell me,” I demand as I wind the chain around my hand, causing it to tighten around his neck.

      He grabs the chain, trying to pry the metal away from his neck while gasping for air.

      I smile, still feeling possessed.

      His face starts to tint blue as he struggles to breathe. “You’re going to die,” he grits out. “And your death’s going to be slow and painful.”

      “Says the man with a chain around his neck,” I growl out.

      “Oh, I’m not going to kill you.” He laughs. “The poison is.”

      I stop winding the chain around my hand. “What poison?”

      He laughs like a crazed hyena, throwing his head back. “The poison I put in you. It’s going to kill you soon.”

      My heart misses a beat. “But I’m okay … I woke up … West said I’d be okay …” None of this makes sense.

      “Oh, your guys don’t know about the other drug I injected in you.” The crazed smile that possesses his face sends a chill down my spine. “It doesn’t really matter, though. Whether they know or not, no one can save you. No one can ever be saved when the kiss of evil taints their blood.”

      I may not be the one with the chain wrapped around my neck, but it sure as hell feels like it.

      “Why?” I manage to get out.

      “Because you escaped. No one is supposed to escape. If they do, they get punished.” He smiles up at me then jerks on the chain, catching me off guard.

      I trip forward, about to fall on him, but a pair of arms loop around my waist. West’s scent floods my nostrils, and I relax as he picks me up and carries me toward the door.

      Right before we walk out, I glance over his shoulder.

      Steel has the man pinned down while Ellis hurriedly injects a needle into his arm. The man cackles with laughter, but his laughter soon fades into a dull whimper as his body goes limp.

      “Has anyone ever told you the story of how I got my scars?” Steel asks the guy with a dark look in his eyes.

      I strain my ears to listen, wanting to hear the story, but West opens the door and carries me out of the room.

      I keep my eyes trained on Steel as West starts to close the door behind us. Right before he gets the door completely shut, Steel glances up at me. Our eyes meet, and that strange feeling overcomes me again, the one that tells me I’ve met him before.

      For a faltering moment, panic floods Steel’s silver eyes. Then the door clicks shut, the moment slips away, and reality crashes over me.
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      I remain silent as West carries me down the hallway and into the living room. He stays silent, too, but I can feel that he’s nervous. I want to know why, if he heard anything that guy said to me. Or maybe he’s freaked out because I tried to choke the guy.

      Oh, my God, I tried to kill someone!

      I want to make excuses for myself, but the truth is, ever since my parents died, a bit of a violent streak surfaced inside me. Sure, I’ve never tried to kill anyone before, but I’ve definitely done my fair share of punching. Was that all a build-up to an explosion? Am I some sort of monster?

      A faint memory tickles the back of my mind, one I didn’t even know existed.

      “Alexis, I need to tell you something,” my mom whispers into my ear.

      I can’t see her, only hear her, as I lie in my bed with my eyes shut. I’m angry at her because she got upset with me for yelling at my brother. He stole my toy, and I got so mad at him that I yelled, which was strange. I rarely yell. I’m actually a pretty quiet girl, except for a few occasions when I lose control. I don’t know why I feel this way sometimes—possessed by anger. Sometimes I worry I’m broken. And it doesn’t help that sometimes my mom looks at me like I’m a monster, like she did today.

      “What?” I mumble, refusing to open my eyes. Even though I don’t want to admit it, her looking at me like I’m a monster made me worry that my fears are true. It hurts me deeply.

      She touches my back, but I still refuse to open my eyes. “I know you’re mad at me, but I need you to understand that I’m just worried.”

      “Yeah, I know,” I mutter. “You’re worried I’m a monster.”

      “No, that’s not it at all.” Honesty rings in her tone. “I’m worried one day the monsters will come after you if they ever find you.”

      My eyelids open, but I don’t roll over to look at her. “What do you mean?”

      She sighs heavily. “I just want you to be careful. No matter what happens, be careful. And stay away from any monsters. They could easily taint you with their poison.” She removes her hand from my back.

      A moment later, I roll over, only to find her gone. I’m left wondering if I dreamt the entire thing. After all, why would my mom warn me of monsters when monsters don’t exist?

      I blink back to reality as West gently sets me down on the sofa.

      What if my mom wasn’t talking about actual monsters? What if she meant it metaphorically? And that talk about poison …

      “West, did you hear anything that guy said to me?” I ask as he tucks a pillow underneath my head.

      He swallows hard then nods. “I heard the end of it as I was waking up.”

      “Did he …? Am I …?” I can’t even get the words out, so I focus on another question. “How was that guy so strong?”

      West stares down at me, tracing his fingertips along my hairline. “He was probably drugged up.”

      I curl my fingers inward. My hands burn from holding the chain so tightly. “By what?”

      He sinks down onto the edge of the sofa with a wary look on his face. “This world that me, Steel, and Ellis live in is tainted by all sorts of dangerous things, especially drugs. And not just your average street drugs. Powerful, deadly drugs that most people have never heard of and probably wouldn’t believe could exist.”

      I gulp. “And that guy is on one of those drugs?”

      He nods, resting a hand beside my head. “He must have somehow taken them without us knowing, because he wasn’t even close to being that strong when I brought him here.”

      “I can’t believe there’s a drug that can make someone that strong.” And that I managed to take that guy on. I shiver, unsure if I’m more scared of the drug or myself.

      “There’s worse out there.” He rests his other hand next to the side of my head and leans over me. “We’ve done a lot of jobs where we tried to shut down the facilities that create these drugs, but as quickly as we get them shut down, three more are created. It’s a vicious cycle that we sadly have no control over.”

      “Why would anyone want to take those drugs, though, unless they were, like, fighting professionally or something?”

      “There’s a lot more reasons than just that.” He pauses, seeming undecided about something. “One being to carry through with assassinations.”

      “But, why would he want to kill me?” I whisper, feeling as though the life I once knew is crumbling apart. Maybe it didn’t even exist in the first place.

      “I don’t know,” he says. “But I promise we’ll figure it out.”

      I press my lips together, fighting back the tears that want to spill out of my eyes. I’ve never been a crier, and I’m not about to start now. “He said the drugs he put inside me are going to eventually kill me. He called it the kiss of evil or something like that.”

      “I know. I heard.” West smooths my hair out of my eyes, a crease forming between his brows.

      I fight back the urge to let my eyelashes flutter. “Did you already know that?”

      “No. When Ellis ran the bloodwork, your system showed devil’s poison in you, which is a strong tranquilizer. So strong in fact that sometimes it can stop other drugs from showing up in a person’s system until it’s too late.”

      “So, he put devil’s poison in me to hide this kiss of evil stuff?” Maybe that’s why I’ve been overheating so much. But I’m not sure. About anything anymore.

      He wavers. “Possibly.”

      My lungs begin to constrict, but I refuse to cry. “Am I going to die? Because I’ve felt strange since the moment I woke up.”

      West hastily shakes his head. “No, you’re going to be fine. And it’s normal to feel strange after being tranquilized.”

      “But the guy said that drug would kill me.”

      “There’s an antidote for it.”

      I perk up slightly. “You have it?”

      His gaze burns fiercely. “No, but I’m going to get it.”

      I nod but worry stirs inside me. “Do you think …? Do you think that’s why I was able to take that guy down? Because I have these drugs in my system?”

      “It could be.” But he seems doubtful, as if he’s hiding something.

      “You’re lying to me about something,” I say, searching his eyes for the truth.

      “I’m not lying about anything,” he tells me. “But I’m not telling you everything either.”

      Anger flickers inside my chest. “Why not?”

      “Because I don’t want to worry you unless I have to.”

      “I’m already worried.”

      “Well, you shouldn’t be.” He cups my cheek and carries my gaze firmly. “I’m not going to let anything happen to you.”

      I think back to those moments in the car when he touched me. I want to ask him if he’s doing this because of his job or if he really does care about me.

      As if sensing my thoughts, he leans in, as if to kiss me. At the very last second, though, he moves to the side and presses his lips against the side of my neck. Then he begins sucking while gently grazing his teeth along my skin.

      “I’m not going to let anything happen to you,” he whispers then bites my skin again. “No matter what happens. I swear to God I’ll let myself die first.”

      Another bite against my neck sends my back bowing upward and a whimper faltering from my lips. West groans, slipping his hand behind my back. He presses me closer while making a path of kisses up my neck to my jawline, pausing only when he nears my lips. Then he slants back slightly to meet my gaze, desire blazing from him.

      Confusion swarms my mind as I stare up at him. This is West, my frenemy, the guy I’ve spent hours fighting with. He’s friends with the guy I thought I was in love with. Yet, I want to kiss him. Badly. Perhaps the need is stemming from shock. Perhaps I’ve lost my damn mind. Whatever the reason, I remain still, waiting.

      He slips his tongue out of his mouth, wetting his lips, then he leans in. Closer, closer, closer. When our lips brush, my body trembles. I’d be embarrassed, but West seems a bit shaky himself.

      “I’ve wanted to do this for so long,” he whispers against my lips. “Fuck, I want this.”

      What?

      Before I can even process what he said, someone clears their throat, ruining the moment.

      West lets out a frustrated grunt that is seriously sexy as hell. Then he moves back and glares at Ellis, who’s standing at the end of the hallway, seeming uneasy.

      “We have a problem,” he tells West.

      “Tell me something I don’t already know.” West’s jaw is set tight as he shakes his head. “What is it this time?”

      Ellis’s gaze wanders toward me, and then he gulps. “Maybe we should talk in private.”

      “I thought we already discussed this?” I push West back so I can sit up. Then I cross my arms and stare him down. “If you’re talking about me, I want to hear.”

      Ellis looks at West, and West sighs.

      “Just say it, man,” he tells Ellis.

      Ellis releases a deafening breath. “We got the guy to talk some more, and he told us that a hit’s been put on Alexis. That Hacker Hearts Anonymous put one out on her. That’s why he’s here. And that she’s become they’re number one.”

      West pales, making me wonder …

      “What’s a number one?” I ask quietly, thinking I already know the answer.

      Ellis trades a look with West, who shakes his head.

      “Don’t lie to me,” I demand. “I want to know the truth.”

      West swallows hard as he turns toward me with worry overflowing from his eyes. “It means you’re number one on their hit list.”

      If I thought my heart was pounding before, I was wrong. Now it’s pounding a million miles a minute, as if it’s trying to escape my chest. I don’t blame the damn thing. I have deadly drugs in my system and some assassin organization is trying to kill me.

      West lowers his head and massages his temples, letting out a string of curses while getting to his feet and raking his fingers through his hair. “Fuck, this is bad.”

      “I think that might be an understatement,” Ellis says, pressing his fingertips to the brim of his nose.

      “Did he say why they put her at number one?” West asks. “And, is her sister safe?”

      I straighten, my gaze snapping to West. “My sister …? You mean Zhara?” I shake my head. “No, there’s no way anyone would go after her. That girl’s a fucking saint.”

      Worry and a drop of guilt fill West’s eyes. “Being a saint has nothing to do with this.”

      “What’re you not telling me?” I stand up and face him. “Is something going on with Zhara?”

      He gives an uneven nod. “She kind of has a thing going on with another team in the agency.”

      I’m taken aback. No, more than that. I feel like I just stepped into the Twilight Zone. “What do you mean a thing? Wait. How long have you been keeping this from me?”

      “I just found out earlier today.” West reaches out to take my hand, but I step out of his reach.

      I don’t even know why. It’s not like I’m afraid of him or anything. I’m just freaking out and need some breathing space. Unfortunately, Ellis has moved up behind me, so I only end up bumping into him.

      “Relax.” Ellis pats my back. “No one’s going to hurt you. Zhara’s okay, we’re going to get the antidote, and then we’re going to figure out why a hit has been put on you.”

      I glance over my shoulder at him. “That seems like a lot of work to do for a girl you barely know.”

      He shrugs, a soft smile gracing his lips. “What can I say? I have a soft spot for feisty girls.”

      “I’m not feisty,” I protest. “I’m a strong, confident woman.”

      West snorts a laugh. “A strong, confident, feisty woman.”

      I glower at him, but I’m veering toward smiling. “Whatever, weird, alpha male control freak.”

      He presses his hand to his heart, feigning hurt. “Hey, I’m not controlling.”

      Ellis chokes on a laugh, causing a smile to break across my face.

      “No, the old West wasn’t controlling,” I quip. “This new West definitely seems like a bit of a control freak.”

      His expression softens as he takes my hand. “Alexis, I’m still the same guy I always was. The only difference is now you know about my job.”

      I shake my head. “You’re not the same. You’re bossy and you keep …” Kissing me. I clear my throat. “And you called me baby! What the hell was that about?”

      He watches me intently. “Yeah, that sort of accidentally slipped out.”

      “Well, don’t do it again. It’s weird.”

      “Are you sure?” he questions, looking a bit nervous.

      I open my mouth to say … well, I’m not really sure, but then Steel strolls into the room. He takes one look at Ellis with his hand on my back and West holding my hand, and then he cocks a brow.

      “Why do you guys look like you’re about to have a threesome?” he asks. “I mean, I’m cool with it and everything, but Ellis and West have never really seemed like threesome sort of guys.” He grins. “Me, on the other hand …”

      West heaves a tired sigh. “So, is he out?”

      Steel nods. “For now.”

      I glance back and forth between the two of them. “What does that mean?”

      “It’s better if you don’t know, sweetheart,” Steel says with a dark look in his eyes.

      I don’t know why, but I swear he’s said this to me before.

      “We need to get the antidote and then start digging into HHA to see if we can figure out why they put out a hit on Alexis,” West says. “And why she’s their number one.”

      Steel stares at me. “Maybe we should ask her first? Maybe she knows why they’re after her.”

      I remember …

      I remember …

      I remember …

      Remember what?

      Don’t. Utter. A word.

      The voice inside my head is getting annoying and making absolutely no sense. Chalking it up to a side effect of the drugs, I do my best to ignore it.

      “I have no idea.” I shrug. “I didn’t even know any of this stuff existed until just barely.”

      Steel appears unconvinced, but he lets the subject drop. “Where’s the best place to get the antidote?”

      West shifts his weight. “I actually know another team who has some on hand.”

      “Really?” Ellis asks, his hands resting on my shoulders. “Which one?”

      West glances at me. “That friend of mine I grew up with.”

      “Wait …” Realization quickly clicks. “Please tell me it’s not Blaine.”

      West gives me an apologetic look. “I’m sorry.”

      I press my hand to my forehead as shock whips through me. “So, not only are you in this weird agency, but my twin sister is involved with it, too? And so is my best friend—ex-best friend?”

      West nods. “I’m sorry. I don’t know what else to say.”

      “It’s okay.” I lower my hand from my head, too shocked to fully process everything. “It’s not your fault.”

      “I know, but I’m still sorry.” He places a hand on my cheek and I find myself strangely wanting to lean into his touch. “Is there anything I can do to make this easier on you?”

      “I don’t know … Just get the antidote, I guess.” I chew on my bottom lip. “Is there any way I can see my sister?”

      He nods. “Of course. She’s actually been asking to see you.”

      “So, she knows what happened?” I ask, even more shocked.

      He nods again. “The guy in charge of the team she’s working with got a warning about Hacker Hearts Anonymous coming after you. He tried to warn you and me before it happened, but he didn’t get ahold of us in time.”

      I remember how Zhara texted me a few minutes before I was tranquilized. She said she needed to talk ASAP, but I ignored her, like I always do.

      Maybe I deserve what’s happening to me.

      A slow breath eases from my lips. “So, I can go see her?”

      West shakes his head. “Until we know more about what’s going on, you can’t leave my place, baby.” His lips quirk as I narrow my eyes at him. “But I can have him bring her over here.”

      “Okay, thanks.” I want to hug him. I want to cry. I want to scream. Instead, I just stand there in shock, noting the unnatural warmth in my body and wondering how much longer I have until the drugs kill me.

      Most of all, I wonder why I have a feeling that I’ve been in this position before.
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      After I call Benton and tell him to bring Zhara over, I leave Alexis in the living room and head to my bedroom to make my next call, mostly because I know how she feels about the person I’m calling.

      Once I get into my room and shut the door, I dial Blaine’s number.

      “What’s up?” he answers after three rings.

      “Not much.” I pause. “I’m calling because I need a favor.”

      “Okay …?” He sounds a bit confused, and who can blame him? I rarely ask him for favors.

      “I need the antidote to the kiss of evil,” I say, sinking down on the bed.

      He lets out a slow whistle. “Shit, really? Who’s the unlucky bastard who got that put into their system?”

      I consider lying to him, but he’ll probably find out anyway. “Alexis.”

      Silence momentarily stretches between us.

      “That’s not fucking funny, man,” he finally says.

      “I’m not trying to be funny,” I snap. “She’s messed up in some really bad stuff—Hacker Hearts Anonymous stuff. And they’ve put a hit out on her.”

      “I didn’t … I don’t …” He struggles to find words. “God fucking dammit, this fucking sucks!”

      “Yeah, it does.”

      He continues to curse, wasting time, until I finally cut him off.

      “Look, can I come over and get the antidote?” I ask. “This is really time pressing.”

      “I’ll bring it over,” he offers.

      “No,” I answer immediately.

      “I’m bringing it over,” he insists. “She’s my friend, too, and I want to make sure she’s okay.”

      “I’m pretty sure she doesn’t want to see you, and I really don’t want to upset her.”

      “I don’t care what you think. I need to see her. I’ll be over in a minute.” He hangs up.

      Fuck. This is the last thing Alexis needs. And while it might make me sound completely selfish, I don’t want him messing up what I’m trying to start with her.

      That kiss … God, I want to do so much more to her … Touch her, kiss her, reenact the things we did in the car …

      Knock. Knock. Knock.

      I sigh. “Come in.”

      The door is opened, and Steel enters, tension written all over his face.

      I immediately tense myself. “Is everything okay?”

      “Yeah … Well, as okay as it was when you walked out of the room.” He stuffs his hands into his pockets, acting nervous and completely unlike Steel.

      I set the phone down on my bed. “You okay, man?”

      He gives a one-shoulder shrug. “I’m not sure yet.”

      “Okay …” I remain quiet, waiting for him to speak first, because sometimes it’s the only way Steel will open up.

      “I think I might know her,” he finally says. “Alexis, I mean.”

      “I’m sure you’ve probably seen her around,” I tell him. “She’s lived in Honeyton for most of her life.”

      “I don’t think I know her from Honeyton.” He swallows hard. “I think I might know her from here.” His gaze drops to the circular symbol branded on his forearm amid several tattoos. That brand, though, wasn’t put on him by choice. It was forced on him the day he was forced to join the experimental drug program.

      “You think Alexis was part of the program?” I stare at him in shock. “No. There’s no fucking way. I’ve known her since we were kids.”

      “Yeah? So? People knew me when I was a kid and didn’t know that I was being forced to live this secret life … That I was a …” He swallows hard again. “Anyway, I just wanted to say something, just in case. It doesn’t hurt to look into it, right?”

      I nod. “Yeah, we can look into it. But I highly doubt it’s true. I mean, she would’ve said something about it, right? And the side effects from that … No. There’s no way.” I shake my head as I think of all the side effects Steel deals with every single day due to the experiments performed on him.

      While he escaped a long time ago, he still struggles with the aftereffects. Not that he talks about it a lot. No, Steel’s always been the kind of guy who refuses to talk about his problems. But I’ve heard rumors about the aftereffects and have sometimes witnessed them, the awfulness … I’d know if Alexis was going through the same thing.

      “Maybe she’s ashamed of the things she did,” Steel explains. “Or maybe she can’t remember. My memory was wiped out a lot. I can’t remember everything I did. And as for the side effects”—he opens and flexes his hands, staring down at his tattoo—“they might not have surfaced yet. I’ve heard stories of delayed effects … But when they manifest, they’re fucking ruthless.”

      Fear lashes through me.

      Fuck, what if he’s right? What if, like Steel, Alexis was once an assassin. What if there’re side effects that haven’t manifested?

      One thing’s for sure, no matter what she was or is, I’m going to keep my promise.

      I’m going to protect her no matter what.
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      “So … did you and West, like, meet in this Guardian Agency Program?” I try to make small chitchat with Ellis after West leaves me in the living room to go call Blaine.

      I actually appreciate him not having the phone conversation in front of me, because I don’t want to think about Blaine right now. In fact, if it wasn’t for Blaine having the antidote, I’d have put up a fight with West over calling him. I have my fingers crossed that West can get the antidote without Blaine coming over. It seems plausible, right? That he should be able to meet him out in the parking lot or something?

      Maybe I should’ve asked …

      Or maybe I should get over it and focus on the bigger picture.

      Ellis shakes his head as he settles back in the chair across from the sofa I’m sitting on. He has a laptop opened up on his lap and is clicking a few keys. “We met about a year before that.”

      “Really? How? I mean, I’ve known West forever, but I’ve never heard him mention you.” And come to think of it … “And I’ve never seen you around town.”

      He pauses with the keyboard clicking, tension raveling through his lean arms and shoulders. “It’s a really long story.”

      I sink back and cross my arms. “Well, I’ve got loads of time, since I apparently can’t leave this apartment … Well, I guess I have loads of time if West gets the antidote. If not, I guess my time’s about up.” I swallow hard at the realization.

      Before this moment, I think I was in shock or the drugs were numbing my emotions. Something must have changed, though, either the shock wore off or the drug’s side effects are fading, because panic is starting to clip through.

      “Hey, everything’s going to be okay.” Ellis sets the laptop aside, stands up, and then hesitates before taking a seat beside me. “West, Steel, and I are good at what we do. In fact, we’re one of the best teams in the agency.”

      “But, what exactly do you do?” I wonder, trying to focus on something—anything else besides the fact that deadly drugs are currently inside me. “Just protect people?”

      “No, there’s way more to it than that.”

      “Like what?” When he doesn’t respond right away, I sigh. “Let me guess, it’s another long story.”

      He rakes his fingers through his messy brown hair with a heavy sigh. “Look, I don’t have a problem with answering your questions, but it’s sort of a rule that West, Steel, and I discuss stuff before making big decisions that involve the three of us.”

      “So, telling me how you met West and what you guys do is a big decision?”

      He nods. “How the three of us met is really … personal. And talking about what we do—the whole aspect of it—is kind of forbidden by the agency unless we have written approval by our boss.”

      “Oh.” I thrum my fingers against the top of my leg, feeling restless, annoyed, and confused. Sure, I understand what he’s saying, but that doesn’t mean I like it, especially when I’m stuck here and am supposed to trust the three of them to save me.

      “But we can try to get permission,” he adds, glancing at my tapping fingers. “In fact, it’s probably a good idea since you’re going to be with us for a while.”

      I flatten my palm against my leg. “How long is a while?”

      He wavers. “I’m not sure yet. Maybe only a few days. But it could take us weeks to figure out what the HHA is up to.”

      “Weeks?” I gape at him. “I’m supposed to be locked up in this apartment for weeks?” I quickly shake my head. “No, I can’t do it. I’ll lose my damn mind. Plus, I live with my brothers and sisters, and they’ll worry if I’m gone for more than a couple of days.”

      “We’ll come up with something you can tell them so they won’t worry,” he assures me, placing a hand on my knee. “I know this is difficult, but until we know why HHA is after you, you’re not safe.”

      “But, am I even going to be safe after you find out why? I’m sure the reason isn’t good, considering they went through so much trouble to do this.” I gesture at the bruise on my arm, remnants of the injection. “It seems like, if they’re trying to kill me, which it sounds like they are, then they’re going to keep trying until they finish the job.” My voice is calm, but inside, fear is beginning to rush through me.

      Someone tried to kill me today.

      I currently have drugs in my system that could kill me.

      I almost killed a man.

      Oh, my God, I think I’m going to be sick.

      I stumble to my feet. “I have to go to the bathroom,” I mumble as I bolt down the hallway and into the bathroom before Ellis can say another word.

      After I lock the door, I collapse on the floor and hug my knees against my chest.

      How can this be happening? How can, only hours ago, my worst problem be that my crush and one of my best friends hooked up and now I’m worried about dying? How did this happen? Why did this happen? Who am I really?

      So many questions. Questions I need answers to, but how?

      If Mom were here, she’d know what to do.

      The thought comes out of nowhere, but the truth of it feels so overwhelmingly overpowering that tears well in my eyes.

      No, I can’t do this. I can’t start turning into a bawling baby now.

      Be strong, Alexis. Just breathe.

      I suck in a breath through my nose and release it through my mouth, over and over again. Still, a few tears manage to drip out. I blame it on the drugs in my system. They must be making my emotions wonky.

      “Alexis?” West’s voice floats through the door suddenly, followed by a soft knock.

      I hurriedly wipe my eyes with the back of my hand then take a deep inhale and exhale, steadying my voice before I speak. “Yeah?”

      “Are you okay?” he asks tentatively.

      “Yeah, I’m good. Be out in a second.”

      He doesn’t answer. Or maybe he does, and I just don’t hear him over the blood roaring in my eardrums and the abruptly blinding pain clenching my stomach. Vomit instantly burns in my throat, and I crawl over to the toilet to yack my guts out. Over and over again, my stomach lurches, so much so that I worry I’m never going to stop puking.

      “Good God, I think I’m dying,” I mumble with my head over the toilet. Then I realize that’s exactly what I’m doing and the ache in my stomach doubles.

      “Aw, baby … shit,” West says as he enters the bathroom.

      “Go away,” I moan, gripping the sides of the toilet. “I locked the door for a reason.”

      “And I picked the lock for a reason.” He crouches down beside me and rests his hand on my back. “How long has the vomiting been going on?”

      “I don’t know.” I want to lie down on the floor and shut my eyes, press my fiery cheek to the cool tile, even though it’s probably dirty. But I tell myself to suck it up and reach up to flush the toilet. “It feels like an eternity, but I’m guessing it’s only been, like, five minutes.” I rest my arm on the toilet seat then lower my head on my arm. “Is this a side effect of the drug?”

      Worry masks his expression as he sweeps a strand of my hair out of my face. “It might be.”

      “Well, what else could it be? I wasn’t feeling sick earlier, so I don’t think it’s the flu. And I rarely get sick.”

      A crinkle forms at his brow as he lines his palm to my forehead. “Jesus, you’re burning up.” Fear flashes in his eyes as he moves his hand to my cheek. “Fuck.” He withdraws his hand as he quickly pushes himself to his feet. “Don’t move. I’ll be right back.” Then he hurries out of the bathroom.

      “Where would I go?” I mutter. “I can’t even stand up without feeling like I’m going to yack my insides out.”

      Buzz. Buzz. Buzz.

      My phone starts vibrating from inside my pocket.

      Crossing my fingers that maybe Zhara is calling me, because I really, really want to talk to someone about this, I force myself to sit up and reach for my phone. But before I can get it out of my pocket, West returns, and he’s not alone. Steel is right behind him.

      “Aw, great, you brought another person to witness the disgustingness that has become my life. I bet you guys are loving the sight of this.” And after how sassy I’ve been, who can blame them?

      “That’s not even close to what we’re thinking,” West says as he crouches down beside me again. “I brought Steel in here because he knows more about these drugs than me and Ellis.”

      I look over at Steel. He’s standing just behind West with his arms crossed. “How?”

      Steel’s brows knit. “How what?”

      I swallow, mostly to hydrate my aching throat. “How do you know more about these drugs?”

      He shrugs. “Because I’ve done more research on it.”

      “Why, though?” I wonder.

      I’m unsure why I’m being so persistent about this, other than I swear I know Steel from somewhere. Plus, it’s not like any of the guys have told me everything about this crazy world I was thrown into—Ellis admitted that much to me.

      “Because it’s my job,” he says flatly. Then he nudges West out of the way and crouches down beside me, leveling his gaze with mine. “Tell me how you feel inside.”

      “Grossed out and seriously crowded.” I move my head away from him.

      He rolls his eyes, but his lips quirk. “I meant, what other symptoms are you experiencing? Do you feel hot? Cold? How bad does your stomach hurt? Do you have a headache?”

      I shake my head. “I don’t have a headache, and I definitely feel hot, not cold. And my stomach hurts pretty badly.”

      “On a scale of one to ten, how bad does it hurt?” he asks. “One being mild and ten being it feels like bugs are eating away at your intestines.”

      I try not to dry heave, but my stomach clenches. “Stop saying gross shit or I’m going to puke again, and you’re going to have to sit there and witness it.”

      He shrugs. “I’ve seen a lot more disgusting shit than some pretty girl throwing up in a toilet.”

      Did he just call me a pretty girl while I have my head hanging over the toilet? What is wrong with this guy? He’s worse than West.

      Having no fucking clue how to react to that, I breeze right on by it.

      “Good for you.” Sucking in a deep breath, I lift my head. “On your little messed-up pain scale, my stomach hurts about a three, maybe a four, tops.”

      “Good, then we still have time.” He doesn’t bother embellishing, and I don’t bother asking, fearing the answer. Instead, he presses his hand to my forehead. His skin is startlingly cold. “You’re right; she’s burning up,” he tells West. “We need to bring the fever down.” He stands up and stares down at me. “Take off your clothes.”

      I scoot back from the toilet and him until my back hits the shower. “Um, no thank you.”

      “What are you doing, man?” West asks, scowling at Steel.

      He cocks a brow at West. “You asked for my help, right?”

      West nods. “Yeah.”

      Steel faces him, putting his back to me so I can no longer see his face. “Well, this is me trying to help.”

      “By trying to make Alexis take off her clothes?” West questions skeptically.

      Steel huffs out a breath. “Right now, the drugs in her system are heating up her bloodstream, and if it keeps doing it, she’s going to melt from the inside out.”

      Vomit burns my throat, along with fear. God, he gives the most fuck-up descriptions.

      “So, if you want to stop her from turning into a melted human candle,” Steel continues, “we need to get her body to dramatically and very quickly cool down.”

      West rests his hip against the counter, crossing his arms. “I get that, but I still don’t understand why she has to get naked.”

      “Don’t pretend like you don’t actually want her to,” Steel says, and I can hear the smirk in his voice.

      West’s gaze flicks in my direction. When I narrow my eyes at him, I expect a smirk in return, but instead, he only gulps. That’s when I realize how bad the situation is.

      “That’s beside the point,” West says, tearing his gaze off me. “All I want to know is why the nakedness? And I gotta say, man, the fact that you’re being really hesitant in answering me has me really wondering.”

      “I’m not answering because I know you’re going to freak out,” Steel snaps, “even though it’s the best option to bring her fever down.”

      West’s brows begin to knit, but then abruptly spring upward. “No fucking way.” He shakes his head. “We can’t do that to her.”

      “We have to,” Steel insists. “It’s her only chance, and deep down, you know it.”

      “She still has some time left,” West insists, his fingers curling into fists. “We don’t need to get that drastic yet.”

      “With how warm she’s getting and with the vomiting, she probably has maybe a couple of hours, tops,” Steel states bluntly. “You think your boy can get the antidote here in an hour?”

      Reality crashes down on me as West remains silent for a beat or two, then swallows hard and shakes his head.

      This is bad.

      I’m going to die.

      I’m actually dying.

      “Okay then.” Steel pats West’s shoulder then strides out of the room.

      “I’m not getting naked,” I whisper to West as I hug my knees to my chest. “At least, not in front of anyone.”

      He blinks a few times, his worried gaze landing on me. “Steel and I can look away while you climb in.”

      “Get into what exactly?”

      He doesn’t answer. He simply sticks his hand out for me to take. “It’s probably better if I show you.”

      I make no move to take his hand. “I’m not moving until you tell me.”

      He keeps his hand outstretched, urging me to take it. “It’s a lot easier to explain if you just see it.” When I remain motionless, he says with an intense amount of desperation, “Please. I need you to be okay.”

      I want to ask why. I want to press for more details. But as pain spears my gut, I find myself taking his hand and letting him help me to my feet. Then I walk out of the bathroom with him, unsure if I’m more worried about the poison in my veins or whatever this thing is that Steel insists will cure me from melting into a puddle of human flesh.
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      “You’ve got to be shitting me.” I frown at the massive tub in the bathroom connected to West’s bedroom. “There’s no way in hell I’m getting into that.”

      It’s not the tub itself that has me wary and reluctant. No, it’s the strange gel-like blue liquid filling the inside.

      West lightly grazes his hand across my back. “It’s not as bad as it looks.”

      I shoot him a dirty look. “Not as bad as it looks? It has jelly inside of it.”

      “It’s not jelly,” Steel says. He’s standing on the opposite side of the bathtub near the faucet. Beside his feet are several cylinder containers, which I’m guessing is where the jelly came from. “It’s a type of drug called breath of ease.”

      “Then there’s really no way in hell I’m getting into that.” I step back, but my back crashes into West. I grimace. “You can crowd my space all you want; I’m still not getting in there.”

      Steel’s icy gaze bores into me. “Then you’re going to die.”

      “Steel,” West warns.

      “She needs to hear this.” Steel’s gaze zeroes in on me. “She needs to understand that this isn’t a joke. That the kiss of evil will kill her. That it’s already killing her.”

      A shiver breaks out across my skin, but I refuse to look away from him. “I don’t think this is a joke. But I also don’t think diving into a bathtub full of drug goo is going to cure me.”

      “You’re right; it’s not,” Steel replies. Then he slowly winds around the tub with his lean, tattooed arms crossed. When he reaches the other side, he stops in front of me, staring down at me with chilly, dark eyes. “Nothing’s going to cure you, sweetheart, unless West’s boy successfully brings us the antidote. This”—he nods at the bathtub—“is only a temporary solution.”

      His harsh words nearly knock the breath out of me.

      “You make it sound like Blaine doesn’t have the antidote,” I say quietly. “And that he might not be able to get it.”

      Steel shrugs. “He said he could get it, but it all depends on how much you can trust him to follow through.” He leans in, his eyes darkening. “Personally, I think it’s stupid to trust anyone.”

      Though I’ve had similar thoughts, I keep my lips sealed, refusing to give him the satisfaction of agreeing with him.

      When he smirks, I grind my teeth. His smirk magnifies, but then falters as a spout of heat bursts through my body, causing every one of my muscles to spasm.

      “You better make the decision quickly,” he warns, turning for the door, “before you can’t make decisions at all.” With that, he strides out of the bathroom.

      I twist around toward West, hugging my arms around myself. “So, my life is in Blaine’s hands?”

      West pulls a face. “I guess … sort of.”

      I rub my hands up and down my goosebump-dotted arms. “Why does that make me feel like I was just given a death sentence?”

      “Blaine isn’t going to let you die. He may be an asshole, but he still cares about you.” He looks pained to say it, and I question if he’s lying.

      “Are you sure about that?” I observe his reaction carefully.

      He presses his lips together and nods. “I’m positive.”

      I can’t tell if he’s lying or not. Doesn’t really matter, though. As another wave of scorching heat courses through me, I realize I have a bigger problem to worry about right now.

      My gaze skates to the tub. “Are you sure there’s not another way to get this dying process to slow down?”

      “Unfortunately, no.” He grazes his fingers along my shoulder. “It’s not as bad as it looks.”

      I glance at him with my brow arched. “You’ve been in this stuff before? And where did you guys even get this stuff?”

      “I haven’t been in it. Steel has, though, and he said it was kind of like relaxing in a hot bubble bath.” He shifts his weight. “As for where we got the drugs … Steel has it on hand.”

      “Why?” I ask, but he only shrugs, seeming extremely uncomfortable.

      Great, another secret.

      I sigh in frustration. “I’m not sure what I have a harder time believing—that bathing in this crap is like taking a hot bubble bath or that Steel has actually taken a bubble bath.”

      West presses back a smile. “He’s not as rough as he looks.”

      “Considering the stuff he said to me the first time we met, I doubt that’s true.”

      “It is.” He sits down on the steps that lead up to the bathtub then takes my hands in his. “I know you sometimes have a hard time trusting people, but I promise you that Ellis, Steel, and I only want to help you.” He skims his finger along the back of my hand. “We’d never do anything to hurt you, especially me.”

      I force back the shaky breath that wants to flee my lips.

      What’s your problem? Stop overreacting every time he touches you and says nice things. You are not that kind of girl.

      It’s got to be the drugs in my system, messing with my head.

      “Is Blaine included on that list? Because I’m supposed to trust him, too, remember? But he’s hurt me before. Not intentionally, but …” I shake my head. “You know what? Never mind.” I slip my hand from his and cross my arms, tucking my fingers underneath my armpits to hide how badly my hands are shaking. “What do I need to do with this bathtub of goo? Just climb in?”

      He rubs his lips together as he nods. “You’ll want to take your clothes off before you do.”

      I shake my head. “I’m not going to be naked while I’m sitting in that stuff.”

      He stands up. I’m not even close to being short, but he’s tall enough to make me feel that way. “The more skin that comes into contact with the drug—the goo—the quicker it’ll slow down the side effects of the kiss of evil. And the longer it’ll keep them dormant.”

      I stare warily at the blue goo. “What is it exactly? I mean, the gooey stuff. I know Steel said it was a drug, but what kind?”

      “Honestly, I’m not sure. Steel knows more about it than I do.”

      “That makes me feel a whole lot better about getting in.” I sigh exhaustedly. “I’m sorry. I’m being bitchy right now and all you’re doing is trying to help me.”

      “You don’t need to apologize.” He rubs his hand up and down my arm. “What’s happening to you right now … you have every right to be pissed off.”

      “Not at you, though … None of this is your fault.”

      “Yeah? So? If you need a punching bag, I’m your guy.” His lips tug into an adorable half-smile. “I thought you knew that already.”

      “No, but now that I do …” I allow a wicked grin to spread across my lips, but inside, I feel deflated.

      His smile mimics mine. “Just know that every punch you throw costs you a kiss.”

      I glare at him, but then my lips beg to turn upward. “Never going to happen.” But technically, we’ve kissed, so I add, “Again.”

      He settles his hands on my hips, sneaking his fingers up the hem to trace soft circles on my sides. “Hate to break it to you, but you and I haven’t kissed yet.”

      “Um, yeah, we have.” Did he seriously forget or is he just fucking with me? It probably doesn’t matter. No, what matters is that I need to get in that bathtub, but I’m procrastinating, because the idea of getting into a tub full of drugs is freaking me the hell out. “In the car, you kissed my neck. And on the sofa …” I trail off as a smirk rises on his lips.

      Then he dips his lips toward my ear. “That wasn’t even close to being a real kiss. You’ll find that out, though … eventually.”

      I roll my eyes despite my heart thundering in my chest. “In your dreams, dude.”

      He steps back, the smirk still evident. “You have no idea. No fucking idea.” But all the humor evaporates as I start to break out in a sweat. “Now, quit procrastinating and get in there.”

      He knows me better than I thought.

      I eyeball the tub like it’s the devil himself. I’m not even positive why I’m freaking out. It’s not like I haven’t done any drugs before. I’ve gotten high quite a few times. I could blame my reaction on the kiss of evil and what it’s doing to my body right now, but I’m not sure that’s the reason.

      No, something about a tub full of drugs is setting off fear inside me. Why?

      Remember …

      Who you are …

      What you can do …

      “Baby, it’s going to be okay.” He gently massages my sides. “I promise nothing will happen to you.”

      I want to run. Bolt from this place and forget about everything that happened today. Well, most of it. But since that’d probably lead to my death, I keep my feet glued to the floor.

      “Stop calling me baby,” I say. “You should know already that I’m not a pet name sort of girl.”

      The corners of his lips twitch. “I can try to stop, but no promises.” When I glare at him, he grins. “I’m sorry, but it just keeps slipping out.”

      “Well, it should be easy to stop since you’ve never called me it before today.”

      He slips his tongue out to wet his lips, his tongue piercing glinting. “Yeah, but I’ve never given you an orgasm before either.”

      I glower at him, my cheeks flooding with warmth. At least, I think they do. It’s really hard to tell with how high my body temperature has risen. “That still doesn’t give you the right to call me baby.” I give myself a mental high-five at the evenness of my tone.

      “I know, but doing that to you …” He gazes off, a ghost of a smile touching his lips. “It made me feel more connected to you, and apparently, that connection has me calling you baby.” He brushes his finger across my cheek. “God, you’re adorable when you blush.”

      I smack his hand away, the warmth in my cheeks increasing. “No more calling me baby or adorable,” I warn. This time my voice slightly trembles. He has me too flustered. I need to calm down. “Now, will you please get out so I can strip down to my underwear?” When his lips part, I hold up my hand. “I want to try it with my underwear on and see how that goes. If it doesn’t work, I’ll strip down naked. But I want that to be a last resort.”

      “I didn’t realize you were so modest,” he tries to tease, but worry creeps into his tone.

      “I’m not.” I flick a glance at the tub. “I’m just worried about the goo getting into … certain places.”

      He smashes his lips together forcefully, a moment passing before he asks, “That’s what you’re worried about?”

      “Pretty much.” That and the unexplainable fear stirring inside me.

      “Fair enough, I guess.” He turns to leave the bathroom but halts in the doorway and glances over his shoulder. “Just hurry and get in there, okay? We’ve already wasted a lot of time. And tell me before you get in, okay? I don’t want you getting in there without being monitored.”

      I give him a salute. “Yes, Mr. Alpha Male,” I say with exaggerated cheerfulness. Then I lower my hand to my side. “Jesus, you’re getting super bossy.”

      Just like in the car right before he bit my neck, his eyes blaze with heat. But he doesn’t say a word, simply exiting the bathroom and shutting the door behind him.

      I keep my back to the bathtub as I peel my shirt off over my head, knowing if I turn around, I’ll psych myself out. Then I remove my shoes and socks, my pants coming off next. Thankfully, I’m wearing a pair of boycut shorts that completely covers my ass. Still, I feel exposed, so I wrap a towel around me before opening the bathroom door.

      I expect to find only West waiting for me, but Steel is out there, too. His eyes immediately find me, making me hyperaware of how small the towel is. West takes a peek too, his gaze dropping to my feet and skimming up my legs, midsection, and chest, before reaching my face.

      I swear I can feel the heat of his gaze and my body stupidly warms.

      “This isn’t a free show.” I roll my eyes, while inside, I’m a clusterfuck of fluster-ness.

      Yeah, normally I’m a pro at being a badass, smartass, tough girl, but a guy has never looked at me the way West is looking at me now. I’m not even certain why he’s looking at me that way, but the intensity in his eyes has me feeling completely out of my comfort zone.

      Steel’s eyes darken. “Not yet—”

      West slaps a hand over Steel’s mouth, eliciting a growl from him, to which West ignores.

      “Are you ready to get in?” West asks with his gaze glued to me.

      I tighten the towel around me. “As ready as I’ll ever be.”

      “All right.” He lowers his hand from Steel’s mouth and motions for me to go back into the bathroom.

      When I turn around, I pause as I hear a soft smack. I peek behind me to find West is glaring at Steel and Steel is glaring back while rubbing the back of his head. As West notes me staring, he forces a smile and nods at the tub.

      “Quit procrastinating,” he tells me.

      Worry seeps deep into my bones. They’re keeping something from me, but what? Could it be about the tub?

      “Are you sure this is safe?” I ask as I step up onto the stairs and stare at the drug goo. Breath of ease is what I think Steel called it.

      West moves up beside the tub and catches my gaze. “Remember what I said. We’re here to help you and won’t do anything that could hurt you.”

      What I’d give to believe him. To be able to trust people. But it’s something I’ve always struggled with, even before my parents died.

      “Fine.” I start to unwind the towel from around me, then pause. “Can you two look the other way while I climb in?”

      Steel shakes his head, but West nods and steers him around toward the wall, turning around, too.

      Taking a deep breath, I drop the towel then lower my foot into the goo. “It’s really cold,” I whisper as I put my other foot inside. “And slimy.”

      “It’s not too cold, is it?” West asks, still facing the wall.

      “No, but I’ve only gotten my feet in so far.” I wade farther into the tub, stopping when the goo reaches my knees.

      “Sit down in it,” Steel commands. “It’s not going to work if you don’t.”

      “I understand that.” I blow out a loud exhale. “Seriously, you’re the most impatient person I’ve ever met.” I roll my eyes, but I’m all bravado.

      No, on the inside, my heart rate is quickening, and my skin is dampening with sweat.

      Remember …

      Remember …

      Remember …

      Who you are …

      What you can do …

      What we made you able to do …

      Remember the monsters …

      Water rises over my head and seeps into my pores. I feel so heavy as I sink into it, as if the water is polluted and it’s putting toxins into me that are slowly killing me. I feel like I’m burning up from the inside out, melting, yet somehow a coldness simultaneously sweeps through my bones.

      I try to swim upward, paddling and kicking my legs, but then my butt hits a hard surface. The bottom of something? I’m not sure. I’m not sure of anything except I can’t breathe.

      I can’t breathe!

      Oh, my God …

      Oh, my God, I really can’t breathe. I try to gasp for air, but darkness overtakes me, pulls me down, and refuses to release me.
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      “You doing okay back there?” I ask after a beat of silence skips by.

      When Alexis doesn’t respond, my muscles tauten.

      “Lex?”

      Silence is my only response.

      I trade a worried look with Steel before whirling around. The moment I do, my heart nearly stops.

      “Where the hell is she?” Panic laces my tone as I rush toward the bathtub.

      As I’m about to dive in, Steel captures me by the elbow.

      “If you get any breath of ease on you without any traces of kiss of evil inside you, it’ll permanently affect you,” he warns, steering me back from the tub.

      I shake off his hand. “I understand that, but I …” I struggle to breathe, staring at the bathtub as I yank my fingers through my hair. I know a bit about the breath of ease. Know that it and the kiss of evil counteract each other. We’re probably going to have to call in a cleanup crew when we’re done with this—that’s how potent it is. “How the hell are we going to get her out of there?”

      He leans over the tub, scanning the goo. “I’m not sure she’s even in there anymore.” He frowns at the bathtub where, as far as I can see, there’s no sign of Alexis.

      But she just has to be underneath the goo, right? Where else could she be?

      The goo is low enough that I know we should be able to see a part of her. If anything, some strands of her hair should be sticking out.

      My gaze skates to him. “Where would she have gone? We were standing right by the door.”

      He tensely massages the back of his neck, his gaze flitting from the bathtub to me. “If my hunch is right and Alexis was part of the experimental drug program, depending on what section she belonged to, she might have certain … gifts.”

      “You mean, like your strength? Because that seems … I don’t know … I’ve known her forever and she’s never had any signs of a gift.”

      “They might’ve been dormant up until now.” He scratches at the circular tattoo on his wrist. “I’ve heard rumors that some of the sections were a lot … darker than others, and the drugs they used on their subjects have some very … odd side effects, and sometimes the side effects become dormant for a while until something activates them.”

      “Wait. Let me get this straight.” Because I’m having a really hard time believing that Alexis, the girl who I grew up with and fell in love with, has had dormant gifts inside her all this time. “You think she may have gotten the gift of disappearing, and it’s been dormant until now because … well, because of what?”

      Steel shrugs, his face paling. “I’m not sure, man. I’m just telling you some stuff I’ve heard when I’ve crossed paths with old subjects.”

      “Maybe you should’ve mentioned this before.” My low voice portrays the anger I feel simmering inside me.

      While this isn’t completely his fault, he should’ve warned me about this the moment he started to speculate that Alexis might be from the experimental drug program.

      “You know I don’t like to talk about that shit,” he says, staring at the door. “But if I’d known this was going to happen …” His gaze drifts to the tub, and he audibly gulps.

      “Nothing’s happened,” I snap, panic flaring through my veins. “She’s in there.” My gaze skims the surface of the goo.

      She’s in there.

      She has to be.

      “Fuck this shit.” I stride forward, moving fast enough that Steel has no time to stop me, and jump into the tub.

      “Goddammit, West,” Steel growls. “You’re a fucking idiot.”

      “I don’t really give a shit if there’re side effects. I’m not going to just let her drown in this goddamn goo.” I stick my hands into the thick substance and begin digging through it. “Come on, baby,” I mutter under my breath as I inch my way farther into the tub. “Where are you?”

      The blue goo starts to bow up on one side. At first, I think Alexis is about to surface, but then Steel wades up beside me.

      I gape at him. “What the hell are you doing?”

      “I have nothing to lose.” He shrugs.

      “I can’t see any sign of her,” I mutter as I shovel goo aside until I can see the bottom of the bathtub. After searching for a couple of minutes, shock seeps through me, numbing my body on the inside. “Where would she go?”

      He removes his hands from the goo, his fingers coated with it. “I’m not sure, but I might know someone who can help us.”

      “Someone you can call on the phone?” Quite often, Steel’s connections are a pain in the ass to track down.

      “Possibly.” He shakes his hands, splattering goo against the side of the tub. “Let me clean up, and then I’ll try to track him down.”

      Usually, I’m a calm person, but I’m starting to freak out. I mean, I’ve seen some messed-up shit during the last couple of years while working as an undercover guardian detective, particularly whenever we had to take down an experimental drug facility that had live test subjects. I’ve heard stories that sound straight out of a sci-fi novel about what happens to some of the subjects while they’re there. I’ve seen otherworldly creatures. I’ve seen otherworldly humans. But Alexis being gone like this—Alexis who I care about—has pushed me over the edge.

      “Hurry,” I say as we wade back over to the steps. “I can’t … I don’t even know …” While I’ve never full-on said my feelings about Alexis aloud, Steel and Ellis have heard me talk about her enough that I’m sure they know she means a lot to me.

      “I know.” He gives an understanding nod, but then a crease forms between his brows.

      “Why did you jump in there?” I wonder. “When you said you thought you recognized Alexis from the program … is it because you know of her or knew her knew her?”

      “I’m not even positive I know of her.” He grips the side of the tub and hoists himself out. Then he strides straight for the shower, climbs in fully clothed, and turns the water on.

      As he begins scrubbing the goo off, I climb out of the tub and grab a towel to clean up. We’re definitely going to have to call in a cleanup crew … after we find Alexis. Because if it turns out she does have the rare gift of being able to disappear, the last thing I want is for anyone else to find out. Sure, my boss is a decent guy, along with some of my other superiors; however, if there’s one thing I’ve learned, it’s to only trust those who have proven themselves trustworthy. Steel and Ellis are in that category, but they’re the only two people in my life I fully trust. And yes, this includes my parents. They’re probably some of the least trustworthy people I’ve met.

      The scars on my back prove that.
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      My eyes are shut, my head is throbbing, and my bones ache underneath my flesh, like tiny bugs are gnawing at my veins …

      I mentally shake my head at myself. I sound as disgusting as Steel.

      Shoving that thought aside, I focus on getting my eyelids to open. I’m not certain how long I’ve been stuck like this—lying motionless against a hard surface with my eyes refusing to open. It feels like an eternity, though, and the more time that ticks by, the harder it is not to enter full-on panic mode.

      Keep your shit together, Alexis. You’ve got to be in West’s bathtub. The drugs probably just have some sort of odd side effect that paralyzed me or something.

      God, if that’s the case, I hope it’s not permanent. But fuck, what if it is? What if I can never move again?

      The little grasp I had on my panic starts to slip away from me when another thought occurs to me. If I am just paralyzed from the drugs, then why can’t I hear anything? Does paralysis affect hearing?

      Fuck if I know.

      And what about that strange and very brief image I had of me sinking into heavy water and not being able to breathe? I thought I was dying …

      Wait. Did I die? Is this what death is like? All darkness and no movement?

      Am I in Hell?

      Stop panicking! Panicking gets you nowhere.

      I attempt to take a deep breath, but whether or not I succeed is beyond me. So instead, I command my eyelids to open.

      Nothing.

      Getting frustration, I mentally tune in with my body, listening for a sign that my heart is still beating.

      Again, nothing.

      So much for panicking, because I’m about to freak the fuck out—

      My eyelids suddenly lift, like a light switch inside me has been flipped on. I start to sit up, gasping for air, but it’s as if my lungs have forgotten their purpose.

      “Oh God, I really am dead, aren’t I?” I groan, clutching my head as the throbbing pain shifts into a blinding ache. Blinking several times, I manage to blink past the pain and take in my surroundings. The second I do, I wish my eyes had never opened.

      “Where the heck am I?” I mumble as my gaze skims the indigo sky above, the towering trees beside me, and the dirt road I’m currently sitting in the middle of. Not a single sign of life is within sight, which I’m uncertain if I’m grateful for or not. The air is also dark and heavy, the only light coming from the stars dusting the sky and the sliver of moonlight.

      Am I hallucinating? I wonder as I push myself to my feet, luckily moving with great ease. Maybe even more so than when I was alive … No, I’m not convinced I am dead yet. This has to be a hallucination. A side effect of the tub of drugs. But it’s also possible that the kiss of evil killed me.

      Turning in a circle, I search the trees, looking for … well, I’m not sure. But I can’t see anything other than branches and leaves.

      “Hello?” I dare call out, taking a few steps up the road.

      As my bare feet scuff against the dirt, I glance down and realize I’m in my underwear and bra without any shoes on, just like how I was when I climbed into that tub.

      I hug my arms around myself. Great, if by chance someone does show up here, I’m going to be half-naked. But, does that even matter if I am hallucinating?

      I peer up at the sky, the indigo color unlike anything I’ve ever seen, and the moon is tinted silver. Other than that, this place could resemble some spots located in the mountains near Honeyton. Perhaps the strange coloring of the sky is due to some sort of eclipse going on. That seems plausible. Then, how did I get up to the mountains in my underwear?

      A dark answer comes to me slowly and painfully, making my stomach wind in knots. What if West, Steel, and Ellis hauled me up here for reasons I don’t even want to think about?

      “No, there’s no way,” I whisper as I hike farther down the road. “I know West well enough to know he wouldn’t do something like that to me.” Don’t I?

      “Hey!”

      I nearly trip over my feet as a girl skips out of the forest and appears in the middle of the road, waving at me.

      “Over here.” She continues to wave her hand in the air. She’s quite a ways away, but if I had to guess, she’s around my age with long, blonde hair and wearing torn, black jeans and a dark purple shirt. She reminds me a lot of the girl I saw while I was blacked out and sinking in the fish bowl, but she’s too far away for me to be certain. “Can you see me?”

      “Um … Yeah.” I inch away from her.

      “No, don’t go,” she begs, holding out her hands. “I need to talk to you.”

      I freeze, keeping my guard up. “Talk to me about what?”

      She lowers her hands to her sides. “I want to find out who you are. It’s been a long time since we’ve had a drifter in the In-Between.”

      My mind races with worry. Worry that this girl might be straight-up crazy.

      I need to figure out where I am so I can get the heck out of here.

      “Where is this place exactly?” I call out. “Is it located in the Honeyton Mountains?”

      She shakes her head. “No, you’re in the In-Between.”

      “I’ve never heard of it before … Is it close to Honeyton?”

      She takes a cautious step toward me. “This is your first time here, isn’t it?”

      I match her step, moving back. “Obviously, or else I’d know where here is.”

      She sighs. “Will you please stop moving away? You don’t want to go backward; trust me.”

      “Yeah, I’m not so sure you’re right about—”

      A sharp howl cuts me off, the startling noise echoing from the darkness behind me. A growl soon follows.

      Screw this.

      I run toward the girl. “What is that? A wolf?”

      Her gaze darts behind me. “Sort of.” As I start to glance over my shoulder, she shouts, “No! Don’t look behind you!”

      Too late.

      And what I see makes my fear spike.

      A set of yellow, glowing eyes is staring at me. Glowing eyes that belong to a monstrous beast the size of a bear but with the same structure as a wolf. Except, instead of fur, tendrils of smoke cover its body.

      “Holy shit,” I breathe out, increasing my pace to a sprint.

      “Don’t look in its eyes!” the girl shouts. “Look away!”

      I want to, but I’ve already locked eyes with it, and no matter how hard I try, I can’t drag my gaze away, as if some unseen force is binding me to this creature. Shapes and shadows flicker in its pupils, taking the form of Honeyton, only all the buildings and homes are dilapidated, the streets vacant, and the air is deathly still. At first anyway. Then I hear marching and the ground begins to quake as figures wearing gas masks appear on the streets.

      “What is this place?” I whisper in horror as my feet slow to a stop.

      Your future, a voice warns from inside my head. Don’t you remember?

      Huh?

      You’re about to change, Alexis. Everything you thought you knew about yourself isn’t going to exist anymore. The protection I gave you is fading. The voice sounds like my mom’s, and tears start to burn my eyes.

      But then the beast lunges at me, and I scream as everything goes black.
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      “West, I know you’re worried, but if you don’t knock that out, you’re going to wear a hole in the carpet,” Ellis says as he watches me pace the length of the living room for probably the millionth time.

      I can’t calm down, though. After I took a shower and changed clothes, Steel started trying to track down his contact. But he’s called number after number for over an hour with no luck. I hate to think it, but what if Alexis doesn’t reappear?

      “I can’t calm down,” I tell Ellis, continuing to pace. “You don’t even understand what this feels like.”

      Ellis reclines in the chair, frowning. “Actually, I do.”

      I cease pacing, realizing what I just said. “I’m sorry, man.”

      He shrugs dismissively. “It’s fine.”

      But it’s far from fine.

      About ten years ago, Ellis’s parents vanished. Some people believe they took off, while others wonder if it may have had to do with the agency. Even today, no one has ever solved the case, and I know it haunts Ellis daily. It doesn’t help that he spent six years living in foster homes before the agency recruited him and gave him a place to live. He doesn’t speak a lot about his time in foster care, but he’s said some stuff a couple of times that made me wonder exactly what happened to him during that time.

      “No, it’s not.” I sit down on the sofa, my gaze drifting to the sliding glass door of the porch It’s late, the sky is dark, the moonlight limited so I can only make out the outline of Steel standing out there, leaning against the railing with his phone pressed to his ear. “Just because I’m freaking out doesn’t give me the right to be an unsympathetic dick.”

      “Yeah, but since you’re my friend, I can let you off the hook,” he tells me, reaching for a glass of water that’s on the table.

      “Thanks.” I flop back on the sofa and pinch the brim of my nose. “I just can’t believe this is happening. We’ve seen some crazy shit, but …” I lower my hand to my lap. “I just need her to be okay.”

      “I know.” He takes a sip of water then sets the glass back down. “You know we’re going to do everything in our power to make sure she is.”

      I nod, glancing at Steel again. “I’m surprised at how motivated he is.”

      “Maybe it’s because he thinks he knows her from the facility.”

      “But he said he’s not even sure if he does, yet he jumped into a bathtub full of breath of ease just to help me look for her.” I restlessly tap my foot against the floor. “I feel like he might know her better than he’s letting on.”

      “You think he’s lying about something?” he questions with his brows furrowed.

      “No, just omitting the whole truth.”

      He rubs his jawline. “He does do that sometimes, but still … Why would it matter if he knows Alexis?”

      I lift my shoulders and give a jittery and shaky shrug, feeling so damn restless. “That’s what I’d like to know.”

      He examines me with wariness. “How are you feeling?”

      I accelerate my foot tapping. “I already told you I’m freaking out.”

      “No, I mean with the whole breath of ease thing.” He scoots to the edge of the chair. “Have you felt any side effects yet?”

      “No.” When he gives a pressing glance at my bouncing leg, I force my leg to hold still. “I’m just anxious.”

      Ellis lifts his brows. “You’re more than anxious. You can barely hold still.”

      “I may feel a bit more jittery than normal,” I admit. “But if that’s the only side effect I’m going to get, I’ll take it.”

      Ellis doesn’t appear so convinced. “I think I need to make sure to monitor you and Steel closely, which means both of you need to be honest with me about your symptoms.”

      “Yes, Mom,” I sneer.

      He pulls out a phone and starts typing.

      “What are you doing?” I ask, reaching for my glass of water on the end table.

      “Making a list of your current symptoms: restless and irritable.” He glances up at me. “Are there any more?”

      “I’m not irritable,” I snap, roughly setting the glass back down.

      He gives me an okay look that makes me want to snap at him, but then Steel enters the living room and all my focus goes to him as I jump to my feet.

      “Did you get ahold of him?”

      “Yeah.” He stuffs his phone into the back pocket of his jeans. “I got ahold of a guy who used to work for one of the experimental drug facilities, but then he switched sides and joined The HR Guardian Agency. He actually worked undercover at an experimental drug facility and helped take it down. He was the person who rescued me from the hell that was …” He briefly dazes off then quickly clears his throat. “But anyway, because he was one of the scientists, he knows a lot about the drugs that were created and the side effects. He also knows a lot about the experiments that were being performed on some of the test subjects.” He absentmindedly cups his hand around his tattooed forearm. “When I told him what happened to Alexis, he said there were a handful of test subjects who were part of a specific experiment called The Afterlife. Its main focus was to create a genetically-altered human who could enter The Afterlife and return without any long-term side effects.”

      “The Afterlife?” I question. “What the hell is that?”

      “I had that same question.” Steel sinks down onto the armrest of the sofa, his face masked with worry and confusion. And since Steel rarely shows emotions, it makes me extremely concerned that whatever he’s about to say is going to be bad. “He said it was the term the facility used when referring to the place someone goes to after they die.”

      “You mean, like Heaven and Hell?” I ask warily, unsure if I’m believing this yet or not.

      He shrugs. “According to Mel—that’s my contact—a group of scientists discovered there is a world beyond ours when we die that people temporary go to when they’re not quite fully dead yet but dead enough. At least, that’s what the scientist gathered from their subjects.”

      “Subjects they killed and brought back to life?” I grind my jaw from side to side. God, I fucking hate experimental facilities. They’ve destroyed so many lives.

      “He said it had something to do with a certain type of drug,” Steel explains. “But he wouldn’t give me any details.”

      I scratch my head. “Why would they do that? I mean, what’s the point of an experiment like that? Just to see what happens when we die?”

      “Mel said they were looking for something, but he hung up on me before he told me what. I don’t know, though. He probably wouldn’t have told me anyway.” Steel rubs his eyes with the heels of his hands. “This is so fucking crazy. I mean, I’ve heard and dealt with a lot of crazy shit, but this …” He lowers his hands from his eyes and shakes his head.

      “Did Mel say anything else?” I open and flex my hands, my restlessness building. “And how does this have to do with what’s going on with Alexis?”

      Steel faces me, propping his boots onto the cushion. “He didn’t say much more, but he did mention that The Afterlife test subjects would physically vanish when they’d go to The Afterlife, just like Alexis did.”

      “So, you think Alexis is what? In The Afterlife right now because of the breath of ease? Because I’ve never heard of the breath of ease doing that to someone.” I roughly yank my fingers through my hair as I sink down on the edge of the coffee table, shock whipping through me. If this is true, then Alexis technically died. And while she might be able to be brought back, I have no clue how. “I’ve never heard of anything like this before.”

      “Me neither,” Steel says, glancing at Ellis.

      Ellis shakes his head. “Don’t look at me. You know more about the experiments than I do.”

      Steel thrums his fingers against his knee. “We need to find out more about this Afterlife experiment and how they brought the test subjects back from the dead.”

      I drum my fingers against the sides of my legs. “Did Mel give you any more details that might give us some clues as to how?”

      “No. He barely said anything before he hung up on me,” Steel says. “He’s always been extremely paranoid, especially over the phone. He thinks his conversations are constantly being monitored.”

      “Well, he did double-cross one of the most dangerous organizations in the world, so I can’t really blame him.” But that doesn’t make me any less frustrated. “Maybe we can track him down and have a face-to-face chat.”

      “We could try, but it won’t be easy.” Steel’s eyes drop to my knee. “What the hell’s wrong with you?”

      I withdraw my hand from my knee. “I’m just a little bit edgy.”

      “I think it’s a side effect,” Ellis explains, and I give him a dirty look, which he chooses to ignore. “That and irritability.”

      “Maybe he’s going to get the gift of super speed,” Steel muses. “Then maybe he’ll finally become useful.”

      I glare at him. “That’s not what this is.”

      “You never know,” he says with a shrug. “It’d probably be the less severe of the side effects that could manifest from that stupid stunt you pulled in the tub.”

      “It’s the same stupid stunt you pulled,” I remind him, pushing to my feet.

      He stands up, too. “Yeah, but my body can handle it better.”

      Now that he mentions it, he does appear rather calm. Maybe a little too calm.

      “You sure about that?” I question. “Because you look really calm right now.”

      “Normally, breath of ease has a sedative effect,” Steel says. “Why it’s got you practically hopping out of your skin is beyond me.”

      I scratch my arm. “I’ll worry about that later. Right now, we need to get Alexis back.” I turn to Ellis. “Is there any way you can hack into the Shadow Files and see if you can find any info about this Afterlife Experiment?”

      The Shadow Files are top-secret files that only our superiors have access to. We could ask for permission to access them, but that could take weeks—time we don’t have. And since Ellis is an excellent hacker, it’s better to do it this way.

      Ellis nods without hesitation—this isn’t his first time doing it—and collects his laptop off the end table.

      “Let’s go take a look around in the bathroom,” I tell Steel while backing up toward the hallway. “Maybe we can find something that’ll give us an idea of what happened to her.”

      I expect him to tell me that it’s a dumb and pointless idea, but he nods, throwing me off. Steel has always been an intense guy, so this calm version is weird as fuck. But I head toward the bathroom without questioning him, crossing my fingers that maybe we’ll luck out and Alexis will be in the bathroom when we get there.

      Knock. Knock. Knock.

      We freeze and exchange an edgy look before glancing at the front door.

      “Are we expecting anyone?” Steel asks, glancing at Ellis and me.

      “Blaine, but he messaged me a bit ago and said he’d call when he was heading here.” I bend over to withdraw my knife from my ankle holster.

      The blade is made of silver, which is potent to a lot of Monsters, and the sharp tip of the blade is potent to humans, so it works well in most situations.

      Ellis reaches toward his ankle, too, and pulls out a Sphere from a specially-made holster, a weapon he created himself. When activated, it sends slumbering gas into the air and knocks out the people who breathe it in. He also created a drug that counteracts with the gas that has already been injected into our blood system so we’re immune to the gas’s slumbering effect.

      Yeah, in case you haven’t figured it out yet, Ellis is a genius. And Steel is one of the strongest guys I know. And me, well, I’m usually the calm one who keeps everyone in check. Not right now, though. No, between Alexis and getting breath of ease all over me, I’m a fucking jacked-up mess of nerves.

      Steel must sense it, too, because he sticks out his hand in my direction. “Let me do this. You’re too riled up.”

      I want to argue, but my hand is shaking so badly I can barely keep a hold onto my knife, so I nod.

      Steel lowers his hand then cautiously approaches the door and peers out the peephole. The tension in his shoulders visibly relaxes. “It’s your boy.”

      “Why didn’t he message first?” I mumble, shoving Steel out of the way. Then I unlock the door and throw it open. Sure enough, Blaine is standing there, underneath the porch light, wearing a pair of board shorts and a tank top, and he reeks of chlorine. “Did you just go swimming?”

      “I was earlier, at Masie’s…” He trails off, leaning to the side. “Where’s Alexis?”

      I slant to the side, blocking his view for no good reason other than I’m annoyed with him. Annoyed he turned into such an asshole. Annoyed he broke Alexis’s heart. Not that I wanted the two of them to end up together, but he didn’t need to hurt her like he did.

      I stick out my hand. “Just give me the antidote.”

      He shakes his head. “I want to see her first.”

      “Too fucking bad, because she doesn’t want to see you.”

      He frowns. “What happened at Masie’s… that wasn’t what she thought it was.”

      I cock a brow. “So, you weren’t making out with Masie in the pool while Alexis was right there?”

      “I thought Alexis was inside,” he snaps. “Or else I never would’ve.”

      “You didn’t notice Alexis wasn’t in the house because you’re too self-absorbed.” I keep my hand held out. “Now give me the antidote and go away.”

      He folds his arms and stares me down hard. “I’m not leaving until I see her.” When I make no effort to move, he heaves a frustrated exhale. “Look, what’s going on between Masie and me isn’t what Alexis thinks.”

      “I don’t give a shit about that,” I growl. “Just give me the damn antidote.”

      “No.” He glares at me, getting in my face.

      “Let’s make him give it to us,” Steel suggests from behind me.

      And there’s the Steel I know.

      “Sounds good to me.” I step outside, and so does Steel, who cracks his knuckles.

      Blaine refuses to move back, but worry flashes across his expression. “I’m not afraid of you.”

      “Then you’re dumber than I thought.” I stalk toward him.

      No, I’m not going to actually hurt him, but I am going to get that antidote from him.

      “Guys!” Ellis shouts. “I just heard a noise coming from the bathroom.”

      I no longer give a shit about Blaine. I run back into the house and down the hallway, with Steel and Ellis and, yeah, probably Blaine right behind me. I’m trying not to panic, but that restless energy inside of me has my mind racing with thoughts.

      Please let it be her.

      Please let her be okay.

      Please let me be able to protect her.
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      One minute I’m standing in the middle of a dirt road about to be attacked by some hairy, monstrous beast, and the next I’m in the bathtub of goo.

      I immediately sit up, gripping the edges of the bathtub as I struggle to breathe. The goo is all over me, so I’m afraid to open my mouth, and it’s in my eyes, so I can’t see very well. Still, the loud stomping of footsteps lets me know I’m not alone.

      “Thank fucking God,” West breathes out. “Hand me a towel.” Another couple of loud footsteps, and then a towel touches my face.

      West wipes away enough of the goo that I can make out his face and that he’s sitting on the edge of the tub, leaning over me.

      “How do you feel?” He uses the towel to wipe some of the goo off my hair.

      I open my mouth to tell him … well, I’m not really sure, but instead, a gasp fumbles from my lips. When no air touches my lungs, I gasp again and again. Panic sets in.

      I can’t breathe.

      West reaches in and pulls me over to him, getting goo all over his arms.

      “Goddammit, West. How many times do I have to tell you to stay out of that stuff?” Steel growls as he strides across the bathroom toward us.

      “She’s not breathing,” he snaps, tucking his arms under my armpits and dragging me out of the bathtub.

      Steel pauses, his gaze scrolling over me. “I think we need to get the breath of ease off her.”

      “What the hell’s going on?” Blaine asks as he steps through the doorway with Ellis right behind him. Blaine’s face instantly pales when he takes in the sight of me, in my underwear, my skin covered in goo, struggling to breathe as West collects me in his arms and carries me toward the shower.

      What’s he doing here?

      I look away from Blaine as West reaches the shower. Steel nudges him out of the way, opens the door, and steps inside. Then he strips off his shirt, turns the water on, and extends his hands toward West.

      “Give her to me,” he demands.

      “I can do it,” West says as he starts to step in.

      Steel shakes his head and dodges to the side. “You need to clean yourself off first or else you’re just going to get more on her.”

      Grimacing, West reluctantly hands me over to Steel. I start to put up a fuss, not wanting to have my half-naked body pressed up against his bare chest, but my body is too drained to put up much of a fuss.

      Once I’m situated in Steel’s arms, West steps out of the shower and quickly yanks his shirt over his head. Then he turns around to slip off his boots, and I get a brief glimpse of his back and the two jagged scars between his shoulder blades before Steel angles us the other way and toward the showerhead.

      My heart thrashes. When did he get those scars? Why haven’t I noticed them before? Come to think of it, I’m not sure I’ve ever seen West without his shirt off. Maybe that’s why—

      I gasp as Steel steps underneath the icy-cold water. My body is so warm that the sensation feels like pins are being stabbed into my skin. I dig my fingernails into his biceps as I grit my teeth.

      Steel’s tattooed chest heaves as he glances down at my fingernails piercing his flesh. “Just breathe,” he says.

      “Is she breathing yet?” West asks as he enters the shower and steps under the icy water pouring out of the showerhead. Water rivers down his tattooed chest and goosebumps sprout across his flesh, but he doesn’t move back, his eyes skimming over every inch of me.

      Steel nods, looking at West. “Wash off, and then help me clean her off. We can’t let any of this stuff stay on her for very much longer.” He steps back to give West more room.

      West locks eyes with me as he moves underneath the showerhead and hastily begins washing the goo off his arms and hands. Once he’s goo-free, he reaches to take me from Steel, but Steel holds me against his chest and steps underneath the water.

      “Clean as much off her as you can,” he instructs West while shifting my weight in his arms.

      At the cold look West gives Steel, I expect him to argue. Surprisingly, though, his lips remain sealed as he reaches up and brushes his palm over my head. He repeats the movement again and again, his gaze never wavering from mine. The longer he stares at me, the hotter I feel, which makes no sense at all since icy-cold water is dousing me.

      So weird.

      Still, I have no choice but to lie still and let West clean the goo off me. Neither of them speaks as West grabs a washcloth and traces it across my neck, my chest, my waist, and my legs. Every time his fingers brush across my skin, my body blazes hotter. Even back in the car when he was biting my neck and rubbing me between my legs, I didn’t feel this hot. Maybe it’s the drugs. Maybe the breath of ease didn’t work and the kiss of evil is killing me.

      Or maybe it’s something different …

      My thoughts drift back to the dream I had while I was passed out and the words my mom whispered to me. But, was I even passed out? Was it a dream? It felt so real …

      “Take her while I go get the antidote,” Steel says abruptly, leaning forward to hand me to West.

      Since I’m feeling a bit better—and way too hot—I squirm until he sets me down on my feet. My legs promptly start to tremble the moment I’m standing, and I reach out, clutching West’s bare shoulders.

      He winds his arms around my waist, urging me forward until my chest is pressed against his. “Can you breathe okay now?” His soft tone doesn’t match the intensity in his eyes.

      I bob my head up and down, my heart thumping as heat surges through my veins. I swear I can feel fear and desire swirling around inside me. Not mine but his, which makes no sense, but that’s how I feel.

      “Say something please,” West begs, tangling his fingers through my hair.

      Water drips from the strands of his blond hair, down his cheeks, and along his lips. His chest is warm against mine, and the fabric of his wet jeans feels rough against my bare legs. His breath is hot on my cheek, his heart is racing, and he has desperation and desire pouring through him, something I shouldn’t be able to know.

      I’m going crazy. That’s what I tell myself as his lust and desire consume me, and I slant forward and press my lips to his.

      That I’m crazy. That I’ve lost my damn mind. That maybe none of this is real.

      When our lips touch, all thoughts evacuate my mind. West hesitates at first, but the desire and desperation pumping through him ignites, and then he starts kissing me. And I mean, really kissing me, parting my wet lips with his tongue and slipping it inside my mouth.

      I gasp, clutching his shoulders as his desperation overtakes me and pressing up against him. He groans in response, deepening the kiss and slowly backing me up until I bump into the tiled wall. He then slips his palms down to my thighs and delves his fingers into my skin as he picks me up. Instinctively, I loop my legs around his waist and slide my hands up to his hair, holding on to him as he trails kisses down my jawline and to my neck. My mind races as I try to process through the clusterfuck of emotions stirring around inside; some of which I’m certain don’t belong to me. It doesn’t make any sense—how I can feel what he’s feeling. I just know I can.

      My confusion only amplifies when West urges my head to the side so he can bite my neck. As my head bobs back, my lips parting, I let out a gasp.

      “West,” I manage to say as his mouth reaches the curve of my breast.

      Tension ripples through his muscles, as if the sound of my voice has pulled him out of a daze. He slants back, blinking at me.

      “Holy shit,” he breathes, his gaze searching mine. “I’m sorry … I just … I’m so sorry.”

      “I’m the one who kissed you first,” I tell him shakily. “I’m sorry.”

      “Will you two chill out?” Steel enters into the shower and closes the door. “You’re both just jacked-up on breath of ease.”

      West lifts his head and blinks at Steel. “I thought you said it was supposed to have a calming effect.”

      “No, I said it’s that way for me.” He inches closer to us, water spritzing his face and chest.

      West frowns. “You never specified that.”

      “Why does it even matter?” I wonder, my arms and legs still looped around West.

      West and Steel trade a cryptic look, and then Steel shakes his head.

      “We have more pressing matters right now,” he says in a cold tone.

      West shrugs. “It’s your decision, but it might be easier if you just told her.”

      “Will someone please just tell me what’s going on?” I demand. “And not just with Steel, but with me?”

      “You’re about to be saved, sweetheart.” Steel flashes me a smirk then stabs a needle into my arm.

      “You fucking asshole,” I snarl. “What did you just put in me?”

      He stares at me like I’m an idiot. “The antidote.”

      “Oh.” I relax a bit. “Does that mean I’m going to be okay now?”

      My apprehension instantly skyrockets again as West and Steel exchange another glance—a nervous one this time.

      Then West looks at me and tucks a strand of my damp hair behind my ear. “Let’s get you out of the shower and dressed. There’s some important stuff we need to talk to you about.”

      I want to demand that he tell me now, but the fear I feel flowing off him has me scared enough to keep my lips zipped.

      What is happening to me?
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      By the time we leave the shower, Ellis and Blaine are no longer in the bathroom. Thank God. The last thing I need is for more people to have witnessed West and I making out in the shower while we were half-dressed. It was bad enough Steel did.

      Needless to say, I’m more than ready to put my clothes on and take a time out from smoldering guys. So, after I collect my clothes off the floor, I hightail toward the other bathroom to get some privacy. Before I walk out, though, West informs me that I might want to throw away my underwear and bra since they were soaking in breath of ease for quite a while.

      He’s acting weird, avoiding eye contact, and seeming super twitchy—feels super twitchy. I want to ask what’s wrong—if it was because of the whole making-out-in-the-shower thing—but he’ll barely look at me.

      Finally, I abandon the bathroom to go change. I take my sweet time peeling off my bra and underwear, tossing them into the trash. Then I put my shirt on, grimacing when I realize my nipples are showing. To fix the problem, I slip on the plaid shirt I had tied around my waist earlier and do up a couple of the buttons. Then I pull on my shorts, splash some cold water on my face, and glance at my reflection in the mirror. At first glance, I look the same: pale with freckles splattered across my nose, and my long, brown hair is its usual tangled mess of waves. I lower my gaze to my collarbone and frown at the bite marks dotting my skin.

      “West marked me?” I brush my fingers along the marks and shiver from the memory of his teeth sinking into my skin.

      Since when do I get all shivery over a guy? God, I’m getting pathetic. Here I’m only worried that I can feel West’s emotions when clearly something greater is wrong with me.

      Shaking my head, I step back to leave the bathroom so I can get some answers, but then I pause when a tiny spark of light flickers in the center of my pupils. At first, I figure it’s the reflection of the light, but as I slant closer to the mirror, I realize it’s coming from inside my pupils.

      I jerk back, my breath rushing out.

      “Calm down.” I grip the edge of the counter. “It could just be a side effect from all the drugs you’ve been exposed to today.”

      One thing’s for sure: it’s time to get some answers.
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      A few moments later, I march into the living room, prepared to demand some answers. But my fiery determination hits a hiccup when I discover Blaine is the only one occupying the room.

      He has his head lowered, his gaze glued to the phone.

      I slowly back up, not ready to face him yet. Sure, he got the antidote that saved me, but that doesn’t erase what happened at Masie’s earlier today.

      Unfortunately, my aim is a bit off and I end up walking into a floor lamp.

      As it crashes to the floor, Blaine’s gaze snaps up and his eyes widen. But the shock quickly dissolves as he leaps to his feet and crosses the room toward me.

      “You’re okay, right?” He stops just short of me and rolls his eyes. “You know what? Forget I asked that. Of course you’re not all right. You’re probably freaking out.”

      “A little bit,” I admit. But oddly enough, not as much as I probably should be.

      “That’s totally understandable.” He brushes my hair off my shoulder and frowns when I stiffen. “Lex, you don’t need to be afraid of me. I’m still the same guy I’ve always been. You just know more about my job now.” He completely misreads my reaction.

      “I’m not afraid of you,” I say truthfully.

      His brows dip. “Then, why did you just tense when I touched you?”

      I give a half-shrug. “I don’t know.”

      He drags his teeth along his bottom lip, a move he does when he’s deeply contemplating something. “Is it because of what happened between Masie and me?”

      I shake my head, even though it’s sort of a lie. But I need to get over that. After everything that’s happened, Masie and Blaine kissing should be the least of my worries.

      He leans in and lowers his voice to a soft whisper. “Then, what’s the matter?”

      I nonchalantly shrug, despite how wound up I am on the inside. “It just feels like I don’t even know you anymore.” That’s the truth, too. Between discovering what he really does and finding out that he apparently knew for weeks that I liked him, I feel like the guy I once thought of as my best friend doesn’t exist anymore. Maybe he never did.

      His shoulders slump. “But you’re not afraid of West, and he has the same job as I do.”

      “It’s not just about the job,” I say through a sigh.

      He searches my eyes. “Then it is about me kissing Masie.” I start to shake my head when he steps toward me. As I promptly move a step back, he freezes, his expression plummeting. “Will you please stop moving away from me? I’m not going to hurt you.”

      Maybe not physically but emotionally he very well could—and almost did earlier today. “I just need some space right now.”

      He smashes his lips together, eyeing me over before nodding. “Can I just say one more thing?”

      I want to shake my head and leave, but I find myself nodding. “I guess.”

      He rubs his lips together, considering something. “I didn’t kiss Masie because I want her. I kissed her because of my job.”

      I slant back. “What?”

      His lips part, but words never come out as West, Steel, and Ellis file into the room. West takes one look at how close Blaine and I are standing and frowns. Then he quickly shakes off the look, plastering on a fake grin.

      “So, you guys are back to getting along again, huh?” he says, stuffing his hands into the pockets of his back jeans. His blond hair is still damp from the shower and his face is a bit pale. “That’s awesome.”

      Yeah, I can feel how un-awesome he thinks it is by the irritation flowing off him.

      I raise my brows at him. “Yeah, you sure sound like it is.”

      His eyes are like ice, his smile still plastic. “Why wouldn’t I think it’s awesome?” He drapes one arm across my shoulder and the other across Blaine’s. “My two friends are BFFs again.”

      I roll my eyes and step out from underneath his arm. “BFFs? What are you? A teenage girl?”

      He drops his hand from Blaine’s shoulder, his eyes narrowing at me, but his lips threaten to turn upward. “Hey, I’m betting I’ve used that word way more than any teenager girl. In fact, I think it’s most popular amongst charming and handsome nineteen-year-old guys.”

      “Charming and handsome?” I bite back a smile. “Is that how you see yourself?”

      He drags his teeth along his bottom lip, his eyes sparkling as he inches toward me. Then he leans in, putting his lips beside my ear. “Don’t smile. If you do, your tough girl act is going to go to shit.”

      I shake my head, unsure whether I’m annoyed or amused—perhaps a bit of both. “Then you better keep on fake smiling or your I-don’t-give-a-shit-about-anything façade is going be ruined.”

      He touches my arm, and my pulse quickens. “You know that’s not true. I care about stuff.” He skims his thumb along the outside of my arm and desire pulsates through him again. “I care about you—”

      Someone clears their throat.

      “All right, you two, save the flirting for later,” Steel announces. “Right now, Ellis needs to examine the three of us over and make sure no one’s going to be permanently damaged from the breath of ease.”

      “We weren’t flirting,” I protest, even though we might have been.

      Steel rolls his eyes.

      West slants back, giving me an intense look before turning toward Steel. “We probably need to call in a cleanup crew, too.”

      “Already have.” Ellis makes his way toward the sofas with a leather bag in his hand. “Steel, West, Alexis, please come sit down.”

      “Why?” I ask, eyeballing Ellis’s bag as he sets it down and opens it up. What the heck does he have in there? Please don’t let it be more drugs.

      “Because he’s going to play doctor.” Steel winks at me before plopping down on the sofa.

      West gives a weighted sigh then takes a seat beside him. I start to follow when Blaine captures my arm.

      “Are you sure you’re okay?” he whispers lowly. “You seem … I don’t know … sort of off.”

      “I’m fine,” I lie. No, the truth is I’m far from fine. Something is wrong with me. Has been since I was doped up by the kiss of evil.

      “You sure?” Worry floods his eyes as he assesses me.

      I hate it when he looks at me like this—like he cares. It makes my feelings for him rise to the surface, reminding me that I care about him.

      “Well, if I’m not, I guess I’m about to find out.” I slip my arm from his grip and sit down on the chair across from where West and Steel are sitting.

      West catches my eyes, staring at me for a heart-slamming beat of a second before looking over at Blaine. “You can probably go now.” His tone isn’t necessarily cold, but it isn’t friendly either.

      Blaine stuffs his hands into the pockets of his shorts. “I’d rather stick around and make sure she’s okay.”

      “She’ll be fine,” West assures him flatly. “Besides, Steel, Ellis, and I were assigned to watch her. Not you.”

      Blaine’s expression hardens. “Sounds like you’re trying to claim your territory over Alexis or something.”

      West’s lips part. “Maybe I am—”

      “Hey,” I warn them both. “I don’t—and never will—belong to anyone. And both of you have known me for long enough that you should know that.”

      “Sorry,” they both mutter, remorse flickering across their expressions.

      “But I’m staying,” Blaine states firmly, then sits down on the end table near the chair I’m sitting on and crosses his arms.

      West’s jaw ticks, but his lips remain fused. We sink into silence as Ellis begins taking various medical tools out of the leather bag, including a syringe.

      “No more drugs,” I protest, covering the bruise on my arm.

      “The syringes are just something I carry on me,” Ellis promises. “I promise no more drugs for a while.”

      I relax a smidgeon. “Thanks.”

      He offers me a small smile then starts giving me an examination, checking my blood pressure, my heart rate, and my body temperature, which is all normal. It’s when he gets to asking me about any strange symptoms that things take a turn for the crazy.

      “Back in the tub,” he says, sitting down on the edge of the coffee table in front of me, “when you first sat down in the breath of ease, did you feel anything odd? Like maybe pain or a tingling sensation?”

      “No, I just felt cold and kind of grossed out. Well, until …” I chew on my thumbnail, glancing between the four guys who are all watching me intently.

      “Until what?” Ellis presses. When I hesitate, he leans forward and places a hand over mine. “Whatever it is, you can tell us.”

      I swallow hard. “But it might sound crazy.”

      “It’s okay.” Ellis gives my hand an encouraging squeeze. “I promise that whatever it is isn’t going to sound crazy to us.”

      “It might, though,” I say then sigh. The truth is, whether it makes me sound crazy or not, I need to tell someone what happened and about what’s going on with me right now. “When I got into the tub, I had this memory of drowning in heavy water and I couldn’t breathe. Then, suddenly I really couldn’t breathe.” I release an uneven breath. “Then I sort of went into this dream …” But, was it even a dream?

      “What sort of dream?” Ellis asks cautiously.

      “I was standing on this dirt road in the middle of nowhere. At first, I thought maybe it was the mountains near Honeyton, but … I don’t know, the sky was this weird shade of purple, and the moon was silver. And then there was this girl there and this monster …” I press my lips together and shrug. “I guess it doesn’t really matter. It was just a dream … Although, it felt real.” I whisper the last part.

      When Ellis skims his thumb along the back of my hand, I realize I’m shaking.

      I withdraw my hand from his, flop back in the chair, and fold my arms. “But yeah, anyway, that’s what happened.” I shrug.

      “What happened while you were there?” Ellis asks, resting his elbows on his knees.

      “Why does it matter?” I wonder, watching him closely. Why does he seem so curious about a dream I had? “It was just a dream.”

      He momentarily studies me then casts a quick glance at Steel and West.

      “What’s going on?” Blaine asks the question burning on the tip of my tongue. “And don’t try to feed me any bullshit. I know West well enough that I can tell when he’s lying. Plus, I’m part of the agency, so I understand that cryptic, silent looks between team members always have a meaning.”

      West blasts him with a death glare, but then he grimaces and pushes to his feet. He drags his fingers through his hair, his gaze settling on me as he winds around the coffee table and crouches down in front of me. He sets his hands on my thighs, and the instant his palms touch my bare skin, his worry floods my body.

      “Remember how I told you that we shut down facilities that create dangerous and unheard of drugs?” Wests asks, and I nod. “Well, what I didn’t mention is that these facilities use humans to test their drugs on.”

      My eyes widen in shock. “Seriously? That’s disgusting. And awful. And …”

      Remember …

      Remember …

      Remember …

      I wince, but West doesn’t seem to notice.

      “It is both of those things,” he agrees. “Which is why we work so hard to shut down the facilities. We’re not just stopping the drugs from being made, but we’re also freeing test subjects.”

      “So, you save them?” I might have a newfound respect for West. And Blaine, too, I guess.

      But then West wavers. “We save some. But there are some who are un-savable.”

      “Some die?” I ask quietly, an abundance of pain weighing down on my shoulders.

      I’ve never felt so much pain before, except maybe when my parents died. But I’m not certain if all the pain I’m feeling belongs to me.

      West swallows hard then nods. “Some do. And some … well, the experimental drugs have put so much of a toll on their minds and bodies that they have to be permanently hospitalized.”

      “That’s horrible.” Vomit burns the back of my throat.

      So much pain. So … much … pain … Remember?

      “I’m sorry this sort of stuff happens, and I’m sorry you feel guilty about it.” Because I can tell he does. I place my hands on his, trying to alleviate some of the guilt pouring through him. Surprisingly, my touch seems to help a bit. “But … what does this have to do with me? Unless the breath of ease and kiss of evil messed me up worse than you guys are saying and now I have to be hospitalized.” The realization that perhaps that’s the truth crashes down on me.

      “That’s not why I brought it up.” West stares down at my hands over his. “I brought it up because … because when you were in the tub … when we …” He shakes his head and mutters incoherently under his breath. “I don’t think I can do this.”

      “That’s because you care about her too much.” Steel rises to his feet, shaking his head. “You should let someone else tell her.”

      “Don’t be harsh with her,” Ellis warns Steel. “I’m serious. This is a lot to take in, and she’s not used to our world.”

      “She can handle it.” A challenge dances in Steel’s eyes as he locks gazes with me. “Well, maybe.”

      I narrow my eyes at him. “I can handle anything.”

      His lips kick up into a smirk. “Good.” He makes his way over to me, stops beside my chair, and crosses his lean arms. “After you got into the bathtub, you disappeared, so we started asking around to find out why. And while we’re not positive, we’re fairly sure you were once in an experimental drug facility. And not just any drug facility, but one that focused on a drug that could send someone to The Afterlife, a place that’s supposed to be between life and death.”

      “Holy shit,” Blaine breathes out, his eyes widening.

      Me, I start to laugh because … “Are you fucking joking right now? Because it’s not funny.”

      West threads his fingers through mine, drawing my attention to him. “Baby, we’re not lying to you. You vanished while you were in that tub, and then you just reappeared.”

      “Yeah? So what?” I tug on my hands, trying to get away from him, but he only holds on tighter. I growl in frustration. “You guys are all crazy. I’m not from some stupid drug facility. I was raised by my parents. I had a nice life. I’m normal.”

      Are you?

      “You may have forgotten the time you spent there,” Steel explains. “Some test subjects do.”

      “I didn’t forget,” I grit through my teeth, tears burning my eyes. “And I remember most of my life.”

      Steel carries my gaze. “Even if you remember most, you don’t remember everything. And perhaps the stuff you’ve forgotten is the stuff you’d rather not remember.”

      Remember …

      “You sound like a messed-up nursery rhyme,” I mutter, looking away from him to hide the fact that I’m on the verge of crying. But that only aims my gaze at Blaine, who more than notices the tears in my eyes.

      His expression softens and fills with pity. I feel so lost and confused and like I’m about to fall apart.

      Get it together, Alexis. This can’t be real. This is all a bad dream. In a bit, I’m going to wake up and be back home in bed, and I’m going to realize this awful day was just a dream.

      “It’s normal not to remember every single detail about your life,” I whisper, staring at the wall to avoid any of their gazes.

      “I know,” Steel agrees. “But it’s not normal to vanish into thin air for over an hour, and then simply reappear. You need to understand that. That you’re not normal—I knew that the moment I met you.”

      West’s gaze snaps up to him. “Chill out. You’re being too harsh.”

      “I’m being harsh because the truth is harsh, and she needs to realize that.” He steadily holds my gaze. “When I first saw you, I thought I recognized you. And not from around Honeyton, but from a darker part of my life.”

      I swiftly shake my head. “Until today, I’ve never seen you before.”

      “Well, I think we’ve already established that your memory might be a bit untrustworthy,” he states bluntly, a drop of fear fleetingly flashing in his silver eyes. It looks so odd on him, so out of place, and honestly, it’s kind of terrifying knowing something can scare someone as scary as him. “Mine’s much more accurate. And my memories are telling me that, at some point during the time I spent in an experimental drug facility, I crossed paths with you.”
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      It’s amazing how one single sentence can make you question everything about your existence. And honestly, if I hadn’t experienced so much strange stuff today, I may not have believed Steel. But a part of me is wondering if perhaps what he’s saying is correct.

      “You were a drug test subject?” I ask, feeling West’s grip on my hand constrict.

      Steel nods, his expression blank. “Up until I was about ten. Then I was rescued. A few years later, I entered the agency.”

      “How can I remember my childhood, though, all the way back until I was about three, if you’re telling the truth?” I ask. “There’s no way you could recognize me now.”

      Steel raises a broad shoulder. “I don’t have all the answers. I just know that I recognized you.”

      “We’ll get some answers, though.” West slips his fingers from mine and cups my cheek, angling my head to the side. “It’ll take some time and some work, but there should be records of you, if you were a test subject.”

      All I do is nod.

      I can’t even wrap my head around it. How can this be possible? How can I have once been a drug test subject? If it’s true, did my parents know? Are my parents even my parents? What’s real about my life? Who am I? Where do I belong? Is this why I’m suddenly feeling what West is feeling? Is that why I saw light in my eyes?

      No, this can’t be real!

      But, what if it is?

      So many questions are racing through my mind that my head starts to throb.

      “I feel sick,” I mutter, lowering my head toward my legs.

      “Take deep breaths,” West says, rubbing his hand up and down my back, causing more of his worry to flood through my veins.

      “I don’t think I can when you’re touching me,” I utter, lifting my head. When I see the hurt reflecting from his eyes, I add, “I don’t mean that you touching me is bad. It’s just …” I stare at my hands. “I think that, whatever happened to me in that bathtub, might have messed me up.”

      “What do you mean?” West asks cautiously.

      I don’t answer. I’m not even sure why, other than I’m afraid that the moment I utter the words aloud they become real.

      When I glance up again, I find that Blaine has crouched down in front of me,

      “Do you remember that time, a few years ago, when West, you, me, and Masie went cliff diving?” Blaine asks.

      “Yeah?” Confusion laces my tone. “Why?”

      “Because it was the day I realized how tough you are.” Blaine offers me a small half-smile. “Everyone was freaking out. Even West and I. And while we were all arguing over who was going to go first, you jumped. You didn’t even tell anyone. You just walked up and leapt over the edge. It scared the shit out of all of us.”

      West nods in agreement, a trace of a smile playing at his lips. “Honestly, I never thought anyone would get the balls to jump. It was so fucking high.”

      I gape at them. “Then, why did you guys suggest we go?”

      They trade an amused look.

      “To mess with you and Masie,” Blaine explains musingly. “The plan was to take you up there, and then have you guys bargain your way out of it. It was sort of payback for that water balloon stunt you pulled on us.”

      “Joke was on us, though,” West muses, nodding at me. “Because this little daredevil decided to jump.”

      I arch a brow. “So, you never actually wanted to go cliff diving there?”

      “Fuck no. That cliff was fucking high,” West says with a grin, and Blaine chuckles. “But then, after you jumped, we felt like assholes, so we ended up jumping.”

      “Yeah, I remember,” I tell him. “Masie never did, though.”

      I can feel Blaine’s gaze burning into me at my mention of Masie. I think back to what he said earlier, about the kiss being part of his job. Was he telling the truth? Why would he have to kiss Masie?

      Do I even care anymore?

      “That’s because Masie isn’t a badass.” West brushes strands of my hair out of my face. “You are.”

      “You always have been,” Blaine adds. “For as long as I’ve known you.”

      I sigh heavily. “I know what you guys are doing, but whatever, I’ll tell you.” I take a preparing breath. “When we were in the shower, I started feeling emotions that I don’t think belong to me.”

      “You’re feeling other people’s emotions?” Ellis asks, his forehead creasing.

      I waver. “Not really people’s so much as West’s.”

      West slants back. “You can feel what I’m feeling?”

      I waver again. “Sometimes.”

      “That’s odd,” Ellis mutters, reaching for his phone.

      West’s eyes are wide, worrying pulsating through him.

      Great. Now he’s afraid of me.

      “I’m sorry,” I say with a shrug. “If I could turn it off, I would.”

      “It’s okay.” He still appears a bit freaked out, but he doesn’t let go of my hand.

      “Are there any more symptoms you’re experiencing?” Ellis asks, pushing buttons on his phone.

      “Not really,” I say. “Well, I thought I saw this light in my eyes when I was looking at myself in the mirror, but I don’t know if it’s still there.”

      Ellis glances at me then sets his phone down and takes a flashlight out of his bag. “Do you mind if I take a look?”

      I shake my head. “No, it’s fine. Go ahead.”

      West release my hand so Ellis can squat in front of me. While he’s shining the light in my eyes, West and Blaine wander into the kitchen and start having a hushed conversation, then Blaine pats him on the arm.

      So much for not being best friends anymore.

      “Interesting,” Ellis mumbles, yanking my attention back to him.

      “What is it?” Steel asks as he sits down on the armrest of my chair and drapes an arm over the back, crowding my personal space once again, but I’m too exhausted to give a shit.

      “Her pupils are emitting light, not reflecting it.” Ellis clicks the flashlight off, tosses it into the bag, then focuses on me. “Have your eyes ever done this before?”

      I shake my head. “Not that I’ve noticed, which is something I don’t get. I mean, why am I suddenly having these strange abilities?”

      “It could be a side effect from the kiss of evil or the breath of ease.” Ellis hesitates, trading a brief look with Steel. “Or, if you were a test subject, it could be side effects from then.”

      “But, why would they surface now?” I question. “Because, up until today, I’ve always felt completely normal.”

      “They could’ve been dormant and the drugs from today made them surface.” Steel pauses, his gaze drifting from the hallway to Ellis. “You know what I find odd? That the day Hacker Hearts Anonymous attacked Alexis is the same day all her abilities surfaced.”

      “You think they did it on purpose?” Ellis questions with doubt. “Because I thought the hostage made it pretty clear they’re trying to kill …” He gives a panicked glance at me.

      “I think we should all agree that there’s no need to sugarcoat shit anymore,” I tell him. “Not after everything that’s happened.”

      Ellis nods, rolling up the sleeves of his shirt. “I think you’re right. We do need to start being more honest with you.” He glances at Steel. “So, like I was saying, I think our hostage made it pretty clear that HHA was trying to kill her.” He flinches as he says it.

      “I think they were.” Steel nods in agreement. “But maybe they weren’t doing it so she dies permanently.”

      Ellis’s eyes enlarge. “You think they were seeing if she’d go to The Afterlife? Why, though?”

      Steel dithers. “Well, Mel said that the scientists who were running The Afterlife experiment were searching for something. Maybe HHA wants to find out what that is.”

      “Who’s Mel?” I intervene, feeling so damn lost.

      “The guy who told us about The Afterlife experiment,” Steel mutters, rising to his feet. “I think I might need to have another round with the hostage; see if I can drag some more information out of him—”

      Beep. Beep. Beep.

      As an alarm sirens off, I throw my hands over my ears. “What the hell is that?” I cry out.

      Ellis jumps to his feet and taps the screen of his phone as Steel strides over to the sliding glass door.

      “Either of you see anything?” West asks loudly as he and Blaine rush over to me.

      “Not from here!” Steel shouts, shaking his head.

      “Cameras aren’t picking anything up either!” Ellis yells over the sirens. Then his eyes enlarge. “Wait a sec …” He swallows hard, glancing from West to Steel. “There’re about twenty agents closing in on us.”

      “How come I can’t see them?” Steel asks, reaching to open the sliding glass door.

      “Because they’ve already gotten to the bottom floor of the apartment.” Worry crams in Ellis’s voice.

      “How the hell did they get past the alarms?” West asks as he folds his hands around my upper arms and draws me to my feet.

      “Because they’re not HHA agents.” Ellis’s throat muscles work as he gives a firm look at West.

      “Wait. You’re not saying …” Blaine gapes at him.

      Ellis continues looking at West. “It’s our agency’s guys.”

      “What’s going on?” I demand as West pulls me to him so my back is lined up against his chest.

      They all choose to ignore me.

      “Maybe it’s just a drill,” Blaine suggests. “Or maybe they sent more men to protect Alexis.”

      “They wouldn’t without notifying us first,” West mutters, tightening his fingers around my arm.

      “What do we do?” Ellis asks West, glancing at his phone. “Because, if we’re going to do something, we need to do it now. They’re already climbing up to the second floor.”

      “We run,” Steel answers, twisting to face us with his arms crossed.

      Ellis’s and West’s jaws practically smack the floor.

      “You want to run?” West questions, wrapping an arm around my waist.

      I can feel his heart thudding against the back of my head and the adrenaline coursing through his veins. He’s worried—they all are. Well, except Steel. He looks calm.

      Steel nods. “I don’t think it’s a coincidence that we’re being swarmed only hours after Alexis visited The Afterlife.”

      “How would they even know?” Ellis questions. “I haven’t given our boss an update yet. And besides, even if I had, the agency would want to protect her even more.”

      “Are the agents armed?” Steel asks, but he sounds like he already knows the answer.

      Ellis swallows audibly then nods. “They are.”

      “Then we have to ask why. And why not inform us that they’re coming?” As the siren grows louder, Steel steps toward us and raises his voice. “Look, I don’t have all the answers. I just know that my gut instinct is telling me that, if we let those agents in here, things are going to end poorly.”

      “I’m with Steel on this one,” West agrees, skimming his finger along the sliver of flesh peeking out from the waistband of my jeans and my shirt and causing me to shiver, but in a good, confusing way. “Something about this isn’t right … I can feel it. And if we were following our training, we’d leave. That’s what we were taught to do when we feel like there’s something not quite right about the situation we’re in.”

      “We were also taught to trust our superiors,” Blaine chimes in, stepping up beside West.

      “You can do whatever you want,” West tells him. “You’re not part of this.”

      Blaine stares him down hard. “I thought we agreed in the kitchen that I was a part of this now.”

      West simply shrugs. “That was before all hell broke loose.”

      “I’m staying,” Blaine tightens his jaw.

      “Will you two stop acting like a couple of bitches?” Steel shouts. “We need to move. Now!”

      As if his words smack reality into all of them, they stop arguing and jump into motion.

      Ellis tucks his phone away and pulls out a silver ball from an ankle holster hidden underneath his pant leg, while West urges me forward so he can duck down and draw a knife from an ankle holster. Blaine reaches into his pocket and retrieves a strange-looking silver gadget that has knobs on the side and a screen on top.

      I shake my head, at a loss for words. “What are you …? Huh?” I glance at Steel to see what he’s doing, only to find him simply rolling up the sleeves of his shirt.

      “Don’t worry, sweetheart; you’re with me.” Steel snags ahold of my arm and tows me with him as he strides for the hallway.

      “No way.” I dig my heels into the carpet. “I’m staying with West and Blaine.”

      “Lex, baby, you’ve got to go with him.” West appears beside me, gripping his knife. “You’ll be safest with Steel.”

      Panic sets in. While this whole situation is frightening, it seems like it’d be easier to deal with if I’m with West and Blaine, my friends who I know won’t hurt me.

      “Lex, you need to calm down.” Blaine moves up behind West and locks gazes with me. “Be the girl who jumped off the cliff, okay? Be the badass, brave girl I know and love.”

      Goddamn him and his stupid peptalks. He’s always been good at knowing exactly what to say to me.

      “Fine,” I grimace, jutting my lip out.

      “And stop pouting,” West adds, brushing his thumb across my lip. “We’ll be right behind you.”

      “You better be,” I warn in a dark tone.

      West only chuckles. Then, looking completely and utterly conflicted, he leans forward and brushes his lips across mine. “Be safe,” he whispers then turns and rushes toward Ellis.

      Blaine stares at me with his lips parted in shock. Then he tears his gaze off me and hurries into the living room.

      Steel tugs on my arm. “Let’s go.”

      Nodding, I turn and follow him down the hallway to the door that leads into their little torture chamber.

      “Why are we going in there?” I ask, slowing to a stop. “Isn’t that guy who tried to kill me still in there?”

      And the guy I tried to kill.

      God, I should’ve realized then that everything was about to crumble to shit.

      Steel nods, reaching for the doorknob with his free hand. “But he’s tied up.”

      I start to back away. “He was tied up the last time.”

      He strengthens his grip on my arm. “We don’t have another choice. It’s either go out this way or go the other way and face twenty agents.”

      “Are they …?” I gulp, loathing the shakiness in my voice. “Are they here to kill me?”

      “I honestly don’t know at this point,” Steel says straightforwardly. “But what I do know is that my gut instinct is telling me to run. And my gut instinct is rarely wrong.” He shoves open the door and steps inside.

      I make a choice then to trust him, even though I barely know him, and follow him into the room. I don’t know why I do it—I’m usually not so trustworthy. Maybe I’m just scared and this seems like the best option. Or maybe it’s something deeper. But I’m not ready to go there just yet.

      “He’s asleep?” I ask Steel when I spot the hostage lying limply on the floor.

      His arms are secured to the wall by chains, his feet are bound together with wire, and his face is bloody and bruised.

      “Passed out,” Steel corrects as he marches toward the far left corner of the room.

      “Because you knocked him out?”

      “Yep.” He stops by the wall and releases my hand. “I’d ask if that frightens you, but I’ve decided you aren’t afraid of me.”

      Am I not? I’m not really sure.

      Then again, I’m here so …

      “What are you doing?” I ask as he lines his palm to the wall. “And how are we supposed to get out of the apartment from in here? There’s not even any windows or doors—”

      The wall suddenly slides open, revealing a slender tunnel hidden behind it.

      “Just because you can’t see something doesn’t mean it’s not there.” Steel grabs my hand. “Never doubt me, sweetheart.”

      “I wasn’t doubting you,” I say as he pulls me into the tunnel with him. “And stop calling me sweetheart.”

      “West calls you baby.” Darkness smothers us as he shuts the wall then maneuvers us deeper into the tunnel. “How is that any different?”

      “I don’t let him call me that. He just does, despite my protests.” As my vision becomes limited, I grip his hand tighter, hoping he can see better than I can. “And I don’t even know why he started calling me that. He never has before.”

      He snorts a laugh. “If you really don’t know the answer to that, then you’re pretty fucking clueless.”

      Anger simmers under my skin. “I’m not clueless—”

      He slaps a hand over my mouth and shoves me against the wall. I wiggle my hands between us and push on his chest, panic flaring through my veins.

      “Shh …” he whispers, then grows quiet.

      When I realize he’s not going to try to hurt me, I press my lips together and hold still.

      Thump. Thump. Thump.

      Thump. Thump. Thump.

      Thump. Thump. Thump.

      What is that? I wonder.

      “It’s footsteps,” Steel answers, as if reading my mind. “It’s coming from just outside.”

      I swallow back a shaky breath. If the noise is footsteps, then it sounds like there’s a damn army marching outside.

      We remain motionless for a few minutes until the thumping fades. Then Steel pushes himself back, lowers his hand from my mouth, and grabs my hand again.

      “Try to be as quiet as you can from now on,” he whispers as he guides me down the tunnel again.

      I smash my lips together and breathe through my nose, keeping my footsteps light, which is fairly easy since I’m not wearing any shoes. I’m also not wearing a bra or underwear, and I no longer have my phone. Great. What am I going to do if I do make it out of here? I literally have nothing. Well, except for four guys who want to protect me for some reason. Which sounds good in theory, but people tend to get tired of me. When they do, I have no clue what I’m going to do.

      “All right, we’re at the end,” Steel whispers as he halts. “When I open this door, we’ll be outside. We’re going to run straight to the car. Under no circumstances are you to try to take off on your own unless I tell you to run. If I do, you obey. Got it?”

      A thousand protests burn in my throat, but I manage a, “Fine.”

      “Don’t worry; you can go back to arguing with me when this is all over,” he says in a low voice.

      Then grey abruptly seeps into the darkness.

      I blink as the wall in front of us finishes opening up and moonlight seeps in. “There are no words,” I whisper in awe, “to what I’ve seen over the last forty-eight hours.”

      “You haven’t seen anything yet.” Steel laces his fingers through mine then pulls me outside. The door glides shut behind us.

      The night sky stretches above us, and just in front of us is the side entrance to the apartment complex, a few cars parked here and there.

      Steel makes an immediate turn to the right, striding toward the back of the apartment. My bare feet scruff against the grass as I jog to keep up with him. When we reach the corner of the building, he moves to step out into the parking lot, but then he quickly shuffles back, nearly stepping on my toe.

      “Did you check the back area yet?” I hear a voice from over a radio.

      “I’m on it,” someone else replies. “Have you entered the apartment yet?”

      “Six men just barged in,” someone replies. “We’re just waiting for an update.”

      “Good.” A pause. “Back seems secure … No, wait a minute.”

      “Stay here,” Steel hisses. He doesn’t reach for a weapon, just curls his fingers into fists.

      “What are you going to—” I start, but he jumps out from behind the corner and slams into a figure dressed head to toe in black.

      As their bodies collide, they grunt as they tumble to the ground. Steel lands on top and instantly starts pounding his fists into the person’s face, over and over again. The person quickly goes limp, and then Steel jumps off him and reaches for me.

      “Let’s go—”

      A person at least twice the size of Steel slams into him.

      Steel tumbles to the ground, landing hard, but quickly recovers, springing to his feet.

      “You snuck up on me, Jay.” Steel wipes the blood from his lips as he circles the person—Jay. “You should be proud of yourself.”

      The moonlight trickles down on Jay’s face, highlighting his curled lips and the gnarly scar running down his face. “You’re not the toughest one in the program, Steel. Not anymore.” Jay straightens to his full height, towering over Steel.

      Steel smirks. “Yeah, but it makes me question how. Because, only a couple of months ago, you were just a scrawny, little runt.” He pops his knuckles against the sides of his legs. “Is the agency using drugs now? Have they stooped that low?”

      “It’s not stooping low,” Jay sneers, drawing down the hood of his hoodie. “It’s doing what they have to, to control the drug problem.”

      “You can’t fight drugs with drugs.” Steel moves lightning quick, sidestepping as Jay takes a swing at him.

      “See, this is why the superiors keep you out of the loop. Because you’re incapable of being able to see the bigger picture.” He lunges at Steel, his knee colliding with Steel’s hip. But Steel manages to recover, swinging to the side.

      “You may think there’s a bigger purpose to what you’re doing, but I know firsthand about the consequences you’ll eventually face. The drugs will change you, seep into your bones, eat your soul, and leave a darkness in its place.”

      I wrap my arms around myself as his words pierce through my skin. If I was a test subject, does that mean I have darkness inside me?

      I think back to when I almost killed the assassin, how numb I felt as I wrapped my arms around his neck.

      “You don’t think I already know that?” Jay stops moving, jabbing his fist at Steel and colliding with his cheek.

      Steel curses as he stumbles back, clutching his face.

      Jay rushes at him, punching him in the chin, the face, the stomach, over and over again. When Steel finally collapses to the ground, Jay starts kicking him in the ribs.

      He’s killing him …

      I need to do something.

      While I can throw a decent punch when I need to, there’s no way I’m going to be able to take on steroid freak over there. I need some sort of weapon.

      I turn around, preparing to run back inside, when I spot a set of golf clubs leaning against the porch railing of the bottom floor apartment. Rushing over, I grab the one with the biggest end then stride back to where Jay is kicking the shit out of Steel. I don’t give myself time to process what I’m about to do or what it says about me. I just lift the golf club and swing it at Jay’s back as hard as I can. As the end collides with his shoulder blades, he growls out and whirls around. His eyes widen in surprise, but he swiftly erases his shock.

      “Alexis Baker. Just the person I’m looking for.” He steps toward me.

      I inch back, raising the golf club. “Stay back, or this time I’m swinging at your head.”

      “You can try, but you won’t succeed.” His lips curl into a grin, and then he lunges at me.

      I start to swing the golf club at him, but he grabs the handle and tosses the club aside. Then he smacks me across the face so hard my ears ring.

      “I told you that you wouldn’t succeed. I was created to stop people like you and Steel. You may be strong, but I’m stronger.”

      People like me and Steel?

      Oh, my God, maybe it really is true.

      I clench my teeth, gritting through the pain. “You forgot one small problem.”

      Amusement dances in his eyes. “And what’s that?”

      I lower my hand from my face and flash him a smirk. “It doesn’t always necessarily take strength to bring a man down. Just a bit of wits and a really good aimed kick.” I lift my foot, slamming it as hard as I can right between his legs.

      His face contorts in pain as he clutches his manly goodies. I move to the side to dodge around him, but he snaps his hand out and pushes me roughly to the ground. My head bangs against the grass hard, my teeth knocking together as my ears ring again. Gritting through the pain, I scramble to get up, but he climbs on top of me and pins my arms above my head.

      “Get off me!” I growl, writhing in a pathetic attempt to get him off me.

      When he barely budges, pain grips at my throat.

      “Now, what was that you were saying about having wits?” he taunts as he holds my arms in one hand, reaches into his pocket, and pulls out a syringe.

      “No! No more drugs!” I shout, wondering how on earth none of the people living around here haven’t wandered outside to see the commotion.

      “Don’t worry; it’ll only hurt for a second.” He bites off the cap, spits it out onto the grass, and then aims the needle at my forearm. “And then you won’t remember a thing—”

      A golf club slams against the side of his head, and then he slumps to the grass beside me.

      Steel moves up beside him, gripping the golf club, blood dripping down his face. “Now, what was that you were saying?” His calm voice is beyond eerie.

      “You’re going to pay for that,” Jay groans, rolling onto his back.

      “No, I won’t.” Steel drops the golf club, snatches the syringe from Jay, then crouches down beside him. “I would tell you to count backward from ten—that’s what the scientists told me to do when they were trying to get me not to focus on the pain—but it never really worked. I always felt it, and I’m sure you’re going to, too.” That said, he plunges the needle into Jay’s arm.

      Jay howls out in pain, his body writhing across the grass.

      Steel hastily straightens then sticks his hand out to me. “We need to go.”

      I waste no time grabbing his hand and letting him pull me to my feet. Then we run across the parking lot, exiting the apartment complex and crossing the street. We keep running until we reach a nearby field that’s surrounded by trees. I think we’re going to hide in the trees, but instead, Steel starts across the field.

      We keep running and running, saying nothing, with me gripping Steel’s hand until we reach a few tipped over trees and bushes. Then he climbs up onto the trunk of a fallen tree, and then dives into the center of the mess of limbs and leaves.

      “What are you doing?” I hiss, giving a panicked glance around the night-kissed field.

      My response is an engine revving.

      A few seconds later, the branches begin to shift, and then a truck backs up from the fallen trees. My jaw drops as the truck is pulled around me and the driver’s side window is rolled down.

      “Get in,” Steel commands, wiping his arm across the blood trickling down the side of his head.

      I jog around the front and hop into the passenger seat. “Whose truck is this? And why the hell was it hidden in those bushes and trees?”

      “It’s our emergency truck. No one except Ellis, West, and I know about it, which means it can’t be tracked to us.” He shifts into gear and presses down on the accelerator, the truck lurching forward. “Now put on your seatbelt and hang on.”

      I hurry and buckle up then hold onto the handle as he speeds across the field toward the road without the headlights on. It’s pushing five o’clock in the morning, and the sun is starting to peak above the mountains, the faint light trickling into the cab.

      “You’re bleeding,” I state as I eye Steel over.

      He grips the steering wheel. “So are you.”

      My brows dip as I reach for the visor, flip it down, and look in the mirror. Sure enough, blood covers my lip. “I must’ve bit my lip or something when that Jay guy smacked me to the ground. Man, so much for being a badass—”

      Steel slams on the brakes and makes a sharp right turn into the trees near the front of the field. I grip the handle tighter as the truck hits a bump before slowing to a stop.

      “What are you doing?” I ask. “And why are we hiding in the trees?”

      “It’s our meeting place,” he says, shoving the truck into park.

      I daze off, trying to process what happened while tracing my tongue over the cut on my lip.

      “Did he hit you across the face?” Steel asks, bringing me out of my daze.

      “Yeah.” I let my fingers float toward my cheek. “But it’s not a big deal.”

      He shakes his head. “He never should’ve gotten a chance to even touch you. I fucked up.”

      “It wasn’t your fault,” I say. “He seemed really strong and looked like he was on steroids.”

      “It wasn’t steroids.”

      “Then, what was it?”

      He shrugs. “I’m not sure. All I know is that a couple of months ago, Jay was smaller than you. Steroids couldn’t have made him grow that fast.”

      “Was he …? Was he a test subject, too?”

      “No.”

      “Then, how …?” I press my lips together. “I thought you guys said that the agency you worked for were the good guys?”

      His eyes turn emotionless. “No one is completely good, sweetheart. There’s only less bad.”

      Man, he might have more trust issues than even I do.

      “I don’t believe that.” I turn in the seat, facing him. “I know good people.”

      He considers something carefully. “You did good back there.”

      His abrupt subject change throws me off for a moment.

      “You mean, back with Jay?” I ask, and he nods. “Yeah right. I got my ass kicked and would’ve probably gotten doped up if you hadn’t gotten a second wind.”

      “You didn’t run, though.”

      “I couldn’t just leave you there to get your ass beat.”

      “Most people would’ve.”

      “That’s not true.”

      Before I can protest, he glances at the back window then shoves open the door and gets out.

      “Took you fucking long enough to get here,” Steel calls out.

      I track his gaze and relief washes through me as I spot West, Blaine, and Ellis jogging through the trees toward us. I hadn’t even realized how worried I was until now.

      “We hurried as quickly as we could,” West tells him as he strides toward the truck. “But it took a while to ditch them, and then we had to backtrack here.”

      “You’re sure they didn’t follow you?” Steel questions, dragging his arm across his head.

      “We’re positive,” Ellis assures him as he winds around the last tree. “But we need to hit the road ASAP before they send out more teams to track us.”

      “We need to take the back roads, too. It’ll be safer.” West he rushes to my side of the truck and throws open the door, his eyes scanning every inch of me. “You okay?”

      I nod, my heart fluttering at the sight of him. I hadn’t even realized until now just how worried about him I was.

      But I play off my worry, cracking a joke. “You know me. I’m one-hundred percent badass.”

      He doesn’t even so much as crack a smile, his gaze zeroing in on my face.

      “Okay, I might have gotten clocked in the face one time,” I admit. “But only because—”

      I squeak as he wraps his arms around me, scoops me up, and holds me against his chest.

      “I’m so fucking glad you’re okay,” he breathes into my hair as he buries his face into my neck.

      “I know,” I whisper, clutching on to him. “I can feel it.”

      His breath falters against my neck as he releases a shaky exhale. “I promise nothing like that is ever going to happen again. I promise I’ll protect you better.”

      As a flurry of emotions sweep through him, I wrap my arms around him. “West, you need to calm down. I’m fine.”

      “No, you’re not,” Steel intervenes. “None of us are until we figure out what the heck is going on.”

      “We need to get out of here first.” Ellis sticks out his hand toward Steel. “Let me drive. I’m much more stable in these types of situations.”

      “The keys are in the ignition.” Steel nudges West in the side as Ellis starts for the driver’s side. “Get in the truck. You can hug her while we drive.”

      West hops into the truck, still holding me despite my protests.

      Steel slides into the passenger seat while Blaine gets into the back with West and me.

      “I want a hug too,” Blaine tells West, reaching for me as Ellis drives forward through the trees.

      West glances from him to me, question marks flooding his eyes.

      I blow out a sigh then reach over and hug Blaine. “You guys are being weirdly needy,” I say as he folds his arms around me.

      What’s weird is that I’m hugging him. After everything that happened, I thought I never would again. Even weirder is that my heart fluttered more when I hugged West.

      “We’ve always been needy,” West remarks, sweeping my hair off my shoulder to get a better look at my cheek. “Who hit you?”

      “Some jacked-up big guy,” I say at the same time Steel tells him, “Jay.”

      “Jay did this to her?” Sunlight reflects in West’s wide eyes as we drive out of the shade of the trees.

      Steel glances over his shoulder at West. “Not the same Jay we knew.”

      A crinkle creases between West’s brows. “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, he was jacked-up on some sort of drug.” Steel looks forward, shaking his head. “He even tried to inject Alexis with something. I’m not sure what, but when I injected it into him, it made him thrash around like a wounded animal.”

      “He said it’d make me forget.” I shift my weight on West’s lap so I’m sitting sideways, and he loops an arm around my waist.

      West and Steel exchange yet another silent look as Ellis pulls out onto the quiet streets of Honeyton.

      “You think they’re using some of the drug facilities’ drugs?” West asks with his brows elevated.

      “I’m not sure.” Steel rubs some dried blood off his cheek. “What I’d really like to know is why they went through all that trouble to get Alexis.”

      “I’m not sure.” West sneaks a cautious glance toward me before focusing back on Steel. “But I highly doubt it was all a freakish coincidence that they swooped in like that on the same day she started getting abilities.”

      “But, if that’s so, then that means the agency wants her abilities for something,” Blaine mutters. “It doesn’t make any sense. We’re supposed to be the good guys.”

      “We are the good guys,” Steel stresses, thrumming his fingers against the console. “I need to find Mel and find out more about The Afterlife experiment.”

      West scoots forward in the seat. “We can do that, but we have to do it cautiously since Mel has worked for the agency. We have to be careful about who we trust.”

      “What about my sister?” Worry grasps my chest. “You said Zhara was with another team … What if the same thing happens to her?” And what if the team she’s with doesn’t try to protect her like West, Blaine, Ellis, and Steel just did for me.

      I can’t even wrap my head around why they did it. Sure, West and Blaine know me, but Steel just met me yesterday, and yet he took a killer beating to protect me.

      A drop of panic rises in West. “We’ll find a payphone, and then I’ll call the team she’s with. We can’t make calls from our phones anymore. We need to get some burner phones.”

      “But, what if something like what happens to me happens to her?” I chew on my thumbnail. “Maybe we should just drive to wherever she is and warn them.”

      “No,” Steel says firmly.

      Opening my mouth, I glare at the back of his head. But my jaw clamps shut when West slips his fingers through mine.

      “There’s a payphone at the gas station about twenty miles up the highway. We’ll call her from there,” he promises. “The guys she’s with used to be part of mine, Steel, and Ellis’s team. They’re good guys. If someone tries to do anything to hurt her, they’ll protect her.”

      “Are you positive they will?” I need more reassurance.

      Sure Zhara and I haven’t gotten along for a while, but she’s my twin sister and means the world to me.

      I should’ve been nicer to her.

      “Can you still feel what I’m feeling?” West asks, and I nod. “Then you tell me if I’m positive.” He holds my gaze steadily.

      I can feel it, the truth of his words branding into my flesh.

      “Okay, I trust you.” I exhale, leaning against him.

      I should probably get off of his lap…

      As if sensing where my thoughts are heading, he loops his other arm around my waist.

      “You should call Loki, too, when we stop at the payphone,” Blaine says, sounding strangely quiet. “You’ll need to think of something to tell him.”

      “Maybe we should tell him the truth, just in case people show up at the house or something.” I frown, wondering if everyone I care about is in danger now. Maybe even the whole town of Honeyton. “And can someone please explain to me why the heck none of West’s neighbors got up to check on things? Even when Jay was squealing like a little bitch, no one even turned on their lights.”

      “Because agents live in the apartments.” West starts massaging my feet.

      I’d pull away, except all that running around barefoot made my feet hurt and the tickle of his fingers feels nice, even though it’s probably disgusting for him.

      West traces the arch of my foot with his fingertip. “We’ll have a couple of members from Benton’s team check on Loki and Nik if we think it’s necessary.”

      “Wait. Benton’s part of the team that Zhara’s with?” My lips part in shock. “Benton, the dude I went to school with?”

      West nods amusedly. “I don’t know why you look so surprised. Blaine and I are dudes you went to school with, too.”

      “I know, but …” I think about the one time I hung out with Benton and his friends. It was completely accidentally, and I ended up doing a lot of stupid shit. “Are his friends part of the team, too?”

      West nods. “Yeah.”

      “What about Jett?”

      “Yeah.” West massages the balls of my feet, observing me closely. “Why?”

      I shrug. “No reason.”

      Blaine chuckles. “Oh yeah, I completely forgot about you and Jett—”

      I pinch Blaine’s side. “You shush.”

      “Ow,” Blaine whines through a soft laugh. “You’re ruthless, Lex. You really are.”

      West’s gaze bounces back and forth between Blaine and me before ultimately landing on Blaine. “You sure you want to go with us? You can always back out. We can drop you off on the side of the road.”

      Blaine nods. “I already said I was in.”

      Tension builds around us, so potent I start to squirm.

      “Yeah, but I want to make sure you’re not going to change your mind,” West says. “You do that a lot.”

      “Like you fucking don’t,” Blaine retorts, shaking his head.

      “All right, you two need a time out from each other.” I wiggle out from West’s arms and lower my feet from his lap, nudging him over so I can squeeze onto the seat between him and Blaise.

      West mumbles something under his breath as he slightly scoots over, his legs and hips pressing against mine. Blaine makes no effort to give me more room either, but whatever. It’s better to be squished between them than listen to them bitch.

      “Where are we going?” I ask. “I mean, after we stop at the payphone.”

      West crosses his arms and lifts a shoulder, staring out the window. “We haven’t decided yet. We’ll probably want to move around for a bit before we settle anywhere.”

      I grimace. “At least tell me we can stop somewhere and get a change of clothes. I don’t even have on any underwear or a bra, for crying out loud.”

      Not the right thing to say, something I realize when Blaine and West glance at me. And by glance at me, I mean my chest area.

      I fold my arms around myself, my cheeks flushing with heat. “Stop it.”

      It takes Blaine a second, but eventually, he looks away, leaving only West who needs to turn his head. But instead, he sucks his bottom lip between his teeth as his gaze drops to my neck.

      “You can still see where I bit you,” he whispers, brushing his fingers along my neck.

      A shuddering breath rushes from my lips as his desire scorches through me.

      This is going to get really old fast.

      I think so anyway …

      Okay, maybe it kind of feels good.

      “You marked me.” My tone conveys a warning. “Don’t ever do it again.”

      His brow curves up. “You sure you want me to follow that rule?”

      I will myself to nod but end up sitting there and silently staring at him like an idiot.

      When a smug smile tugs at his lips, I shake my head and narrow my eyes at him. His smile only broadens. Then he turns toward the window, slipping his fingers through mine.

      I feel kind of safe as we speed out of Honeyton, an odd feeling for sure since I’m being chased by several different organizations for reasons that are unknown.

      I just hope I’m making the right decision. I hope I can trust these guys. I hope my family is safe.

      I hope I can get some answers as to what the heck is going on with me before it’s too late.
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      “Why do you think she can only feel my emotions?” I ask Ellis.

      We’re standing at the back of the truck, keeping an eye on Alexis as she chats with Zhara on the payphone. I spoke with Benton beforehand, and he assured me that Zhara was and will be okay. Alexis wanted to speak to Zhara herself, though, to make certain, which I can understand and respect.

      West and Blaine wandered into the gas station to get some supplies, wearing hoodies and sunglasses to keep their identities hidden in case someone from the agency is nearby.

      I still can’t believe they double-crossed us. All my life, I grew up listening to my dad talk about how great the agency was. But the reason they came after Alexis like that can’t be good. If it was, they would’ve simply called us instead of ambushing us. And we barely escaped without getting our asses beat.

      Ellis leans against the tailgate, studying me. “I’m not sure yet, but when we stop for the night, I’ll run some tests on you.”

      I bob my head up and down, my eyes never leaving Alexis. When I told her to go with Steel, it was because he was the most capable of protecting her. But being separated from her like that and not knowing if she was okay nearly killed me. I never want to be apart from her like that again, which is going to be a huge problem, especially with Blaine being with us.

      I can’t tell if Alexis is relieved that he’s here or not, and I know it shouldn’t matter, but it does. If I was being selfish, I would’ve kicked Blaine out of the truck, but the truth is, we need all the help we can get. I just worry about what’s going to happen when he tells Alexis why he was only kissing Masie because of his job.

      Is she going to want to be with him?

      Am I going to lose her?

      God, you’re so fucking stupid. Lose her? You never even had her.

      I rip my attention away from my internal agony as Alexis hangs up the phone and jogs back to us.

      “Feel better now?” I ask.

      She nods. “Thank you for letting me talk to her.” She nibbles on her bottom lip undecidedly then throws her arms around me.

      Shock momentarily whips through me as I hug her back. “Fuck, if this is the kind of reward I get, I might just devote all my time to giving you whatever you want.”

      “I have no problem with that.” She moves to step back, but I press her closer.

      “Just a little bit longer,” I whisper, pressing my palm against her lower back.

      Surprisingly, she complies. Well, that is until Blaine wanders out and gives her her favorite candy bar, and then she hugs him, too.

      I grit my teeth. Blaine and I have issues that run deep. Issues we’re eventually going to have to work on if we don’t want to end up killing each other.

      “We should get going,” Ellis announces. “The farther we get away from Honeyton, the better.”

      Nodding, we all pile into the truck; Blaine, Alexis, and I in the back seat, and Steel and Ellis in the front.

      As we drive down the road, I silently make a vow to myself to do whatever it takes to protect Alexis. That I won’t ever let anyone hurt her again. That I’ll keep her safe no matter what it takes. And I hope she can feel that.

      Feel how much she means to me.
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