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  To Felisha Loving. Mom, I love you.
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  If she knew what the sound of her voice, the touch of her hand, the taste of her lips, or the sight of her beauty does to me, there would be no doubt in my love for her. There’d be no need to question her adequacy for me. It is not that I cannot live without the beat of her heart, but that beyond the beat of our heart there’s no reason to live. Beyond her, there’s no fight for our life. Addiction, obsession, admiration, and the passion I possess for this one girl are implausible. And the day it ends, the day it fades will be the day she steals her life from us.


  -Nathan
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  THERE’S THIS MOMENT. . . THIS unusual moment when you’re falling, almost floating in the sky. But really, you’re plummeting; thrashing through the clouds at one hundred miles per hour, plunging for the ground. And then, you slam down, and that’s not it. The force of your fall as you’re hitting the cracked concrete brings you to bounce back up just before you fall again. . .


  That’s where I am, right there in between the rise and the fall. And I’m stuck. I’ve felt the rush of the drop and the pain from the landing. Now, I’m ready to settle down even knowing it’ll hurt when I hit again.


  I squeeze my eyes shut, counting down from ten. You can do this, Tracey, I try, try to encourage myself. Resist it, I think, hearing the strain in my thought. I grit down on my teeth only at five one-thousand. Ugh! I can’t. It doesn’t hurt; it just drives me freaking insane!


  Nate, please. Please come up here.


  Sparky, he carries with a grumble.


  Nathan, I drone.


  Sparks, baby. I literally. Lit-er-a-lly just left you like forty-five minutes ago.


  I slump down in my chair, scraping my thumbnails over each other. A bubble builds in my chest as a masking irritation itches my flesh—every inch of me.


  Nathan’s sigh in my head is as annoying as it is revitalizing because I know it means he’s giving in. I’ll come up there when you go on lunch. You’re killing me, Sparks.


  This stupid bond is killing me, I rant. I know, Nate. Don’t say it. Don’t take this the wrong way, but I hate being crazy over you. He laughs. I get it all. The love, lust, the obsession. It’s making me lose my mind.


  Talk to me later, okay? I’ve gotta get some work done since I’m cutting the day short.


  Me too. I grump, looking over my trigonometry notes, comparing them to what’s on the whiteboard. They don’t match. I might’ve dazed out at some point and scribbled what I’d thought I’d heard.


  Nathan’s full of it. I’m sure he’s sitting a few blocks from the school, working from his phone. The office is about two hours from his house and with all the craziness that’s been going on, he’s not been far. And I doubt he’s far today. Even though Nathan’s reassured me Roehl won’t try anything, I also doubt he believes that.


  The first couple of months back at school were challenging. I expected to be controlling of the bond by now, but not even. Four months later, it’s just as difficult and getting worse instead of better. It’s often beyond my control. Sometimes, Nathan understands. Others, I’m sure I get on his nerves. It’s just that, enough of him is never enough. The bond and I have a love-hate relationship. His mom tells me it’s supposed to get easier, but by my being human, it plays a huge role in my acceptance. Apparently, though bonding can happen with humans, it’s not necessarily supposed to. And since this is the first time it’s happened in their family, we’re playing this by ear. I try to convince myself I’m strong enough to take it, but this wouldn’t be the first time I’ve lied to me.


  “Excuse the interruption, Mr. Stephens. I need Tracey Warren to come to the office,” Principal Hollander announces from the room’s intercom.


  Oh, crap. . . A nervous panic spikes a double beat to my heart. I look over my shoulder at Scott, sat five seats behind me. He nods once and then turns to Glen. They’ve been doing well. So well, when we started back, the first thing Scott did was have all his classes changed to Glen’s. I rarely see one without the other.


  “She will be there shortly,” Mr. Stephens informs. “Tracey,” he calls, throwing his hand toward the door; not caring one way or another.


  I ask Scott, What do you think?


  I’m not sure, but I’ll go with you, he thinks to me. Turning to Glen, he whispers to her that we’re leaving.


  I thought bionic hearing would be kind of cool. I’d eavesdrop on people, and I’d be able to hear creepers sneak up on me. But I was wrong. It’s annoying. And until I learn how to control it, I battle with volume issues.


  Scott soothes Glen’s raising objections with restful platitudes and a kiss to her cheek. He’s gotten much better at including her in the much that goes on. She’s yet to accept our family, but I think she’ll come around soon. We hope she’ll come around soon. Accepting our family fills a void that takes a toll on all of us. Before, I wondered why everyone was so gung-ho about my willingness or non-willingness to embed myself in the Newcomb family. I feel it, the missing puzzle piece, that’s Glen, causing a space of separation between our family’s bond. It’s only noticeable after the couple has become bound, but it is evident and an annoying pang in the side. When we’re all together and she’s around, there’s a pull toward her that makes me want to say anything I can to convince her to accept us. But that’s against the ‘free will’ rule.


  “Tracey, get going,” Mr. Stephens hurries me. His button down shirt stretches over his low sitting belly as he turns from the board to look at me. Salt and pepper eyebrows lift high over his round frame spectacles, questioning my departing stall. “Now, please?” His unkempt beard bounces as he speaks, distracting me from what Scott’s saying.


  “I’m going. I’m going.” I slide out from my desk, snagging my bag from the floor.


  Scott’s not far behind me, and Glen’s hot on his heels.


  “Excuse me. I believe the office only called for Tracey. Where are you two going?” Mr. Stephens asks, raising his pale hand, palm facing us.


  Scott and I exchange neutral glances before continuing forward.


  “Mr. Fallon?” Mr. Stephens blocks our path, holding his bushy arms out at his sides in the way a crossing guard would stop traffic for kiddos.


  Scott thrusts his fingers through his shoulder-length, honey-colored locks. Grumbles and swoons from our classmates follow this action, and I shake my head at Glen to not spaz out. She should be used to it and expectant of the girls to want him even more now that he’s with her. “Mr. Stephens,” Scott starts, “there’s no way Tracey’s leaving this room without me. So, she can sit back down, or we will leave.” Scott gives a blank stare into Mr. Stephens’ eyes. The emerald in Scott’s irises slowly churns clockwise, and Mr. Stephens matches Scott’s vacant expression.


  Nodding, Mr. Stephens sternly replies, “I understand, Scott.”


  “Thank you.” Scott nods as our hypnotized teacher moves from our path. Leave it to Scott; no one will have a well-functioning brain.


  I push the door closed being the last of us to walk into the hallway. “What do you think it is, Scott?”


  “Not sure.” We listen to the silent halls. “Something feels off, Tracey. Call Nathan and let him know what’s up. Tell him to get a feel through you. I’m sure he’s nearby.”


  Nathan and I have grown closer being bound. I’m human, one hundred percent. But I’m different; everything about me is different. I see through new eyes, hear with new ears, my skin feels odd under my touch, and I know this, specifically, is because of the bond, because when I get my Nathan fix it goes back to normal. But everything else about me takes some getting used to. I’ve got a pet snake made of fire that lives in my hand. I’m not sure how it works, but it lives in there and the more I understand and control it, the larger it grows. It protects Nathan and me at all costs. When I’m not shooting it out, my hand blasts supernova fire orbs. I’ve finally mastered how to knock people off their feet, and that’s the only thing I have full control over—my hand.


  Nathan helps with things like managing the way other’s presence affect me and something we both never thought I’d get in a million years. . . I can turn people into ash how he can. It only works when my eyes are cloaked, and we’ve not yet figured out how to make it happen on demand, but I can do it. He told me I should always keep it as my last resort. We never want to let anyone know I can do this because it’ll make us easier to defeat, Nathan often reminds me.


  Nate, I’ve been called to the office. Scott says something feels wrong. Where are you?


  This is a hoax, he jokingly argues.


  It is not, I sing, laughing.


  I’m kidding. I’m here.


  Un-huh, you sure got here fast. I see you just came not knowing what was going on. If my heart double beats, he’s there, though he acts as if I’m bothering him.


  Better I come than to wait, and I wait then something happens. And you’re never a bother, just clingy as shit.


  You’re an asshole. Where are you? I feel him before I see him. His presence is commanding, blanketing my entire body, easing the pinch in my neck and the uneasiness of the day. Never mind, I say, rolling my shoulders.


  Behind me, he and our cousin, Olar, are striding down the hall in my direction. Olar’s come to stay for a while, something to do with the three men Nathan and Scott had battled a while back. He was connected to whatever debt they had to pay, and now, someone’s looking for him.


  My insides are having a party with zipping birds and fluttering butterflies as I watch Nathan approach. I hope my outsides don’t give me away. “Hi,” I chirp.


  “Your outsides are a dead giveaway.” Nathan meets me, pushing his hands around my waist. “Hi, Sparks. Your smile is huge.” He kisses me, and I feel through it that our hour apart affected him too. Our deep, feel him down to my core, kissing my soul caresses is saved for when we’re behind closed doors. But that’s what I want right now. For him to wrap those giant hands around my hips, lift me up, and I squeeze his waist between my legs, and we go at it against one of these lockers.


  Nathan laughs, breaking away from me. “Oh my God, Sparks. Where do you get this shit?”


  I bashfully scratch my forehead. “One day, I’ll be able to keep my thoughts to myself.”


  Laughing, Nathan grabs my hands, pulling them around his neck. “I’d do that,” he drawls, responding to my earlier thought. “And make you feel it very, very deep.” His bottom lip draws between his teeth before he concludes, “But you’d be the color of an apple before I could pin you to the locker.”


  “Would you two cut that flirty crap so we can figure out what’s going on?” Scott, the interrupter, interrupts.


  “He’s right,” Nathan says, breaking out of the smallest ounce of intimacy we’ve seen in months. We’ve not had a moment alone since the night we were in his room after things went raw with Taylor. The lack of intimacy in our relationship drives me crazy. It’s the bond, I know. But sometimes I need a longer hug, more kiss in my kiss, and a night or two spent with us eye gazing and talking about nothing, like before. I’d be fine if this overbearing craving for him weren’t so bad. But it is. And there’s proof.


  A month ago, I caught Nathan’s kitchen on fire, which was also new and when I adopted these nicknames Sparks and Sparky Nathan’s bestowed on me. We were at his house, and he had me up on the island in the kitchen. I had him as close as flesh would allow and it still wasn’t close enough. We were inappropriately making out in a rated R kind of way. Little Nathan and Roseland had walked in, letting their joking remarks of our actions fly as Little Nathan yanked Nathan away from me. I reached out for him and erupted in flames. It was bad. And will never happen again. It was scary as hell. The fire was spurting everywhere from me; my hands, arms, sides, legs! I consumed it, settling the blaze, and Nathan had to paint the walls and replace most of the furniture and appliances.


  He won’t admit it, but Nathan’s there too. He has a lot going on, and I witnessed one of his episodes I was warned about. Six days ago, actually. He and Olar got into it heavy. It was for no reason, honestly, but I couldn’t convince them of that. Nathan was getting out of his car and slammed the door. The entire door went through the car. Through it! Even angrier at that point, he slammed his fist on the roof and crushed it. He was out of control and went as far as kicking the driver’s rearview mirror off the car and ripping off the driver’s side backseat door. There was no calming him down and his car’s still at the shop. He’s not spazzed out since then, but we’re all on alert.


  Nathan and I walk into the office, leaving the others to wait in the hall. “I’m here,” I tell the clerk.


  “What took you so long?” Mrs. Carline nags. She’s a mean old lady we all try our best to avoid. I’m quite sure that in another life, she was a witch of the worst kind. The kind who lured young children into the woods and ate them, which is why her newer life’s profession is working at a school. “We called you almost an hour ago, girl. And who is this? You cannot be in here young man. You will need to wait outside until she’s finished,” she fires off, waggling her pointed finger with a candy-red painted nail in Nathan’s face.


  Nathan flashes his award-winning smirk. The one that dents a dimple in his cheek and darkens his eyes to a cocky attraction. “Mrs. Carline,” he drawls. “I’m not waiting outside. I’m going where she goes. If you need Tracey to go in there.” He points to the closed door leading to the principal’s office. “I’m going with her. Okay?” His entrancing voice has even me agreeing with him.


  “Yes. . .” Mrs. Carline replies with a smile, taking the seat behind the desk. She hacks away at the keyboard of her computer as her glossed over eyes stay fixed on Nathan.


  I drag my gaze away from her, turning to the principal’s all-wood door. The decals that spell out his name have yet to be fixed from when Sam, Andrew, and Matt pranked him on Monday. It still reads Hippi Handler, Roncall. It lost its funny yesterday. Grabbing the golden knob in my hand, I breathe before pushing it open.


  And behind door number one. . .


  Good ole Dad. I eye him, sitting across from Principal Hollander with his legs crossed and hands resting atop his knee. They stand. “Hey, Ladybug. Hello, Nathan. Haven’t seen you in a while,” Dad greets in a chipper tone but looks at Nathan with uncertain eyes.


  “Hello, Mr. Warren.”


  “What are you doing here, Dad? I thought you wouldn’t be back until next week.” My gaze flicks from him to my principal as I try to get a feel for the situation. Getting nothing from their relaxed shoulders and easy glances that shift between Nathan and I. “What’s going on?”


  “Some things have come up. We need to move sooner than we’d originally planned. I came to discuss your options since you graduate in a little over two weeks.”


  Dad’s become a non-Nathan fan. He’s adamant about Nathan not being right for me and vice versa. I’ve heard countless times, moving is the better option for you, that it’s better I have different experiences and not get hung up on the first real thing that caught my eye, or my heart. He’s been back and forth every other week since they promoted him. But, last month, when he came back, he was different. Something’s been off about Dad that I can’t place, especially when it comes down to Nathan.


  I stare at my father, swallowing down the extensive list of cuss words tickling my tongue. Grumbling, I grab Nathan’s arm and pull him with me from the room. Dad stalks after us, and I slam the door in his face.


  Nathan opens the door to the hallway, chuckling as he says, “You shouldn’t do that, Ladybug.”


  “Not funny,” I snip.


  “It’s okay, just her dad. You two can go back to class,” Nathan tells Glen and Scott. “I’ll meet you in the truck after we see what he wants,” he says to Olar.


  I shake my head. “We’re not seeing what he wants.”


  “Sparks, you will see what he wants.”


  “He’s right, Tracey.” I whip around to Dad crossing his arms.


  Nathan moves from in front of him to my side.


  “Dad, I am not moving,” I relay as nicely as I can.


  “Tracey, I didn’t come here to discuss this with you. I called you down because I was here and wouldn’t leave without at least saying hello.”


  “Hello. And. Goodbye,” I mutter under my breath, averting. Nathan grabs my arm and nods toward Dad. I roll my eyes, turning back to face him.


  “What type of relationship is this you two have here?” Dad asks, noticing Nathan’s silent convincing.


  “What are you asking?” I fire back.


  “He’s better at convincing you to talk to me than I am at asking.”


  “So what?” I snort, shrugging.


  Dad shifts his attention to Nathan, face morphing with anger only an enemy can conjure out of him. I’ve never seen Dad this hostile. “What are you doing to her?” he demands. The vigilance in his tone startles me.


  “I’m sorry?” Nathan blurts, taking full offense to Dad’s accusation.


  “What,” Dad emphasizes, “have you done, and what are you doing to my daughter?”


  “Excuse me, sir? I’ve done nothing to your daughter,” Nathan relays calmly. “We’re together. And to answer your question, the type of relationship we have is one that’s lasting. Speaking of. . .” Nathan rubs his hand over his beard, biting down hard on his bottom lip. I watch it lighten from the pressure and then fill with color as he lets it go.


  Dad folds his arms, and with a look of warning, dares Nathan’s challenging stall.


  It doesn’t take much to get Nathan angry these days, but he’s always remained respectful when dealing with Dad, even with my father’s blatant disrespect. I doubt today’s the day he blows a gasket. Defusing, Nathan half-nods, giving Dad the floor.


  “This. . .” Dad points his index finger between Nathan and me. “Is only temporary.”


  “No, sir. I can assure you we are permanent.”


  Dad leers at Nathan, slightly tilting his head left. “And how can you be so sure?”


  Nathan pulls his arms behind his back, clasping his hardening hands together. “Doesn’t matter,” he says with a shrug to his right shoulder. “It is.” Dad’s eyes bulge. Nathan’s brow hitches in a single up-down flash. It’s obvious he’s had enough of Dad’s patronizing but doesn’t want to make things worse.


  Dad turns his attention to me. “When you get home, your stuff will be packed, and we will be moving tomorrow morning. So”—He flicks his gaze to Nathan—“make sure you tell your friends goodbye.” He turns on his heels and walks back into the principal’s office.


  “Argh!” I grumble, throwing my head back. “He’s losing it!” I can’t figure out what is wrong with him. This is nothing like him; he’s so much better than this. Nicer than this! “What has gotten into him?!”


  Nathan grabs me, rubbing his hands up and down my arms. “Calm down.”


  I calm with his contact giving me no other choice. “We need to talk to my mom.” I fist Nathan’s shirt and try to pull him with me down the hall, but he doesn’t budge.


  “Umm, Sparks.” He pries his now wrinkled shirt from my clutch. “You still have class.”


  “That’s going to have to wait. I need to talk to my mom. She can fix this.”
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  NATHAN AND I ARGUE for ten minutes about my leaving school. Promising I’ll stay in my classes all day tomorrow without bothering him, he caves. We drop Olar off at Nathan’s house, and he drives me to Mom’s job in the city.


  “Mom!” I bust into her office like I own the spot.


  She screeches, startled. “Tracey!” she exclaims breathlessly, hand flown to her chest. “What is going on? You scared me.”


  “Mom, you have to talk to Dad. We cannot move! You know you don’t want to move. Mom, please!”


  She looks from me to Nathan and gives him her warm smile. “Hello, Nathan,” she greets humbly.


  “Hey, Karen.”


  I’m amazed at how well Nathan and Mom get along. The three of us have spent so much time together over the last few months, talking, catching the latest movies, in and out for dinner. Nathan’s even cooked for her. It’s nice, the time we spend together. I just wish my Dad would concede to this reality.


  Shifting her gaze back to me, Mom narrows her eyes in a way that relays I’m up to no good. “Tracey, why aren’t you in school?”


  “Mom!”


  “Tracey!” she mocks my whine.


  “Ugh,” I sigh, frustrated. “Dad is at my school talking to my principal. He said he was discussing my options because we are moving in the morning!”


  “Tracey, your father, is not here,” she objects. “I would have been the first to know if he was.”


  “Mom, yes he is!” I argue. “We just left him. He told me we’re moving tomorrow morning,” I say again, louder and traumatized.


  “Honey, I just got off the phone with your father. He has been in meetings all day. What are you talking about?”


  I throw my hands up. “Yeah, I know! Meeting with Principal Hollander.”


  Mom leans over her desk; palms firmly planted on the glossy oak wood. Behind her is a large window covered by wood blinds that match her desk. The slits in them allow the bright sun to break through, sending thin beams of light slicing through her office. “Listen to me, Tracey,” she drawls as she stands, beams dancing on her burgundy bloud. “Your father is not in town, and we are not moving tomorrow. We promised we would wait until you graduate. Did you fall asleep during class?” she asks, concerned.


  No, I did not fall asleep in class. In another attempt to tell Mom, again, Dad is here; Nathan grabs my wrist, stopping me. “Excuse me, but you said you just spoke with him right?”


  “Yes,” she answers. “Not ten minutes ago. He was complaining about how you’re still ignoring him because of the things he said about—.” She catches herself, realizing she’s bringing Nathan into it.


  “Don’t be embarrassed, Mom, he already knows.”


  Her eyes widen as she looks at me then turn sorry when she glances at him. “I’m sorry, Nathan. It’s not that we don’t think you are a good kid, we just want what’s best for Tracey.”


  Nathan offers her a kind smile. “Me too. We’re sorry to barge in on you like this. We’re going to head out.”


  “What?” I blurt. “No, we aren’t. Mom, you—”


  “Sparks,” he cuts me off. “Your mom just said it. Your dad isn’t here.”


  “He’s not, honey. Would you like me to call him for you?”


  “Yes, please.”


  Nathan blows a frustrated breath. I fix him with a piercing glare, relaying my demand for his patience while we figure this out. Ignoring him and his sudden urgency to leave, I watch Mom dial Dad on speaker.


  “Hey, sweetheart. What’s wrong?” Dad answers after the line rang twice.


  “Dad?”


  “Hey, Ladybug,” he sings cheerfully, voice matching that of my father’s.


  I knit my brows, moving closer to the phone. “What are you doing? Where are you?”


  “Closing on this deal in Memphis. We just had the best meeting! I think we have the closing deal in the bag, Ladybug!” His enthusiasm and excitement for this deal are present in his voice. He continues expressing his enjoyment about the benefit of having his partner Robert with him and the friendliness of the men he’d met with just under an hour ago.


  Dragging my gaze away from the phone to Mom, I give her a questioning look. Her brows jump up and then fall, as if to say, see, told you, honey. How can Dad be there and here at the same time? “Uh,” I stutter. “Okay, Dad. I’ll talk to you later. Love you.”


  “Love you too, Ladybug. Hold it, young lady. Why aren’t you in school?”


  “Bye, Dad.” I reach across Mom’s desk and press the speaker button to hang up her phone.


  “We need to go, Sparks.” Nathan grabs the crux of my arm. “Bye, Karen. See you later.”


  “See you two later,” she calls behind us.
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  “What am I missing?” I ask, pulling on my seatbelt.


  Nathan shoves the key in his Truck’s ignition but doesn’t start it. “That was not your father at your school.” He pulls out his phone and slides and taps on it before bringing it to his ear. “Go back to the office and see if Tracey’s father is still there.” He listens to Scott say something I can’t make out. “Now!” Nathan blurts. “Walk in!” He states with aggression. “Call Olar. Don’t let him leave. I’ll be there shortly. If I’m not back before you can no longer hold him off, handle it.” He drops the phone in the cup holder and peels out of the parking lot. Gripping the steering wheel too tightly, he’s crushing it under his clutch. Realizing it, he quickly releases his vice grip, just pressing his palms to the wheel’s sides. “If I destroy another vehicle of mine, shit is going to get real,” he snarls through his teeth.


  “Okay?” I let down the window, bringing in some air for him.


  “It’s not your father, Sparks.”


  “Then who is it?” I follow.


  “Not sure yet,” he fires back.


  I sit forward in my seat, frustratingly asking, “Well, how do we find out?”


  “We get there and ask,” he shoots back.


  I panic. “But what if this imposter man leaves before we get there?”


  “Sparks!” he shouts.


  “What?”


  “What is with all the questions?” he asks aggressively, hand slapping the steering wheel.


  “Hey!” I shout. “Don’t yell at me. I’m just trying to understand what the hell is going on.”


  He shakes his head, blowing an irritated breath from his nose. I slouch in the seat, angry with myself for feeding into his mood and irritated with him for not being able to control it.


  Petty arguing has become our way of life lately. There’s just too much going on right now: built up aggression, irritation, and frustration. If something in our lives would work out in our favor, we’d be calmer, but if it’s not one thing, it’s another. Roehl, Taylor, Dad, my adjusting to this new world, and Nathan’s juggling being himself and being the guy for me. The bond’s changed him. The bond is changing him.


  Nathan’s this bad ass ‘I only care about myself, but I’m obligated to care about my family’ person. The real him isn’t at all the “relationship” type, but the bond makes him into one, and he struggles with it. I’d give him his space, but that’s very, very difficult because of the bonding.


  It takes us thirty minutes to make it back to my school, and Nathan’s phone rings every second. At some point, Glen had gotten involved in stalling my imposter father. And he’s stayed put, listening to her after graduation plans. Nathan parks in front of the double brown doors in the rear lot. I jump out and rush into the building.


  Olar, Scott, Glen, and my not dad take up the hallway, blocking the office door.


  What’s the plan? I ask Nathan.


  Talk to him, act like you know nothing. Get that eye thing going on where you can see who people really are. See behind the mask. I’ll see it with you and if anything happens, stay calm. I’m right here.


  I step to Glen’s side, and she stops jabbering to ask, “You okay, Cey?”


  “Yeah.” I nod for her to let me handle it. She steps back to Scott, eyes pierced on the imposter.


  An uneasy feeling slinks over me when I meet eyes that should belong to my father. It starts at my neck and vastly works its way to my fingertips. I scrape my short nails down my arm, wishing it would get his stealthy presence off me. Shifting my gaze to the floor, I mutter, “Sorry about earlier, Dad. That was unnecessary.”


  He grins. “That’s quite alright, Ladybug.” The name sounds forced; it’s not at all comfortable like my real dad’s calling. “Once we get moved, you’ll be better. Everything will work out fine.”


  I straighten my spine and slip my hands into my back pockets. “No, Dad. Everything’s already working out.”


  He steps closer, separating our bodies by only inches instead of feet. Holding my ground, I blink, trying to get the thin film to cover my eyes. It helps me to see if someone’s blocking or disguising themselves. But sometimes I can’t control it, and a defense covers them, cloaking my entire eyes black. The thicker film tints my sight in a way sunglasses would and forces me to see not only who they truly are, but also what their true intentions may be for what they want to do to me. Or what they desire to accomplish. Though, in real life, the person will be at ease and still. The hallucinations I used to have. . . They’re just like this, and it’s beginning to worry me. This ability makes me literally feel like I’m losing my mind. A freak of the worst kind.


  “Now, Ladybug, we’ll work on that.” His tight cheeks lift with his genuine smile. “We can talk more on the flight out in the morning. I have a few more things I need to bring together tonight.” He pivots and I grab his shoulder. “Dad, wait!”


  Slowly, he veers, meeting my eyes. I blink and his image flashes, exposing a different man before me. It disappears. I blink twice more before it stays.


  Pitch-black eyes bore into mine. They remind me of Justin’s with the emptiness in their depths. His straight black hair and stained, blacken lips are nothing of any creature I’ve seen. His hand rises, drawing attention to his sharp, black nails as he scuffs his chin where Dad’s beard would be. His face is stone smooth, and skin’s a gray to match. The imposter smiles. Sharpened off-white teeth bite into his thin bottom lip. His dreary, black eyes travel me over as his nostrils flare on his pointed nose. Satisfaction eases his tense expression as he inhales. His Mmm is nearly inaudible, but with these ears, I hear his pleasure filled groan clearly. Shaking it off, he quips, “What’s going on, Tracey? I have somewhere I need to be shortly. Just a minute ago, you wanted nothing to do with me and were slamming doors in my face. I’ll be having a talk with your mother about this as well.”


  I can’t speak, watching the monster talk to me with Dad’s voice. Nathan grabs my hand, bringing me back. I clear my throat and mutter, “Umm. Just sorry.” I force myself to blink, and he’s Dad again.


  He gleams from ear to ear, admiration evident in his voice as he says, “That’s quite alright, Ladybug. See you at home.” He averts, walking toward the rears doors.


  Nathan nods to Olar and Olar leaves, following my fake dad.


  “Hybrid,” Nathan whispers next to my ear. “Wait here. We’ll be right back.”


  Glen and I meet in the middle of the hall, watching Nathan and Scott flank Olar. “They sure look good walking away on business; charged up and all,” Glen admires.


  I turn away from her, looking down the hall at our guys. “Yeah,” I second. “He does,” I add, thinking about the way Nathan’s back would look if his shirt weren’t present. He’s so freaking attractive; it should be illegal to be this enthralled by someone. This is so out of character for me, and I hate myself for being this way. But I love to love it . . . and him.


  Flesh pounding jabs spike in my hearing. A body slamming against the truck or the school building shortly follows it, and then two doors slam. Nathan’s truck speeds off, tires screeching on the pavement. Glen and me race for the back doors. Nathan and Scott reenter the school before we make it. They straighten themselves, looking over their clothes. I know that move too well, searching to ensure there isn’t any bloodstains or proof they’ve just mauled someone. I guess Nathan was at the office. Dressed ‘business casual’ in a gray button-down and creased jeans, he looks as if he might’ve even had a meeting today.


  Scott passes me to Glen, and I continue to Nathan. He looks over my head, attention drawn to something behind me. “I’ll be back to pick you up,” he says.


  I rise on my tiptoes, not coming close to being as in his face as I want. “Where are you going?”


  He tips his chin, finally meeting my eyes. “I need to take care of this issue. See why he came, what he wants, who sent him. And why he was so comfortable.”


  I can understand that, but I hate seeing him go, and I need him like . . . now. But he always has to go.


  “It’s just the bond, Sparky,” he tries to convince.


  “Nathan, everything is not just the bond. You’ve been using that excuse too much lately. Every time I tell you I need you, you’re all it’s just the bond, Sparky,” I mock. “It’s not. I seriously miss you, and it does kill me seeing you leave. Little pieces of me slowly die and drown in space, never to be revived.”


  He laughs at me. “Sparks, we slept together last night, and we just saw each other four hours ago before I dropped you off at school, I’ve come up here twice today, and we were just together less than fifteen minutes ago.”


  I grimace. “Okay. So, it may be the bond. But still, Nate.”


  “Okay. You want me to come to class with you?” he chaffs, pursing his lips.


  “No,” I grump, crossing my arms.


  His big hands wrap around my shoulders, squeezing them. He asks, “Then what do you want?”


  “I guess nothing.”


  His hands fall to his sides. “I’m going. See you later.”


  I roll my eyes. “Whatever, kiss me and go.”


  “Don’t be like that, Sparks. Don’t be mad.” He slips his index finger under my chin and tilts my head back. Raising a questioning eyebrow, he asks, “Okay?”


  “Yeah,” I slur, breathing him in. Planting a gentle kiss on my lips, he draws back, eyes narrowed and jaw locked. I watch the controlling muscle in his neck jump, and jest, “Yeah, that upsets me too.”


  He chuckles. “It’s the pull, Sparks.” He pats the side of my butt and backs against the handle of the door so it opens. “See you in a bit.” The door slowly closes in my face, and I lean my head against it, quietly slamming my hand against the cold metal. That drives me crazy.


  Counting to ten, I pull it together and turn around to my friends.


  Glen smiles as she hooks her arm around mine. “Come on, let’s go to lunch.”


  I go ignored as Glen and Scott are all over each other, as usual, during lunch. The others laugh and joke as they eat. I’d like to leave, but thanks to Roehl, I can’t just get up and go as I want. Nathan still hasn’t told me about their past, what he can do, or why we must wait around to rid myself of him. But I guess we all have our secrets. There’s so much I don’t understand, and other things I wish would come to sight so I wouldn’t have to spend this life guessing.
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  PRINCIPAL HOLLANDER INTERRUPTS THE end of day announcements to provide the schedule for us to pick up our caps and gowns next week. Graduation’s in only three weeks. And as if we needed the reminder, the student council has plastered the walls with congratulation signs in every hall of the school.


  Glen and Scott left me as I wait for the guidance counselor to provide my enhanced speech. She loved the one Nathan and I wrote, but there are certain things she’d like for me to add, and a closing that requests the graduates not throw their caps up since we’ll be in the gym instead of outside on the field as they’d planned. Despite what they say, we will be tossing our caps in the air. I leave out the rear doors of the school to the back lot, spotting Nathan waiting in Taylor’s car.


  “What’s going on?” I ask as Nathan opens the door for me.


  “Picking you up.” He pushes the door closed after I’ve settled in.


  I press the button to let down the window. “Right. But why are you in Taylor’s car?”


  “My truck was messy. Olar doesn’t know how to keep things tidy.”


  “Tidy, huh?”


  “Yes,” he grumps. “He always fucks my shit up,” he mutters, walking around the car.


  We haven’t spoken to Taylor since that night she told us about Roehl. She’s tried on multiple occasions to apologize, sparking small talk, cooking, anything to get our attention. We eat her food but never engage. Nathan’s really rude to her, though; closing doors in her face, eyeing her as she speaks then walking right past her, or ignoring her completely.


  Everyone knows about what happened. Justin’s even giving her the cold shoulder. His version of the cold-shoulder. He doesn’t talk to her but will offer his touch and a kind smile when everyone else has nothing to do with her. Natalia, also, stays by her side. She’d called a family meeting last night, wanting to discuss Taylor and how we’re all family and should treat her as such because we love her. Nathan stood and apologized for being rude, but refused to discuss the matter further. We left the room with him saying Taylor isn’t a part of this family anymore. His tone was so cold when he said it his words left the great room and everyone in it freezing.


  Glen gets in the backseat, throwing her bag on the floor. “Scott, can you buy me one of these cars?” she asks as he climbs in beside her.


  I turn in my seat, wrinkling my nose. “Are you serious?”


  She shrugs, brushing me off. “What? I want one.”


  “No,” Scott huffs.


  “Where’s your car?” I ask Scott. “Why don’t you drive it?”


  “Because.” He swats Glen’s hand away as she tries to pick at a scab on his face. “We’re all going to the same place. Why drive two cars? I’m going green.”


  “Right. . .” I drag, unconvinced. Going green. . . I shake him off, watching Nathan get in. “So, why are we in Taylor’s car?”


  “Because I like this car,” he answers.


  “Does she know you took her car?”


  “Does it matter?”


  I wave back at Angela and Rachel as we leave the lot. “For conversation’s sake, yes it does.”


  “Yes,” he drones, seeming as if he’d prefer not to answer.


  “Did you ask?”


  “No.”


  “Well, why—”


  “Sparks,” he cuts me off. “You have a lot of questions today,” he says sweetly. It’s obvious he’s irritated but trying to keep the peace.


  “Moody I see.” I sit back, looking out the window. I do have a lot of questions, and I’d like them answered.


  Scott bickers at Glen, demanding she leaves his war wounds alone. He’s been in a mood since our missing Prom last week. Everyone’s been giving him a hard time about it because he was voted prom king. School is Scott’s thing, he’s dedicated and values every minute of it. Besides keeping Glen under his arm, that’s the only other thing of which he’s proud. So, missing the epic, once in a lifetime senior prom, he’s been bummed out.


  I, on the other hand, wasn’t concerned with attending. Things are a little different for me now. I thought the most important obligation I had was school and it probably should still be that. But . . . not so much anymore. I’m more focused on how to make dark vines not appear on my arms and ears, how to not need my boyfriend every second of the day, what color my eyes are, and if it’s safe to go outside alone.
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  The elephant in the room grows larger as Scott and I wait for Nathan to tell us what happened to the Hybrid.


  “Where is he?” Scott asks again.


  Nathan goes to the fridge, grabbing a plate of food I assume he’d made earlier. “He’s hanging around here.” He puts the plate in the microwave and quick starts it. “He’s still not talking.” Going back to the fridge, he grabs a couple of bottled waters, and by the time he walks back to the microwave, it’s beeping.


  “What’s next?” Scott asks.


  “I go in,” Nathan answers coolly, grabbing the plate and handing it to me.


  I take it, nearly snatching it from his hands, eager to calm my rumbling stomach. I’ve not eaten since last night. “Go in how?”


  “To talk to him,” he answers, taking the seat next to me.


  “I’m coming,” I hurry to say, blowing the hot broccoli.


  Nathan fixes me with a narrow glance, his disapproval for my attending etched in the pinched corners of his eyes. “Tracey, I don’t like you being around this stuff.”


  I eat, ignoring him.


  “Nate, we don’t get any food?” Glen pouts, snatching a slice of my roast.


  “Didn’t you eat at school?” Nathan retorts, pulling my plate a bit further away from her.


  Glen kisses Scott’s cheek and mutters, “Not the food.”


  Turning up my nose, I nag, “That’s nasty.” She laughs, sharing my plate.


  “No. You two don’t get any food.” Nathan punches Scott’s arm. “Get up and make your lady something to eat.”


  “And kill her with my cooking? No,” Scott quips, avoiding Glen’s twenty-fifth kiss.


  I chuckle, feeling Roseland’s presence enter the kitchen.


  “Hello, kids,” he chimes, throwing a hand against Nathan’s back. “You’re just getting in from school?”


  “Yeah,” Scott answers.


  Roseland leans against the counter, crossing his thick arms in front of his chest. “Nathan?” he starts, taking a bite out of an apple he snagged from the bowl. “There’s a Hybrid hanging in the let out bathroom. Olar said he was there for a reason. Would you know anything about that?”


  Nathan chuckles but his amusement doesn’t show. “Yes. I’m about to take care of that, with intentions of having him out shortly.”


  “Walking or being cleaned up?”


  “Depends,” Nathan says, standing.


  I scrape the last of my food from my plate and down the rest of my water. An uncontrollable belch barges from my throat, and I throw my hand over my mouth. “Wow! I am so sorry about that,” I say in my hand, meeting the many eyes glaring at me. “I was starving.”


  Nathan pats my back, giving me a half-smile. “It’s okay, Sparky. Let it out.”


  I laugh. “That was delicious. Thank you.”


  Glen leaves for the stairs. They moved from their downstairs room to upstairs, down the hall from Nathan’s. She never sits in on Nathan and Olar’s festive interrogation sessions, and with good reason. The rest of us follow Nathan to where he’s holding the Hybrid.


  The let out bathroom’s a five-minute hike out behind the garage. I wondered about the name let out, but I get it now. The detached bathroom is the size of a small bedroom. Lined with low hanging pipes and rails, the shower stall like room holds a small toilet far on a wall next to a sink with a dirtied mirror above it. Smack dab in the middle of the ceiling, a foot-wide showerhead hangs a foot low. I can only imagine who or what would need this big of a bathroom, and why the Newcombs have one. It feels icky in here, and the mold and mildew growing up the brick walls are by far disgusting. I drag my gaze from their corrosion to the permanently dirty tile floor, of which a drain sits in the middle right beneath the showerhead.


  A shadow moving on the floor has my gaze following it up to the hanging Hybrid. Without restraints, his hands are gripped tight around the pipe as his feet dangle inches from the floor. He looks us over, resting his jet-black eyes on me and smiles. Still favoring Dad, his features are different, eyes closer together, a more pointed nose, and smaller ears. He’s built more slimly and taller than my father is.


  I move a little behind Nathan, wishing the stranger would stop undressing me with his unswerving gawp.


  “You wanted to come,” Nathan chaffs.


  “Shut up,” I fire back, matching his quiet.


  His arm grazes mine as his hand moves to my lower back, he pats it once and leaves me to stand in front of the hanging Hybrid. Roseland takes up the spot he vacated. Scott stands at my other side. I’d object to their overprotectiveness because I can totally take care of myself, but I bite it back, seeing the determination to make it to me sewn deep in the Hybrid’s dark eyes.


  A flicker on the far wall draws my attention to Olar leaning against it. He’s always got something wicked up his sleeve, and I anxiously wait to see how this will play out.


  “Johann,” Nathan starts, snatching everyone’s attention.


  The Hybrid drops to the floor, standing eye level with him. “Why are you holding her?” Johann asks tentatively. He’s yet to take his eyes off me.


  Nathan looks over his shoulder at me, then back. He snorts, amused. “She’s mine to hold.”


  “You should share something so. . .” Johann stalls, dark tongue sliding over his bottom lip as he all but rapes me with his gawk. “. . . Exquisite.” By the way his mouth moves, the word is supposed to sound seductive. But everything about his stealthy demeanor makes me want to vomit.


  “No.” Nathan pinches the side of his face, scratching his temple. “I’m selfish.”


  Disappointed, Johann shakes his head. Nathan smirks, clasping his hands behind his back and stretches. This is a side of him I’ve never seen with an enemy; calm, easy going, taking his time. I’ve grown used to him just beating the snot out of someone and walking away.


  Stretching his arms over his head, Johann folds them to rest on top of it, hands grabbing at the point of his elbows. He steals another glance at me before looking back at Nathan. “Yeah, that would be me too if she were mine.” He points with his elbow. “She smells like you but sweeter. Floral not sugar.”


  “Humph.” Nathan looks up at him from his bowed head. “Tell me why you’re here.”


  Johann’s skinny arms drop to his sides, and his eyes widen a bit as he, maybe, thinks of a quick response to Nathan’s sudden change in topic. “I came to see what all the fuss was about.”


  “What fuss? Who’s fussing?” Nathan inquires, brows hitched and eyes narrowed. He scratches the back of his head, giving Johann a quizzical expression, but he isn’t at all confused. I’d feel it if he was, but the contorted look on his face is very convincing.


  “Nate, if I knew she was yours, I wouldn’t have tailed it.”


  Nathan’s strange calm remains as he replies, “No. You knew she was mine when you approached her. Better yet, you knew she was mine when whoever sent you here to check her out or take her.” He steps back causing Johann to step forward, not wanting to give Nathan any distance. “What were your intentions?”


  Johann stammers over his words before compiling, “It was my intention to take her. But deliver her, not keep her for me.”


  “Deliver her?” Nathan questions. “To whom?”


  “Who else,” Johann dredges up.


  “And her family?”


  “They were of no importance. I was to do with them as I pleased. I would have done away with them before I snatched the girl.”


  Nathan takes a step to the side, and Johann matches his step. Nathan shakes his head, asking, “And was it mentioned what the intentions were with her?”


  “No. I was told I’d enjoy bringing her. But I was instructed not to deviate or be consumed by the attraction. That would’ve been difficult to follow through. I’m already consumed—the moment she spoke to me. It’s hard to fight.”


  The muscles jump in Nathan’s neck as he bites back his anger. But he’s superb at maintaining this strange calm. “Are there others with these instructions?”


  “If I fail, I’m sure there are others to replace me.”


  “Well, I hate to be the bearer of bad news, Johann.” Nathan’s hand falls on his shoulder. “But you failed. Horribly.”


  Johann’s jet-black eyes meet Nathan’s as he promises, “Nate, I guarantee you the details were left out.”


  “That may be so, but when you saw her with me, you continued to follow through with your plan. Never faltered.” He takes another step, but this time, Johann doesn’t move. Nathan nods with a small, wicked smirk teasing the corners of his mouth. “What was in it for you?” I’m itching to know what Nathan has up his sleeve. He’s up to something, but I’m as oblivious as Johann is.


  “What?” Johann’s face contorts. He lowers at Nathan in a way that makes his question seem like it was a complicated, scientific math problem.


  “I’m curious?” Nathan’s never curious.


  “Nate, there are others, maybe, three behind me. Whatever happened, he wants her, and he has made them and I want her as well. Allow me the opportunity to change this. I’ll take care of it for you.”


  Nathan grins and the sharp of his teeth peeks out behind his lips. “Take care of it for me?” He pauses as if he’s considering Johann’s offer. Amusement lightens his eyes, but the malevolence in his smirk and lowering brows diverts his humor. “Not a chance,” he drawls in a stingily deep voice.


  “You know what he wants; he’ll have. You know, Nathan. You know you can’t prevent that,” Johann states, voice shaking as he trembles. Fear stains his face; whatever Nathan’s next move is he’s not ready for it.


  “You don’t think so?” Nathan stretches his arms behind his back, somehow amused by Johann and his doubt. “After all the things you’ve seen me do. You knowing the full extent of what I am capable of . . . doubt me?” he whispers the words inquisitively.


  Johann arcs over, throwing his hands to his head. “Get out of my head, Nathan!” he orders, sharp fingernails digging into his hair and piercing his scalp. Screams blare from his throat, and I don’t know if it’s because of Nathan or himself.


  I clamp my hand over my slacked-jaw. My stomach heaves and I force myself to swallow down the sudden urge to spew chunks.


  Olar emerges out of the dark corner, coming up behind Johann. “That’s not Nathan,” he snarls. “Stop fucking around and tell us what his next move is!” He’s not nearly as calm as Nathan is. He’s also a lot more intimidating than Nathan with his dark and deadly voice, making me think if Johann doesn’t give him what he wants he will kill him, or something worse.


  Johann shrieks, making my ears ring. Whatever’s going on in his head must be worse than him digging his nails into it. Black blood stains his fingertips and forehead as he digs and claws at himself. “I was only supposed to come here to get her. I don’t know past that. I swear! Please get out of my head!” he wails, agony bleeding through his tempered words.


  “Not happening. I know you know more,” Olar says, infuriated.


  “Nathan, please let me go? Make him stop,” Johann begs.


  Nathan rubs his hand over his beard, and it slides down to his neck before falling to his side. “You tried to take what’s mine. Unforgivable. You knew who she belonged to when you saw me walk in the office with her. You even went out of your way to watch her family, learning their speech, their ways, and posed as her father to further your goal of her leaving with you.” Anger sweeps over his once calm eyes, swirling them midnight. His deep voice stings in his lower tone. “And you want me to let you go? Just like that?”


  Johann drops to his knees. “Please?”


  Nathan pulls his shoulders back, and his neck hardens as he drones, “When have you ever known me to let someone go who’s crossed me? Better yet, tried to cross me?”


  “Never,” Johann counters, now calm.


  “Then why would I start with you?” Nathan regards in a demonic tone that scares me.


  Johann breathes heavily, pulling his nails from his skull. His arms fall to his sides; fists pressed to the tile. He glowers at Nathan, a wishful threat in his squinted eyes.


  Olar sits down on the floor next to Johann, propping up his knees.


  “What?” Johann sneers, turning up his nose at him.


  Olar smirks his amused, yet, threatening gleam, letting his sharp teeth sink into his pink tongue. “Nothing,” he says, shoving Johann. “Jus’ chillin’.”


  Johann falls in a sit.


  I find Nathan leaning against the wall across from them. The soft light in his midnight eyes stands out in the shadows. I can’t tell at all what he’s thinking, his face vacant of all expression as he just stares.


  “Just get the shit over with, Nate.” Johann’s gaze flicks to me and then away.


  “Don’t try to entice me,” Nathan intones. “I have enough of that. Plus, you were only a pawn in his game.”


  Johann jumps to his feet, racing for me, moving faster than Olar can grab him.


  Fearful, I reflex, blasting him. A warp of fire bursts from my hands and smashes into Johann’s chest. He flies back, feet lifting off the floor, and rams into the tile wall behind him. Dropping down into a squat with his back against the concrete, the hole in his chest slowly closes. Johann groans, fingers swiping over the new addition to his chest.


  “Enough fun for one day, Johann. I’ll see you tomorrow.” Nathan pulls himself from the wall, smiling with his sharpened teeth evenly aligned. “If you’re lucky, or, if someone else’s as dumb as you, you might have a playmate.”


  Johann stands and lurches across the floor to the pipe. Jumping up, he grabs hold of it and willingly hangs there.


  Olar stalks past him, looking as if he doesn’t want to leave him alive. And to confirm my assumption he throws a punch in Johann’s stomach.


  I turn to the door as Nathan makes it to my side. Even with the threats, the intimidation, Johann’s gloss-eyed gaze still assaults my body.


  “You cannot leave me in here like this!” Johann yells when Roseland opens the door.


  Nathan whips around, anger filling him too quickly. My hand shoots out, grabbing his and he calms. Rage sucked away as though it never existed. His face irritably contorts as he looks down at our clasped hands. He hates it when I control him, a part of him; a big part of him likes the beast and despises containment. But it’s required. He’d be angry with himself if he spazzed out.


  Gritting his teeth, Nathan drags his gaze up to Johann. “I’m just making it as difficult for you as the person who sent you is trying to make it for me. You chose who you wanted to follow, and along with the others who choose the same, death will not come easy,” Nathan promises without ire.


  I turn to the door before him, heading from, what I now call, the torture room.


  Johann’s curses and hate-filled words fly at our backs until the door shuts.


  I was expecting them to kill him too. Once again, Nathan takes his role as the hardest person to read in my life.


  Nathan hooks his arm around my neck, and in my ear, he whispers rhyming lyrics in his language. I pick up on some words he uses often, but with others, I’m less familiar. Like the ones he’s using today. Long ‘A’s, hard ‘R’s, and ‘W’s that sound like a mix between W, U, and A, lace the accent of his linguistic. It’s settling in a way that lifts the weight of our world off my shoulders, and I let the smile steal my face. I’m supposed to be accustomed to people coming after me. Since Roehl, it’s been happening a lot. But I’m never going to get used to someone using someone else to kidnap me. And this guy was very good.


  Scott leaves us to find Glen, and Olar and Roseland follow Nathan and me to his room. If I could pay for a moment alone with him, I would. I’m craving for some of his attention without interruptions or someone with their eyes on us.


  Recently, Nathan bought a sitting chair for his room. It’s a dark gray like his walls, and if I were just to glance over to the corner of the room between the window and closet, the chair almost blends in. I sit in it, leaning my head back on its firm pillow-top.


  “What happened in there?” Roseland asks, twisting the computer chair around and sliding it between his legs. He hugs the back of the chair to his chest, waiting on Nathan to answer.


  Heading for the bathroom, Nathan throws over his shoulder, “Johann showed up at Sparks’ school, posing as her father. He was going to kill her parents and take off with her in the morning.”


  “I suppose you got that bit of information when you got into his head.”


  “Got into his head?” I question.


  “Yeah, I did,” Nathan says, leaving the bathroom. He leans against the TV stand, adding, “I had Olar cover the pain.” He aborts his sentence, watching Olar pass him to his bathroom. “You do know there’s another bathroom in the hall.”


  “Yes. But I don’t want to miss the conversation,” Olar retorts, closing the bathroom door.


  Nathan looks at me, throwing his thumb toward the closed door. I shake my head, letting off to just let it go. Olar doesn’t care about anything he does or anyone’s personal space. The world is his to seize and, or destroy.


  Looking at his phone, Nathan concludes, “It wasn’t going to happen, but what’s to say he wouldn’t try to kill her parents. Couldn’t have that.”


  “I don’t know now,” I mutter derisively, thinking about Dad giving me a hard time lately.


  “You don’t mean that, Ladybug,” Nathan mocks.


  “What happened to you?” Roseland asks Nathan. His brows pull together, and he drags in a breath as though Nathan’s choice would draw on heavier consequences.


  Nathan lifts his gaze to Roseland. “I didn’t want to,” he emits, the humor he’d used with me gone.


  “Since when?”


  “It’s greater than that.” Nathan flicks his gaze up to the ceiling as if he were reading his next words in the paint. “Roehl’s testing me. He knows I’ll drop each of them and send them back to him gift wrapped.”


  “So, what? We hold them hostage in the let out until. . .?” Roseland asks with a continuing motion to his hand.


  “I’m not sure yet. It depends on when the next one comes.”


  Olar swings open the bathroom door. Its whack against the wall breaks into his words. “I think we should drop them by twos. Make them kill each other, and we’ll watch.”


  That sounds gory. “I think I’ll skip that.” Feeling Nathan stare a hole through me, I shift my gaze to him. He nods for me to come over. Hell Yes. Favorably, I go. Standing before him, I wait for instruction; if he will make the first move or should I.


  He grabs my hips, pulling me to him. “You were taking too long,” he groans, pushing his arms around me. Subsequently, the bond has us both messed up. Nathan just has a more tamable hold on his bonding with me. “Turn off your brain, Sparks,” he says, leaning down, kissing me. I rise on my toes, brain shutting down, body coming alive with a swelling passion that’s been expanding in me and never subsides.


  My tongue grazes his lip and is met with his brushing it. As the door closes, the overbearing awareness I held from others being in the room is gone. Feeling the relief, I breathe in, taking in more Nathan scented air than my lungs can handle. Curling my arms around Nathan’s neck, he lifts me by my thighs making our difference in height a non-issue.


  Leaning back, he gazes. “I miss you.”


  I look him over, admiring him. “Me too,” I say, pushing my hands up the short sleeves of his fitted shirt.


  “I didn’t kill him because you were there. I wasn’t just going to turn him into nothing, and I didn’t want you to see that.”


  I lean down to kiss him, but stop half way to his lips to say, “I don’t care.” As I’m closing the remaining distance his door whips open.


  He lets me down to the floor and Little Nathan’s rattling off. “I’m sorry. I probably should have knocked, but Justin and Taylor are going at it heavy! We need your help.”


  Without question, we rush from the room.
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  THE BASEMENT’S TRASHED. HANGING ceiling lights flicker as they swing back and forth. The coffee table, once evenly sat between the couches and TV is smashed, seeming to be from someone being slammed onto it. The kitchen side of the basement is in shambles, the counters, fridge, stove. . . They’re all a memory.


  Natalia stands off to the side near the wall the TV once occupied, clear of any crossfire, yelling for Taylor and Justin to stop. They’ve separated, lethal expressions daring the other to make the next move. I rush to Natalia’s side, wrapping my arm around her shoulders. She squeezes me tight, watching Nathan cross the floor to his sister and her mate.


  Taylor’s reddened complexion is a clear indication she’s lost control and spazzed out on Justin. She’s been doing that lately, something about what Roehl did to her. I’ve not yet gotten the full understanding of it because we rarely talk to Taylor, and to not rile Nathan up we don’t talk about her either.


  Justin stands his ground, the only one who can take Taylor’s blows besides Nathan. In full Hybrid form, his jet-black hair hangs down his back in the constant ponytail he wears. Eyes darker than nightstand out against his pale, powder-like skin. He’s been good about not fighting back with Taylor when she’d spaz, but today, it looks like things got out of hand.


  “What happened?” Nathan asks, playing peer mediator. His tone’s dull and his dislike for needing to step in is present in his demeanor; arms hung at his side, shoulders slumped, head tilted a bit to the side. He even adds the ‘roll of his eyes.’


  “Nathan, please talk to her? She has lost it,” Natalia nervously begs. Her fear shudders her body, vibrating my arms. I rub her hands, hoping she can feel through my touch that everything is okay. Since Papa Nathan’s passing, her settlement in life has diminished. She’s jumpy and more alert than the other Sephlems I’ve met. I worry about her, and I want her to know that whatever she needs I’m here, even if that means my silence and reassuring her with something as pointless as my touch.


  Nathan nods, responding to his mom without looking in her direction. “Justin, calm down and tell me what happened.”


  Justin shifts his weight, body still hunched, ready to attack. “Something’s wrong with her,” he rushes airy and without a voice in his Hybrid form.


  Nathan seems as if he wants to, but he doesn’t look at Taylor as he asks, “What’d you do?”


  Taylor adjusts, letting her complexion take back its tanned tone. Justin changes as she does. Throwing her hands to her chest, she cries, “He’s calling me, Nathan.” Stepping toward him, she adds, “I spazzed out and Justin took a few blows.” Her hurt filled, downcast gaze gradually rises to Justin. “I’m sorry.” He gives her single nod with the darkness leaving his eyes and color filling his cheeks.


  Nathan moves from Taylor’s path, avoiding her oncoming. “Look at the basement,” he blurts. “Justin apparently took more than a few blows.”


  Taylor veers to approach him, arms extended in front of her, requesting his embrace.


  Nathan’s head falls in a bow. A mix between disbelief and dissatisfaction is thick in his eyes as he looks at Taylor through is upper lashes. He slowly shakes his head, murmuring, “Taylor, if you value your mate’s life, you won’t come any closer.”


  Halted mid-step, she stumbles. “You would kill my mate because of what happened?” Her shock creeps in her words causing them to rise and fall accusatorily.


  Nathan’s eyes swirl midnight. Natalia’s grip on my hand tightens as we watch him face her. “No,” he corrects. “I’ll kill you.” His most direct attack against her yet.


  We gasp, all sucked dry by his promise.


  Taylor drops to her knees, clutched hands pressed to her chest. Sobbing, she holds herself as if a chill’s knifing through her again and again. I can’t imagine the hurt her brother’s words have on her. The relationship they once had disappearing like passed time, her feeling it slip away from her ounce by ounce.


  “Nathan!” Natalia shouts, startling me. “That is your sister!” Her rage heats her face, crimson staining her young cheeks. “You don’t mean that, son.” She chokes on her words. “You can’t.” She rushes to Taylor’s mewling body. “You need to help her, Nathan. She can’t fight this on her own.”


  I squeeze my eyes shut, feeling Nathan’s anger overcome me. Sometimes, his anger’s so powerful it locks me up. Breathing, I wait for it to pass. Stepping over blocks of splintered wood, scraps of couch, and pieces that’d fallen from the ceiling, I meet him. I slide my fingers over his palm and find the empty spaces between his fingers, sealing them, filling him with a comfort I know will calm him down. “It’s okay,” I tell him.


  He looks down at me, eyes swirling green-brown. Turning away, he breaks our grasp, rejecting it. “I can’t.”


  “Nathan!” Natalia yells.


  He halts, grimacing.


  “You will help your sister. Consider all that she’s done for you! You’ve always helped family! What happened?” she barks.


  Nathan whips around, anger deep in his reddening face. “She happened!” He points at Taylor. “She was supposed to be my family! She messed up; she betrayed me.” His voice lowers to a wicked utter. “She has done a lot for me, and so did the person she used to help cross me. But you don’t see me walking around here helping him, or calling him family.” He looks down at Taylor crying out in pain. “Go to him, Taylor!” he shouts at her. “You owe it!” Backing away from them, he pivots but stops when Natalia’s tears fall.


  “Nathan, I cannot believe you.” She kneels down, trying to help Taylor from the floor.


  It hurts him, seeing his mother cry and struggle, but he doesn’t move. Little Nathan rushes over, pulling Taylor to her feet.


  Nathan turns away from them. “I’m leaving. Gotta get back to watching out for these assholes coming to take Sparks, thanks to Taylor’s feebleness.”


  “Nathan!” Natalia barks. “If you do not help your sister, I will ban you.”


  What the hell does that mean?!


  She straightens her spine, adding, “And it will be you who we will no longer refer to as family.”


  Despair moves stealthily over us. “You will ban me?” Nathan asks in a flat monotone. Then the anger thrashes through him forcing him to shout, “Me! Taylor put Tracey’s life on the line, my life on the line for her selfish needs!” He points from his sister to me with an angry thrust of his index and middle fingers. “She risked my heart!” he shouts, pointing to himself. “All because she wanted your husband dead.” He leaves my side, gating toward them. “She did that! She promised herself and me to Roehl all because he gave her some edge to get me to kill our father! And you would ban me?!”


  Natalia takes a single step toward him, daring him with a look that could kill.


  He retracts, looking down at her. “She betrayed our family,” he continues in a lower voice. “And you want me to help her? Just ignore what she has done?” He snorts. “You should be thankful she’s still alive.”


  Natalia’s hand whips back and smacks Nathan, sending his head turning left.


  Taking his bottom lip in his mouth, he bites down on it so hard my lip hurts. Leaving his head turned, he looks at me from the corner of his eyes. I can see the million and one thoughts crossing his mind, the rage and calm twisting the color in his irises. He would never lay a finger on his mother, but he wants to release the beast in other ways.


  “Babe,” I mutter hurtfully, knowing he’s talking out of anger, and both of them need to calm down. Natalia knows how hard to hit or blast Nathan without it hurting me, but by the sadness in her eyes, she regrets she did.


  Nathan shifts his gaze from me, letting his lids close over his dark eyes as he turns to face his mother.


  She won’t let Nathan see her falter, but she steps away from him. She stands strong on her promises even if it means hurting herself. “Son, you heard what I said.” Tears roll from her eyes, and her soft voice shakes as she tries to hold in the grief. “I’ve been back and forth with you two for the past few months. But this”—she points to Taylor’s shivering body—“Has gone too far. She cannot handle this alone, Nathan.” She takes a breath to calm herself. “I know you and Tracey have a lot going on. And I, too, am not sure of what Taylor’s intentions were. But we love our family regardless of what they’ve done to harm or hurt us.” Nobody speaks as she takes a long pause. “Roehl was not our family, never has been and never will be.” She shoots Nathan a deadly scowl, expression and voice hardening as she adds, “And it is your fault he isn’t dead.”


  Little Nathan helps Taylor as the three pass Nathan and me, heading upstairs. The basement door slams, causing the picture on the walls to rattle and a couple to crash on the floor.


  Nathan grunts, kicking the shredded couch across the remainder of the room. It skates across the floor, plowing a couch-sized hole in the wall.


  I cross the floor to him, trying to force my fingers through his tightly balled fists. “Accept it, Nathan.”


  He unclenches his fists, and my fingertips slide over his palm feeling the indentation his nails made in his skin. “She’s wrong for that shit,” he grumbles, calming down. His high shoulders fall, and the blush on his ears fade.


  “Come on. Come lay down with me,” I encourage, pulling Nathan to the bedroom in the basement. Thankfully, it’s gone untouched. A bed, dresser, and nightstand crowd the small room. A window above the dresser lets in the light of the late afternoon so I don’t concern myself with turning on the light—a single lamp sat on the black nightstand. I lay us down with his head resting against my chest. Our bodies settle on the mattress, and I take in the silence, running my fingers through his shorter hair on the sides of his head. It helps.


  When comfort settles in, Nathan slams his arm against the wall causing the brick to crack.


  “Um, if you keep destroying the house, we may have to move,” I say.


  Tilting his head back, he meets my gaze. “Why are they fucking with me?”


  “I don’t have an answer for that.” I lean my head back against the headboard, wrapping my arms around his shoulders. “Your mom just wants you to help your sister.”


  “Something’s wrong with her. It’s like after the many times our father tried to kill us. He’s family, Nathan, and we love family,” he echoes his mother’s words. “I sat back and let him live and he damn near took our lives. What makes them think I’m going to allow family to take us down again? You know what I say?”


  “What?”


  “Fuck family.”


  I sit, listening as he goes on about his mom. When he takes a pause to grumble, I ask, “What’d your mom mean by it being your fault for Roehl not being dead?”


  “I knew that was coming,” he mutters under his breath.


  “Okay?” I state, moving to sit in front of him. “I want the entire story.”


  Captain of the stallers hesitates, taking a deep breath. He leans up on his elbows and stares at me. I lift my brows impatiently. “Roehl’s our father’s son. But he wasn’t born from my mother. My father and a female Hybrid conceived him a couple of years before me. They had him live with us for a while when his mother couldn’t handle him, thinking if they put us together, we’d help each other with our overcome. But for Roehl, there was no overcome; there was only over. Right before Scott was born, my father had sent Roehl away. He hated anything or anyone not Sephlem; you know that. Roehl was Burdened, but what made him so much worse, his blood was tainted by Hybrid as well. And with your confirming my father was Burdened and Hybrid, I can see why Roehl was affected by it so intensely.” He lies back down, looking at the ceiling. “When I was opposed to my family’s greater good, he and I linked up. We didn’t care about much besides what we were and what we wanted to become. Like he said, we did everything together, and at the time, I did look at him as a brother. Those were my bad days, as my family would say. Ruthless, he and I were. No hostages. No witnesses. Nobody told us no, and no one dared to challenge us. We were so known others joined us. The twins who stood with him, Linden and Lawrence, were with us too. We were just . . . not good people. But we had each other’s backs. He was more family to me than any of these people.”


  “So, what happened?” Half of me wants to know, but the other doesn’t.


  He shrugs. “Later, my family had tried to convince me to leave that life. I, um, wanted to be Burdened, free, without restraints. Fighting, killing, partying, being away from here, away from my father. I didn’t want their convincing. I didn’t care. I complained about them to Roehl, and one day he had got it in his head that he would help me get them off my back. So, one day, my entire family came to where he and I were living. They’d tried to play it like an intervention or something.” Nathan sits up and pulls my legs from being crossed under me to being draped over his. Eyes locked on mine, he informs, “He had tried to kill them, Sparks. All of them. A one-man army. He’d yelled about how he and I were going to rule the world together, and how I didn’t want to go with them. As you can see, I stopped him. I had left that day, and he’d warned me not to. He was like a pissed off girlfriend and said if I didn’t come back he’d come for me. He had a serious obsession problem. Everything I have, he’s wanted. This is going to sound cocky but, he wants to be me, and since he can’t, he wants the next best thing. Everything—anything—I have.”


  “That sounds weird, Nathan.”


  “He was weird, I mean, he was like really crazy about getting me back.”


  I nod, wanting him to continue.


  “Years passed. I’d come home from school one day. Back then, we had a different housekeeper. She was chopped up and spread across our kitchen table. I knew he was the one who had done it. It was his style of killing. I was pissed; I liked her. At this time, I was still trying to manage control and separate the man from the beast. Taylor used to tell it to me like that.” He clears his throat. “I’d walked through the house, smelling for him. He was strong, his scent overpowering everything else. I’d followed it to my mother’s room.” Nathan stops and purses his lips. I can’t tell if he’s thinking or preparing himself for whatever he’s going to say next. “Argh.” He grumbles and rushes, “He’d raped her and brought her to her last breath. She was . . . really bad off. And my father was nowhere to be found—at that moment.”


  I cringe, unable to make my brain process that. How terrible of an experience that had to have been for Natalia. The shock from someone not being your mate touching you and that. . .


  “Before I attacked him,” Nathan continues, “Roehl had warned me I’d need my father to heal my mother, and if I wanted him back then I needed to listen.” He rolls his eyes, and I listen as if the words were said to me. “I’d mastered mind control and possession by now. And as he went over his ‘the importance of my return’ speech, which was no different from why everyone else wanted me, all I could focus on was taking him over and killing him. He had brought out my father. He seemed to come out of nowhere. He was near his end too, but well enough to heal my mom. She was traumatized, Sparks. After that, the world didn’t make sense to her for a long time.” He rubs his hand down his face, crossing his eyes. “But wrapping up this long-ass inconvenience of a history lesson. He and I had fought, throwing the best of what we had at each other. He matched my ability of control, but I was stronger and able to overpower him. Dropping him to his knees, I wrapped my hand around his neck, strangling the life out of him. Through scattered breaths, he’d begged me not to kill him. Roehl begs for nothing from no one, so it had caught me off guard. He’d apologized and told me if I didn’t kill him; he’d stay away. He just wanted me to come back, and he loved me as a brother and friend. I was there for him when he had nothing and when no one was there for him.”


  “And you didn’t kill him,” I cut in, voice quieter than I intend for it to be.


  “Like an idiot, I let him go, banning him from our family. He left willingly, no hassle, no fight.” Nathan rubs his hands over my knees, keeping himself at ease. “I’d heard rumors of him getting worse and that he’s frequently asked about me and requested I visit him. I refused, unable to forgive him for what he’d done to my mom.” Gesturing with his hand, he beckons me closer to him. “And eight years later, he’s invited to come back.”


  “Did Taylor know about what happened?”


  “Yes. Everyone knows.” He kisses my cheek, easing the remainder of his discomfort. “And that’s why I don’t understand why she’d go to him. Sparks, they busted their asses trying to get me to come home, trying to bring me down, showing me this life is better than that one. It took years for me to change. And Taylor, she put the most effort into it, and then Scott. She’s seen me spaz out, she’s seen me lose all control, and she’d often have to lose control just to control me. But ever since I let Roehl go, I’ve never let anyone who’s crossed me or my family live, always thinking they’d come back and do something worse all because I let my guard down and let my feelings get the best of me. And my mother wants to make me obligated to help her.”


  “You think she’d do it?” I ask with her words of banning him echoing in my head.


  “Yeah. It wouldn’t last, but she’d do it.”


  “And your being banned will hurt us how?”


  “We’d be separated from the family, giving us no place to live, having that ache in our backs that there’s a clan of Newcombs we belong to but won’t accept us do to the unwelcoming effect of being rejected by our family.”


  “Then you’re going to help Taylor?”


  “You think I should?”


  “Yes,” I answer honestly. “But not because you don’t want your mother to ban you, but because she’s your sister and Taylor has always been there for you.”


  “Really?” he asks, surprised.


  “You don’t want your sister to die, nor do you want to kill her. She messed up, yeah. We’ve all done some things that have resulted in us hating ourselves. But we need to take care of Roehl anyway. She will be our way to do that.”


  “And how would that be?”


  I shrug. “You’ll come up with something.” Smirking, I smoothly avert the topic. “But what I do know is we have this room and the entire basement to ourselves.” I push him to lie back on the bed. “And I’ve been waiting to get you alone for a long time.”


  His warm hands slip under my shirt, grabbing my hips. “Is that right?”


  “Um-hum,” I hum, kissing him once.


  He pushes me back. “You do know it’s supposed to be my job to coerce you into having sex with me.”


  “Oh? Well, we’ve switched shifts.”


  He flips me backward and kisses my chin. “Nah,” he objects, grabbing my waist. I reach for his hands, making sure they’re his real hands and not some illusion. “They’re real, Sparky.”


  I lean up, kissing him. The crave intensifies, causing my hands to shake. “Nate, I need you.” The words burn my tongue as I let them slip. It drives me nuts needing another person; him being my ultimate everything, but I have to wait it out. It’s supposed to ease off its intensity any day now. . .


  “Okay,” Nathan grants, grabbing at the button of my jeans. His love-spelled lips whisk across my neck and up to the sensitive skin behind my earlobe. A shudder arches my back, pressing my chest against his.


  “Hey, Nathan, Tracey?”


  I sink back against the mattress, grumbling. We straighten before Nicholas can walk in.


  “Why are you two down here in all this rubble? Come up, we’re having a meeting,” Nick says from the doorway, gesturing for us to follow. He’s so cute, looking like a younger version of Roseland.


  “It’s like a family meeting every other day,” I utter under my breath as we follow Nick out of the basement.


  Nathan rubs my arms. “Later. Even if we have to go out into the woods,” he says through his teeth.


  Chuckling, I whisper, “Not the woods.”


  “I’m serious.”
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  IMPATIENT EYES LOWER AT us as we enter the great room. We take our regular seats; on a couch on the far end of the room sat against a wall beneath a painting that depicts a night at sea with a storm thrashing a ship against angry waves. It’s the length of the couch and a good five feet tall. We’ve been in and out of family meetings since Taylor began quivering and shaking around the house and Nathan had to tell everyone what had happened with her and Roehl.


  Roseland stands, crossing his arms. “Thank you two for finally joining us,” he articulates, irritated by our late arrival. “We have some things we need to discuss,” he starts, as usual. “First, the company.” His gaze shifts to Nathan. “How are things coming along with missing a partner?”


  “Overwhelming,” Nathan answers. “But everything’s on track, moving slower than I’d like, but on track.” Nathan hasn’t been as involved as much as he’d like, just available when they call him. He has someone to do the administrative work but is working on hiring a second person for the management of inventory and shipments. The hiring process is moving slow, though.


  “Good to hear. I’ve been considering taking the vacancy if this is okay with you?”


  Nathan sits forward, rubbing his hand over his beard. His index finger brushes back and forth over his cheek as he thinks over Roseland’s offer. “I don’t see why it’d be a problem. You know the business, and it would be great to have the help and the second eye on things as it was before.” Nathan seriously disliked his dad, but when it came down to his baby, he appreciated the extra help. Now, he’s overbooked and overworked. Roseland’s coming on as his partner will probably relieve him of a lot of stress.


  “Excellent, we’ll discuss this further at the office.” Turning to his left, Roseland asks, “Mother, you wanted to speak?”


  “Yes, I did.” As Natalia stands, Roseland sits.


  And here we go, Nathan irritably vents, leaning back on the couch.


  Natalia’s sobered face matches his but both their eyes read their disappointment in each other. “Today,” she starts, “Nathan was offered the options to either help Taylor in this battle against Roehl or be banned from our family.” Chatter and disputes echo throughout the room, scolding her options. “Enough!” Natalia commands, voice charging through the ruckus like a train.


  Nathan slouches, rubbing his right eye as if it doesn’t bother him. But I know it does when he grabs my hand.


  “Now,” she continues, “what was said has been said. Nathan needs to decide.”


  Without hesitation, Nathan rises, gaze locked on Taylor. She’s gained a twitch, and her eyes shake as they lift to Nathan. “I will help you,” he states evenly and then turns to Natalia’s smiling face. “And after I help her, Mother, Sparks and I are leaving.”


  Huh?! “Nathan?” I grab his arm as he sits. Trying to zone out all the chatter that’s erupted from Nathan’s reveal, I ask him, What are you saying?


  We aren’t dealing with this shit anymore. I refuse to be threatened by doing things I don’t want to. My family puts me through more shit than those I go against out there.


  “Son,” Natalia calls, pulling us from our conversation. “Why?” she asks in a way that makes her voice rise and fall at the same time. The pride that once lifted her cheeks has been washed away and the frown makes her cheeks droop in the shape of teardrops. Her knit brows tremble, but those intense amber eyes stay strong.


  Nathan goes to stand again, but I hold him still, keeping him seated. “Wait, Nate. Think about this for a minute,” I say, not wanting him to say something he’s going to regret.


  “No, Sparks, I’m not.” He rises. “It’ll be safer for the two of us,” he says to Natalia, but addresses everyone’s questions. “I can’t stay here knowing I’ll get pressured into doing things I don’t want to or jeopardize being banned from my family that I’ve saved and protected from our enemies including our family countless times. We won’t stay here knowing my family will give us up because they can’t wait or come to family first.”


  Taylor jumps to her feet. “Nathan, you cannot leave us. I made a mistake, and I am sorry! But we stick together.”


  “Apparently not,” he drawls, looking away from her to his mom. “You have your way, Mother. I’ll help your daughter, but we won’t stay here. I’ll ban myself.”


  Natalia blinks. Her filling eyes overflow with tears dropping on her cheeks and skating to her chin. She’s silent but louder than she knows.


  “You can’t go and leave me here,” Little Nathan objects. He winces; the effects of his inner protective shield still advancing. I hope, one day, his pain lets up. His agony’s written all over him. He’s not Burdened, but they all have a protective shield that grows with them, and because it’s intact with their entire being it’s stretching and strengthening is intensely felt, like bones realigning, so I’ve been told.


  “I won’t, little brother,” Nathan tells him. “You’ll come.” He sits beside me, avoiding meeting my eyes.


  Tracey, you cannot let him—


  “Get out of her head, Taylor!” Nathan barks, tone hard and aggressive.


  I grab his hand. “Nathan, calm down,” I tell him quietly. “You’re too worked up right now.” She was only going to try to convince me to talk to him; he needs to bring it down a notch.


  He grumbles, irritated I’m forcing him to cool off.


  The many eyes of onlookers’ lock on us. They all say words of sadness and disappointment.


  Natalia straightens her spine and asserts, “Son, I’m sorry to hear that. When you get a moment, I’d like to speak with you privately about your decision.” Though her stance is strong, her eyes have become weak. They take the news as though they are losing Nathan instead of him moving out of the house. I make a note to mention, later, this is normal for most families. Red with embarrassment and anger, she pushes herself to continue. “Now that we know Nathan will help Taylor, we have to compile a plan for him, Taylor, and Tracey to defeat Roehl. And whenever we get the time, I’d like someone to explain to me why there is a Hybrid hanging in the let out bathroom.” She sits down, stealing glances at Nathan.


  “I was thinking.” Scott stands. “We let Taylor see what he wants, Nathan too. Once we understand what that is, or see what his intentions are, we’ll know what we need to do to defeat him.” He squats to sit but stops. “Oh, and the guy in the bathroom tried to steal Tracey and kill her parents. We’re still juggling killing him and uh, not killing him.” He sits.


  Natalia nods, easily accepting of the new addition to their home that may or may not be living past tomorrow.


  All the eyes in the room shift between Nathan and Roseland, awaiting their comment. The two exchange looks in a way that implies they’re internally speaking to each other. Our family relies on them for their input with Roseland having constructive suggestions on Nathan’s deranged, yet, efficacious ideas and plans. Nathan nods, standing. I don’t like the discomforted look on his face. “Thank you, Scott.” He looks down at me from the corner of his eye, adding, “You’ll come with us. Along with Olar. Scott, you’ll sit this one out. But stay available as a plan ‘B’.”


  Scott shakes his head, not liking the idea.


  “We’ll go to Roehl, the four of us,” Nathan continues. “Taylor will turn herself in. I’ll accompany her, considering she’s surrendered me as well. He wants Tracey, so we’ll take her,” he says through his teeth, “to understand his intentions, but also to see what he’s willing to do to get her. Olar’s there for defense.” He looks to his cousin. “You’ll remain ready regardless of what happens.”


  “And I’m not coming for what reason?” Scott interjects.


  “He’ll know something is up if we all show up,” Roseland answers. His we, throws me off because I didn’t hear his name mentioned anywhere.


  “Then let Olar stay here, and I go.”


  “Olar doesn’t have any distractions. If you were to come, your . . . diversion would be sitting at the house calling you the entire time. You wouldn’t focus from trying to pay attention to her,” Nathan says, closing the subject.


  Glen is bad when Scott isn’t around. She calls him constantly on his phone and now, in his head. If he didn’t ignore her and just tell her he’s busy, she might not be so bad. Scott understands and knows Nathan’s right, but the reflection of his annoyance is written in his deep blue swirling eyes and furrowed brows.


  Nathan continues, “Justin will remain here unless something happens to Taylor that calls him to her. We don’t want Roehl to think the entire family knows about Taylor’s betrayal. Does anyone besides Scott disagree?”


  No one objects.


  “When does this happen?” Scott asks with distaste.


  Roseland stands. “Right after you have graduated.”


  “It’s not too far out?” Taylor asks.


  “No. It’ll be fine in case you all can’t come right back,” Roseland relays.


  Wait. Not come right back, Nathan?


  “It’s okay, Sparks. I intend on us returning. But we always have to prepare for the unexpected.” Nathan tries to comfort me in his modulate tone. It doesn’t work.


  Natalia stands. “Okay, then that’s it. I thank you for your time.” She dismisses the room.


  Nathan and I stay behind as the room empties, leaving us with Natalia. Roseland closes the door behind him. The abundance of everyone’s presence eases away from me, and I sigh, slumping my shoulders. I’ll have to figure out a way to control the way others affect me; it’s uncomfortable to feel so many people at once. Rather, it’s uncomfortable to feel other people period.


  “Mom, don’t start,” Nathan kicks it off.


  “Son,” she sighs. “We are—”


  “We are nothing.” He cuts her off. “Do you see what’s going on here? And you force me into helping someone who you know doesn’t deserve to be helped.”


  “It is not up to us to judge who deserves and who does not deserve, Nathan.” She shifts uncomfortably. “I know you’re upset, and I know you’re hurt. I’m sorry this all happened. Your father, Rose, and now Taylor. Then you’re constantly looking over your shoulder at your cousin and his mate with those two trying not to kill you two. I can’t relate to how you feel, son.” She takes a breath, chest visibly rising and falling. “You have been dealing with this type of thing your entire life. People turn on you, including family. But you have to be the bigger person not to turn on them.” She looks for Nathan to respond but he remains quiet. “What Taylor did is forgivable, and we’ll make it right. You know she loves you and Tracey, and she would never allow someone to take Tracey from you because she won’t lose you. Her intentions were in vain, and she may not have known what the outcome would be, but understand, Nathan, she is in the same boat. Writhing in pain from that monster pulling her to him. It won’t be too many days, and he’ll be sending out two at a time, one for Tracey and the other for Taylor.” She waits, and Nathan still doesn’t speak. “Sometimes,” she drags persuasively, “a mother has to do and say things to get her children to behave the way they should. I understand if you feel I may have stepped beyond a point that you’ve retained for yourself. And I understand if you feel it is better for the two of you to have your own home. But that does not mean I want you to.” She stands, running her hands over her blouse to straighten it. Nathan stands with her. “I’m sorry, Nathan.” She opens her arms, and he hugs her. The moment his arms wrap around her, she breaks, crying against his stomach. I sit here while he soothingly rubs her back but never takes back his words.


  After she gets it all out, I stand, and she steps over to hug me. I embrace her and apologize for things taking an unexpected turn for the worst. It wasn’t my place to do so, but I felt she needed it. We leave her, closing the door behind us. A crash sounds against it. I put my hand on the door, hearing things fly through the air, smashing against the walls and maybe windows. There are a few crashes of something big falling to the floor, and what sounds like something ripping off the walls. My hand falls to my side when I lift my gaze to Nathan’s.


  Distressed, he looks away from me to the floor. “Let’s go to your house. Check on things there,” he offers.
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  Mom’s cooking when we walk through our always unlocked door.


  “Under the circumstances, I think you should consider talking to your mom about the door being open.”


  I nod, agreeing. “Mom?”


  “I’m in the kitchen,” she returns.


  “Hello again,” Nathan greets sarcastically, taking a seat at the breakfast bar.


  “Hello you two, how was the remainder of your day?”


  “Good,” I lie, sitting next to him.


  She looks over her shoulder at me, asking, “What happened with the man at your school who you mistook as your father?”


  “Oh, uh, yeah. I mean, no. Um, sorry. Wasn’t him.” I shake my head, removing the babble. “Sorry I bothered you at work.”


  “It’s no bother; I was concerned. But no, honey, he is not here.”


  “Thanks for reiterating that, Mom. I don’t know what I was thinking.”


  “You probably fell asleep in class and had one those realistic dreams you’ve been having lately. Do you think we should schedule an appointment to see Dr. Phisher?”


  “What, Mom?!” I shrill. “No! I don’t need to see the doctor. I just. . . I just thought I saw him. No biggie. I was wrong; you were right. Let’s not get all doctor-drastic. I’m fine. I just need to get a little sleep.” And a lot of Nathan. “That would help.”


  “Fine, Tracey. But if you are feeling too much pressure or overly stressed, you better let me know. We don’t want them to resurface.”


  “K, Mom. Promise.” Oh my gosh, how embarrassing! “Can we drop this?”


  Whenever you’re ready, Sparks. Nathan pressures me, insisting I must tell him about my inconvenience.


  I’ll never be ready. Drop it, please.


  Mom moves a skillet from the stove to the hot pad. She looks over her shoulder at me and quickly turns away when our eyes meet. She knows I don’t like her to bring that up. I get she’s comfortable and know I’m comfortable with Nathan and us discussing things around him, but that’s not one of them. “So, Nathan,” she starts, swaying the conversation. “When do we get to meet your family?”


  “Err,” he stutters, caught off guard. “Anytime you’re ready, I suppose.”


  Considering Mom won’t talk Dad out of moving, I feel like welcoming the elephant into the room. “Why worry about meeting his family if you want me to move and not be with him?”


  Nathan nudges my arm, and with a side-eye gives me the don’t be an ass face.


  “Just saying, Mom, you shouldn’t waste your time.” I pick at an orange I don’t plan to eat.


  “Tracey, do not go there. What if you two actually end up staying together?”


  “What if?” I blurt, cutting her off.


  Her eyes narrow and lips purse, replicating the same expression Nathan gave me. I roll my eyes. “I think it would be appropriate for us to meet. You spend some time over there, and you spend time over here, Nathan.”


  “Pay Sparks no mind, Karen. That wouldn’t be a problem at all. Let me know when you’re interested in meeting them, and we can set up dinner for a meet and greet.”


  I glance at Nathan from the corner of my eye. Now they’re your family, huh?


  Don’t, Sparky.


  I throw my head back. “Ugh!” I grump. “What can I do?”


  Nathan and Mom look at me as if I’ve lost it. I think I have lost it. People trying to kill me, Nathan wanting to leave his family—which he said he’d never do, Dad wanting to move, Mom and her mixed feelings about everything, and Roehl. I think it’s all gotten to me, and I’m cracked. Like a chicken.


  “An egg, Sparks. Cracked like an egg,” Nathan corrects.


  I crinkle my nose at him and narrow my eyes at Mom’s scrutinizing glare. “What?” I chirp, walking away.


  “I’m calling the doctor, Tracey!” Mom jokes.


  Nathan follows me into the family room. I lie on the couch, craving a nap. Nathan lifts my legs and sits, laying them across his. “You’re tired, babe?” I ask, watching him slouch onto the cushions and his eyes partially close.


  “You have no idea. I never realized before how much my brain has to work with two minds. If that makes any sense.” His hand slaps down on the right side of his face and roughly drags down his cheek. “My head hurts.”


  “Dinner will be ready shortly,” Mom announces, joining us. She takes a seat on the other couch and studies us. “Why are you two so quiet?”


  I almost scowl at her question.


  “Tracey?” She crosses her legs, not meeting my eyes. “Are you and Nathan having sex?”


  Oh. My. Wow. Staggered, I’m frozen, wide-eyed. She so misinterpreted that look. I open my mouth to speak but snap it closed. Searching for a little help, I look to Nathan but find none with him leaving his eyes closed and head remaining laid back on the couch. He slowly shakes it, confirming he’s not getting into this one.


  I sit up, clearing my throat. “Are you asking that question?” I may be able to tell Mom anything, but this is a conversation I’m avoiding until the end of the world. She’d probably flip out if I told the truth.


  Mom shrugs, giving me a fixated stare. “Seems like you do, Tracey.”


  She would know.


  Eww. Why would you say that? I don’t want to think about that.


  I mumble nonsense and look from her to a silent Nathan.


  “Your silence is answer enough, Tracey.” She turns on the TV, breaking the heaviness that’s stuffed itself in the room. “I am going to say this and walk away to finish dinner. This is for you too, Nathan. Be smart and careful. Do not get pregnant,” she adds, getting up and leaving the living room. “Your Dad is already going crazy about you two. He’d kill all three of us if you have a child,” she mutters under her breath, way too low for me to be able to hear.


  I slowly lie back down. “Oh gosh. That was too awkward.”


  Nathan crosses his arms, slumping further on the couch. Never opening his eyes, he says, “My life was adventurous before I met you. But now, it’s full of surprises from both our families.”


  Clear my head please. “I’m going to take a nap,” I tell him, throwing a pillow over my face.


  I’m addicted to Nathan’s ability to control my mind. Only when it’s in my favor, and he’s not using it against me, that is. He can avert my thoughts, changing my dreams, making it easy to sleep without the inconveniences of this life worrying me. Without him, Roehl creeps into my dreams or flood my subconscious in the worst way imaginable. It’s embarrassing the directions those thoughts lead. Other nights, our past knocks down my blocking and memories of Rose bursting into chunks cloud my mind or Mr. Newcomb standing over me with the eagerness of my death etched deep in his blood-red eyes, Natalia’s plea for his resurrection, or the worst; Glen laying in my arms on her last limb. If it weren’t for Nathan, I’d relive these events every night and would probably be more cracked than he and mom already think I am.
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  Sparks. I’m kissed. Sparky. I’m kissed again. Wake up.


  “Mmm. I love that.”


  “I know.” Nathan pulls me up into a sit. “Let’s eat your mom’s dinner.”


  “K.”


  Mom’s set the table and placed food on our plates. “Did you two have a good nap?” she asks, putting down filled glasses before sitting.


  “Yes, Mommy. Thanks for asking.” I cheerfully reply.


  She gives me a peculiar stare. “Yes, Tracey. You are having mood swings.” She and Nathan laugh.


  “Not funny,” I scold, sitting down while Nathan pushes in my chair.


  “Nathan, your parents raised you well. I appreciate that. I’ll have to thank them,” she says as he sits. “Your father will be home this weekend, Tracey. I think we should meet then if that is okay.”


  “That’ll be fine, Karen. Thanks for dinner, by the way.”


  “Good. You are always welcome. Will your family come here or should we arrange to go there?”


  “There,” Nathan and I blurt.


  She nods. “O . . . Kay?”


  “Sorry,” Nathan starts, “I have a big family, and we’d need the space.”


  “I have heard you have quite a clan living under that roof. Is that your car outside?” she asks before eating the food from her fork. “I was under the impression you drove a truck. The Chevrolet.”


  “No, ma’am. It’s my sister’s.”


  “Taylor, right?” She remembered! I knew she cared.


  “Yes.”


  “Okay,” she chuckles. “I almost thought you drove a Mercedes.”


  “I do. It’s in the shop, same one as Taylor’s, except mine is silver.”


  Mom’s kind smile fades. She looks at me, and I look down at my plate, shoving a fork full of food in my mouth. I knew Nathan’s car would be a problem, going back to the fact that they think he’s too advanced for me. There’s so many conversations about him and his endeavors I avoid. Drinking from my glass, I glance past its rim at Mom. She narrows her soft gray eyes and sets her fork down. Before she can peep a sound, I bring up graduation, changing the subject. She knows Nathan helped me with my speech and we’ve been practicing it at least twice a week. I’ve been trying to keep the school we decided to go to under wraps as punishment to Dad, which, because Mom will tell him, I’ve been holding it back from her, too. She hates I am, but they’ll get over it.


  Like most nights, after dinner and clean up, the three of us land in the family room, watching a movie. Tonight’s choice is one of Mom’s and my favorite Adam Sandler flicks. It feels good for the three of us to hang out. Mom has warmed up to Nathan and is becoming more acceptable to us. I love that she’s at least trying. Actually, she’s done more than try.


  Leaving for her room, Mom bids us good night and Nathan heads out. I jump in the shower, washing off today. Johann was a shocker. Roehl’s sending people after me now. And, they can impersonate my family, maybe even my friends. It’s just as Taylor had said. I’m forgiving of what she did, but her knowing this about Roehl makes me question what it was she wanted out of it. She may have gotten her father out of the way, but created something far worse for her and us.


  Surprised to see Nathan lying on my bed when I walk in my room, I push my door closed and turn the lock. “Hey, I thought you had something to do tonight.”


  “Hey, beautiful. Forget about that. You feeling better?”


  “Yes,” I lie down beside him. “How are you?”


  “Fine.”


  “Good.”


  “Your mom’s asleep.”


  “Yeah, I know.”


  Nathan leans up on his side and throws his arm around me. Dipping his head down on my chest, he inhales. “This soap smells amazing on you.”


  “Un-hun?” I hum, itching for his kiss. Memory brings the feeling to the surface of my skin, recalling the sensation of his lips placed where he hovers. He draws back and sits at the end of the bed. “Whoa, whoa. Wrong direction,” I say, knitting my brows. “I’m over here.”


  Looking past his shoulder, he glances at me and nods.


  I crawl to him, finding the kiss I left on his lips earlier today. He’s distant, returning my kiss because I’m kissing him, not because he wants to. Holding me back, he says, “Your mom wants to meet my family,” as if the thought just occurred to him.


  Averting to kiss his neck, I hum, “Un-hum.” softly moving my lips against the column of muscles. He’s showered, his soap coating his skin heavily. It goes well with his aura, making his scent explode in my nose. I inhale, taking in the inebriating aroma.


  “What do we do?” he drawls.


  “We can talk about it later,” I mumble, my lips otherwise occupied.


  “Your dad too.”


  I lean back, impatiently glaring at him.


  His thick eyebrow slowly lifts, and he fixes me with calm, yet, intense eyes. It’s a jaw-dropping expression, but his look says I’m being pushy, so I back off, biting back the hunger for more. “Are you nervous?” I ask, seeing this worries him.


  “Not nervous. It’s just something I wasn’t expecting. Your mom’s cool, but your dad on the other hand. I thought it’d be something that I’d have to initiate or ask of them. Not the other way around.”


  I shrug, nodding. “Me too. But it’s a good thing. I’m glad they’re passed you being too advanced for me.”


  “Yeah. . .” I watch his eyes zone out as he thinks about something, but he doesn’t follow up with more.


  I lean back in to kiss him, and he moves out of my reach, making me fall short. “Crap. . .” I mutter quieter than I can hear.


  “I get a two-sentence conversation, and you’re back at it, huh?” he says with amusement in his tone, but a really, Sparky look in his squinted eyes.


  “Sorry. I’m Sorry.” I lean back in, trying to hold back but can’t. He doesn’t move away, and I lighten my eager kisses, trying to restrain my aggression. I’m far too aggressive right now.


  He breaks away again. “You think so?”


  “Ugh, Nathan. I’m sorry. It’s getting worse, not better. Just. . . You know. . . And then it’ll settle down.” I shift my gaze to his lap and then back to his eyes. “Maybe it will settle down.” I hope. “If we do it mentally and physically.”


  “I told you you’d be like this; completely erratic over me. But no. . .” he sings. “Somebody just needed to bind,” he teases, pulling me onto his lap. “And now, here it is, you’re craving me like Twinkies.”


  “In the worst way possible,” I add pleadingly.


  “Tisk, tisk, tisk.” He smirks, washing me in his seducing, ocean-blue eyes.


  Shut up, I jest, kissing him more intimately.


  “Miss Bossy,” he says, adjusting us to lie down.


  I crinkle my nose. “Sorry-not-sorry.”


  “Hum um.” Stripping off my shirt, Nathan trickles kisses over my chest, his tongue slices down between my breasts and subtly, oh so delicately, he takes the peak of my left C cup in his mouth.


  Dipped in a pond of pure impulse, my body hums, demanding I do something about this heightening urge. I reach for his shorts. Their waistband slips between my index and middle finger and I ease them down. Nathan leans back on his knees, out of my reach. He looks behind him, at the window, eyes swirling chocolate. They zone, concentrating on something as he adjusts my bra.


  “What?” I ask, trying to figure out why the sudden change.


  “Olar. He’s outside,” he drawls, occupied and unfocused.


  “Why?” I push a finger against his jawline, trying to turn his head to face me.


  He flicks his gaze to me but doesn’t turn. “He needs to talk about something.”


  “It can’t wait until tomorrow?” I ask, somewhat concerned about why Olar would be stopping by so late. “Why didn’t he just call you?”


  Taking my wrist in his hand, he moves mine from the hold I have on his shoulder and leaves me to the chill. “Apparently it can’t,” he drones, pulling on his jeans. “I left my phone at home.”


  I sit up on my knees, catching my shirt he throws at me. “Nathan, you cannot be serious. You’re leaving?” Olar is taking Scott’s interrupter hat for sure. “This seriously can’t wait until tomorrow?”


  “It’s something important.”


  I grumble. Obviously, it’s more important than this, what we were possibly getting ready to do.


  “I’ll be back, Sparks. Relax.”


  I’ll be back, Sparks, relax, I mock him in my head. He throws the covers over me and heads to the window.


  “Put on a shirt before you go outside,” I grump, watching the muscles in his back react as he crosses the room to my window.


  He looks over his shoulder, angering me with his ‘kill me softly’ smirk. “You worried about someone else looking at me?”


  Rolling my eyes, I quip, “Don’t, Nathan.”


  Snatching his shirt from the chaise, he comes to the bedside and bends over to kiss me. I turn over, avoiding it.


  He groans. “Seriously, Sparks, it’s not that serious for you to act like this. I’ll be back.”


  “I’m sure I won’t see you until the morning,” I snap. But, realism soon settles in. Grumbling, I surrender. “I know, Nate. I’m sorry. Just this . . . seeing you leave all the time is killing me. I don’t mean to come off bossy or a pain. But our days are sucked up by my being at school and our nights always belong to someone else with you always being gone. I thought I wasn’t getting you tonight and was crazy happy I did, and now you’re going.”


  “You’re not a pain. I get it. But you wanted to bond with a Burdened Sephlem whose life you know isn’t simple. You promised to be understanding and willing to risk your time, which is always going to have some interference. I’m not trying to be a dick, but I warned you. And you said okay.” He pulls back the comforter and leans over to kiss my navel, working his way up to my lips. “I’ll make it up to you.” He pecks my mouth. “Okay?”


  “Yeah, okay. Hope everything is fine,” I say as he leaves.


  I pull the covers up to my neck as Roehl floats his menacing way into my head. I hate him and the way I can’t avoid the thoughts. It’s one of the reasons I want Nathan to put me to sleep. When I’m finally settled down, and I close my eyes, he smiles at me from the darkness behind my lids and his touch grazes my skin without shock. What scares me the most is that . . . I enjoy it. Turning onto my side, I try to remove him from my mind.


  The repeated whisper of my name accommodated by warm caresses wakes me no sooner than I fall asleep.


  “Good morning,” I gurgle, feeling the gloom of a rainy dawn.


  “Sparks, get up so you can go to school.” Nathan kisses my cheek, hand resting on my back.


  “No,” I sing.


  “I’ll be back in forty-five minutes. Be ready to go.”


  I jump up when he moves to leave, grabbing him faster than I intended. Looking up at him through tired eyes, I mumble, “Okay. You got it.”


  “You didn’t rest well last night. Take a hot shower to wake yourself up. I’ve got something to tell you on your way to school. I’ll be back.”
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  I LEAN MY HEAD against the headrest, listening as Nathan reveals the news. Olar’s been enrolled at my school to attend classes through the end of the week. He’s not happy about it. Nathan’s going out of the country for a few days. He waited until everyone was in the car to tell me because he knows how bad of an idea this is and knows that with everyone around, I won’t fuss. But I want to object to this absurd change of plans. Something’s happened with his family in Norway and everyone’s needed. Scott’s leaving with him. Olar stopped by to tell Nathan this last night. It irritates me they always want the Burdened around when the shit hits the fan. And Nathan never gets to sit out; he always has to be available to help save, rescue, or talk sense into someone. Mr. number one. . .


  I knew what I was getting into when I got into it, I remind myself, looking out the window. The houses pass, trees fly by, a few signs blur as I just watch the world spin without me.


  They’re supposed to be back on Saturday, and that evening, we will have this grand, meet and greet dinner he and Mom discussed last night. While he’s gone, Taylor and Glen will sleep over at my house. He’s adamant about me not being left alone. Roehl’s a bigger issue than he’s let on, but he hasn’t admitted to that. Honestly, he doesn’t have to. Taylor’s the last person he wants around, but considering his other sister, Rose, is deceased he’s out of options. I’m feeling like the president’s daughter with all the secret Burdened service around me. And I’m upset he has to leave for freaking Norway at the drop of a hat.


  Pulling into an available spot near the rear doors of my school, Nathan shifts the car in park, and continues, “Olar’s going to drive you two to and from school. Tracey and Glen, please don’t give him a hard time.”


  “Oh my gosh, Nathan, you sound like our father,” Glen sasses from the backseat. She whooped on Scott so bad this morning. He had to wrestle her into the back of the car and force her to go to school. He stayed back at Nathan’s house to get things ready for their departure later this morning.


  “Right,” Nathan drags, annoyed. Meeting my gaze, his dominate expression morphs to a brooding one. “Be good. Don’t blow shit up or set shit on fire.”


  I look away from him, feeling like a child withholding a temper tantrum. Crossing my arms, I stare at the dash, wanting to ram my foot into it. Instead, I stifle my anger and grab my bag from the floor.


  Glen gets out, slamming the door, mumbling her obscenities as she stalks toward the school.


  I settle my bag on my lap, feeling Nathan’s stare. I won’t leave him without saying bye; doing so would only be my killing myself. The clingy me is trying to break through and I stay turned away from him so he can’t see the plea in my eyes for him to stay. I don’t want to be clingy; I want to be independent, and the more I try to convince myself of that, the more this freaking bond forces me to require him.


  “You’ll look out for her right?” Nathan asks Olar, never looking away from me.


  Olar’s upset about not accompanying them on their trip, but he doesn’t let it show. “Yeah, of course. She’s family. Plus. . . I don’t want you to kill me,” he affirms, getting out of the car.


  I smirk, shaking my head at his response.


  “You aren’t going to talk to me?” Nathan asks, unbuckling my seatbelt. I maneuver out of it and must have the saddest eyes when I meet his. “Sparks, don’t look at me like that. Cut me some slack.”


  “It’s not about you coming back, Nathan. It’s about you leaving.”


  “You know what you signed up for.”


  “Yeah. I signed up for you not leaving me.” I have an attitude and considering couples leave each other all the time; it’s a little exaggerated. I’m better than this and can suck up this need for him the bonding requires. It’s just. . . I know how aggressive this Roehl stuff gets when he’s not around, and I fear doing something I’m going to regret later.


  Nathan moves his seat all the way back and pulls me over the console as if I weigh less than a feather. “You’re right. I’m sorry I have to go away for a few days.”


  “It’s okay. I understand. It just doesn’t feel good. This is definitely the bond responding. If I were in control of my feelings, I wouldn’t be so insecure.” The bell rings, cutting into my sentence.


  “Come on. So I can walk you to the door.”


  “No, that’s okay.” I wave him off. “I’ll walk with Olar.”


  He’s reluctant, flicking his gaze away from me to the window. “If you insist.” Meeting my eyes, he follows, “Can I, at least, kiss you? Or would you prefer Olar to do that too?”


  I purse my lips and glare at him through my lashes. “Don’t be cute.” I lean over and peck his lips.


  “Uh-un.” He shakes his head. Wrapping his hand around the back of my neck, he brings me into a kiss that’ll tide me over three days. I fist his shirt, hearing the tardy bell ring. He pulls back, and I go back in, not allowing him any distance. Brushing my lips over his, they part, opening our mouths to our tiding kiss. Twisting tongues and tingling palates makes parting from him just as easy as it is hard.


  I gently pull on the back of his neck, keeping him close as I’m leaning away. A complete contradiction. “I’m going to miss you,” I mumble, staring into fascinating orange-brown eyes. Their brightness shines against my face. “Your eyes are so beautiful. They remind me of a setting sun.” I pause, searching them for the mood that matches the color. “. . . Steady contentment.”


  “Maybe,” he utters. “Even though I can hear your voice in my head, sense your breath in my lungs, and feel your heart in my chest, there’s always something more I need. You seal holes in me I didn’t know were empty, and you build peace in me I never believed existed. So I’m contented yet, complaisant.”


  “What is the more you need?”


  “It’s nothing.” He kisses me. “Call me if you need me. Don’t get into anything and stay with Olar if you go somewhere. Let him know if something is wrong.” He takes a pause, and his eyes swirl in coffee-colored warning. “Olar isn’t as controlled as Scott and me. Don’t let Glen piss him off. No. Better yet, don’t let anybody piss him off.” He nods to himself in agreement. “With him being more comfortable with you, a friendly pull of his arm or a stern call of his name will snap him out of it. As long as he isn’t too riled up. But just as I’m requesting he keeps an eye on you. Please keep an eye on him too.”


  “Okay,” I promise, moving back to my seat, but he holds me still. “I thought you were leaving.”


  “I am, and you need to get to class.”


  “I’m not the one holding me in the car.”


  “Yes, you are.”


  Chuckling, I reach for his door handle, flip it, and push open the door. “Come on.” He follows me out. I curl my arms around his neck, and he leans down, wrapping his around me. He hugs me tightly. I can feel his worry for leaving, but he won’t stay. Breaking away, I say, “Be safe. I love you. And come back.”


  “I will. I love you. And always.” His hands fall to his sides. “Go ahead. I’m leaving the car here for Olar. I’ll run to the house and spaz out over needing to deal with this shit right now. It’ll allow me to relieve some of it.” He reaches into the car and grabs my bag. “After the ass whoopin’ Glen gave Scott this morning, I’m sure he needs a little more alone time.”


  I take my bag from him, saying, “Okay. Does your being gone mean I won’t hear from you at all?”


  His brows knit. “Nah. Reach out to me anytime. We’ll talk later tonight.” Trailing a finger along my jawline, he takes my chin between his thumb and index finger. I close my eyes, still enamored by his touch. But thankfully, I’ve stopped fainting.


  He tilts my head back, and the breeze blowing pass my lips is replaced by his. Though his kiss is soft, it’s reassuring; easing.


  Peeling my eyes open to the frigid, overcast day, I meet Olar waiting for me halfway to the school building.


  “Hey. You good?” he asks at my approach.


  “Yeah, I will be,” I answer, watching him nod at Nathan. “You ready for high school?” I tease, forcing a smile.


  “Not. At. All,” he loathes with a laugh.


  I snort. “Too bad.”


  He pulls the door open for me, and before I head in, I can’t resist stealing one more glance of my mate. The strings of his hoody sway in the wind with a gust blowing in the swollen clouds. He stuffs his hands in his pockets, and the arms of his gray hoody hug his biceps and forearms. As a chill counters his warmth, his frame expands making him bigger than normal. A sobered expression takes his face as he squints, but before I can consider what he’s thinking, he smirks, and I realize he’s listening to my thoughts.


  Blushing, I think to him. I’ll see you later. Be safe. Love you.


  Me too, be good.
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  PRINCIPAL HOLLANDER REMEMBERS NOTHING from what happened yesterday. I’m thinking to blame Scott for that one. Olar and I leave his office for the clerk’s desk. Introducing him as the new student, Mrs. Carline all but turns her nose up at him. Murmuring under her breath about how ridiculous it is for him to start so late in the year, she clicks her keyboard and soon hands over his schedule and our late passes.


  Olar looks very different in his younger skin. His dark hair messily waves around his head, length falling past his ears. He only left in his earrings, one eyebrow ring, and his snakebite on the left side of his bottom lip. Puffs of smoke that could pass for well-designed tattoos cover his ears. They’re his ability marks. It took him to pull his hair back for me to notice them.


  We walk into our first-period class, and I roll my eyes, listening to the girls swoon over my cousin. “Why are you two late?” Mr. McLaughlin asks.


  “This is my cousin, Olar.” He steps to my side. “We had to finish up some things for him in the office. Here are our passes.” I wave them.


  “Fine, have a seat.” Mr. McLaughlin snatches the passes. “Late start for you isn’t it Mister. . .” He searches the pass for his name. “. . . Newcomb?”


  “Yeah,” Olar answers coolly and follows me up the aisle. Snagging the empty seat two rows away from me, he sits, and no sooner than he does; some chick’s in his face.


  Classes creep by and the only thing buzzing is the hot guy who walked in with Tracey. Olar isn’t that hot, at least, not as hot as everyone makes him seem. His disguised eye color is denim blue, and his bad boy look with his piercings and black nails is the total opposite of his curly locks that loosely wave around his head. His hair makes him look like he should be a pretty boy who wears long sleeve button downs and is captain of the lacrosse team, instead of black t-shirts and Burdened who enjoys playing torture games with his enemies. Olar has rubbed off on me, and I love his dual-sided personality and how he loves to joke around. He’s the most free-spirited Newcomb I’ve met so far. But mostly, he doesn’t let his guard down. So I guess with Olar being new and his I don’t give a shit about you attitude, he would seem attractive and exciting. Hashtag Swag.


  We meet Glen at her locker for lunch. “You okay?” Olar asks her.


  “No!” she blurts, slamming her locker closed and accidently breaking it. It rattles the entire row, drawing attention from onlookers. “What!” she yells at them.


  “Umm, Glen, I think you should calm down a little.” I wrap my arm around her and lower my voice to say, “We can’t have you throwing our classmates through windows.”


  She gives me a soft smile. “I’m sorry about that, Tracey, and I know. But it’s hard without Scott here.” She and Scott were tied at the hip every second of the day; before school, during school, after school, and when they slept. Having that much contact, always having that crave filled without the body properly adjusting to separation. I’m sure it’s tearing her apart being bound and not having him at her side.


  “I know it’s no compilation, but I’m here.”


  “Me too,” Olar seconds, hooking his arms around our necks.


  We enter into the lunchroom, avoiding our usual table. Neither of us is feeling the crowd, and we find an empty spot in the corner away from everyone.


  “What are we doing after school, Olar?” Glen asks, breaking a long silence.


  “Shit!” he blusters being yanked away from the table.


  Glen and I jump up, rushing to him.


  He throws out his hand, holding us back. Giving his snatcher an exaggerated sigh, he frets, “That was incredibly inappropriate.”


  I veer around him and am shocked by who’s trying to get his attention. “Wow, Joy. Just a simple hello would’ve worked.”


  “Hello, Tracey.” She pulls Olar’s arm, but he isn’t budging. “Can I talk to you without your stalkers?” she snips, peeking at Glen and me.


  “No,” he explicates in a strong tone, removing his arm from her grasp.


  “Why?!” she bursts. The people at the table around us look in our direction, whispering about her outrageous retort. I throw my palm to my face, frustrated by her stupidity.


  Olar huffs, annoyed by Joy’s childish antics. One thing I’ve noticed about Olar, though he doesn’t take life too seriously, he’s mature when it comes to women, and he hates head games. Ironic, I know. “First off, they’re not my stalkers. Secondly, I’m not interested in women who don’t make proper use of their words.” He steps back to Glen and me. “Thirdly, I don’t like people disrespecting my family.”


  Joy doesn’t take well to rejection. And her forwardness toward Olar is shocking considering she has a boyfriend, who happens to be making his angry-faced way over to us.


  Glen chuckles and whispers, “Shit, Cey, look.” She nods toward him. “Check this out.” She raises her voice an octave, calling, “Joy, why don’t you step off before your macho boyfriend makes his way over here.” She looks around her and then shrugs. “Too late.”


  Joy whips around. A warning sticks in her squinted eyes as she looks back at us and then leaves for Neil. Her boyfriend of four years.


  This isn’t going to end well, is it? Olar asks me.


  Probably not. That’s Neil; he’s a dick. Let me handle it.


  Olar rubs the back of his neck, frustrated. Alright, Tracey. Because I’m not good with confrontations. Someone always dies or gets sent to the hospital.


  My head whips left, and I gape at him with furrowed brows and wide eyes. Biting my tongue, I turn away, remembering what Nathan had said. I hope it doesn’t get that out of hand.


  Joy fusses with Neil as he shoves her to the side, shaking his head, and pointing his finger in her face. I would whoop Nathan’s ass if he treated me that way. My hands warm and I stuff them in my back pockets, counting down from five.


  Neil looks the three of us over, glaring at Olar a little longer than needed.


  Smirking, Olar lets his head fall forward as he slowly shakes it. He gets a kick out of this, and if we weren’t in school, he’d probably punch the snot out of Neil already.


  Neil drags his scowl away from Olar. “What’s the problem, Tracey?” he questions with his honeyed, husky voice. His green eyes intensely stand out against his peanut butter skin tone, with his scowling glare.


  “There’s no problem over here, Neil. The problem’s standing next to you,” Glen answers, on edge. She’s acquired a temper problem, and with her not being in full control of her ability, we never know if or when she might burst her wind gusts at someone.


  Neil peeks at Joy, and she cuts Glen open with an evil eye. Ripping her gaze away from her, she softens her eyes and says to Neil, “Come on, sweetie, let’s go.” She pulls him, but his high-top boots stay planted on the floor.


  “No, Joy. Tell me what’s going on,” Neil insists.


  “Nothing,” she answers. “I was catching up with Tracey, welcoming her family to the school.”


  Who does that?!


  “Is that right, Joy?” I wince, hearing the antagonism in Glen’s voice. She’s about to make this situation worse. “It looked more like you were trying to have some alone time with him.” She chucks her thumb at Olar.


  Don’t Glen, please don’t. Dammit, I wish she were able to hear me. I shoot her a scolding eye. She shrugs, blowing me off.


  Neil stares Olar down. Olar couldn’t be less interested, warning Neil with a smug smile and tipped chin.


  “Let’s all just go our separate ways and forget about this,” I say.


  “Yeah, Joy, walk away,” Neil starts. “I’ll meet you by your locker after lunch.” He looks between the four of us and discreetly gives Joy a look of warning, daring her to leave it alone. She takes a few steps back, and the fear in her eyes brought on by the look he gave her concerns me. Suppressing his anger, Neil turns his attention back to us. “Can you tell me what’s going on?” he asks Olar.


  Olar slides me to the side and takes a single step forward. His strong stance apparently rubs Neil the wrong way by the way Neil’s nostrils flare. “Your anger’s directed at the wrong person,” Olar tells him. “And with the way things looked with you and your dame, you need to take a time out.”


  I am in total agreement. Time out for Neil.


  Tipping his chin back, Neil lowers at Olar, but calmly states, “Cool.” He turns up his nose, then averts, gating toward Joy standing by the lunchroom’s entrance. Snatching her arm, he yanks her with him into the hallway.


  I meet darkening eyes; Olar’s etched expression’s loud and clear.


  Throwing my head back, I grumble. “You’re right.” We have to help her. “Come on.”


  We rush into the hall with Glen behind us complaining about helping.


  A flesh punch shortly follows a wail that echoes from down the hall. Joy’s soft cry sends us racing in that direction, searching for them.


  Around a short corner where the school cameras can’t reach, we find Neil standing over Joy, harshly scolding her in a hushed whisper. Joy tries to get up from the floor, reaching for him. She’s crying.


  Neil draws his arm back, going in for another punch. Olar rushes over, grabbing Neil’s fist. Neil drops Joy to the floor and whips around, shoving Olar. “This has nothing to do with you, mind your business.”


  A gash above Joy’s left eyebrow leaks blood into her swollen eye. I feel so sorry for her. Her tear streaked face twists into a scowl as her one good eye glares at Glen. My heartless friend snorts, giving her the dumb bitch look as if a guy beating Joy down is Joy’s fault.


  I push Glen. “You can be such a bitch sometimes.”


  She shrugs, innocently chirping, “What?” She knows this is her fault.


  “You do not beat on a female.” Olar tries to keep his calm, clasping his red turning hands behind his back.


  Neil pulls his shoulder’s back, sneering, “What I do with my girl is my business. Go find yours.” He veers, towering over a quavering Joy.


  Popping the knuckles of his thumb, Olar warns, “Do not put your hands on that girl.”


  Turning a quarter of the way, Neil dares Olar with a glance from the corner of his eye. He yanks Joy from the floor, barking, “Let’s go.” He shoves her once she’s on her feet, hurrying her along.


  I blink and Olar’s snatching Neil by the collar of his shirt, yanking him away from Joy. I rush over, catching Joy before she can hit the floor. “Don’t tell anyone. Okay?” she begs, burying her face in her hands.


  “You know you’re better than this—than him. You do not have to deal with him treating you like this, Joy. You have to get out before it gets too late.” I do my best at convincing her. But she doesn’t reply or acknowledge me.


  Neil rips himself from Olar’s grasp, whipping around, and charges forward. When I need someone to interrupt something it never happens. Where the hell are all the teachers and security guards?


  “Olar, you know you cannot fight that boy,” I tell him.


  Neil shoves his fists into Olar’s chest, but instead of Olar moving from the force, Neil does. A confused expression crosses his face as he looks himself over. Neil’s a nicely built guy. He’s tall, always clean cut, and has been our friend since freshman year. I never took him for the type to hit on girls, though. But I guess you never really know.


  “You seriously do not want to go there,” Olar warns as Neil’s stalking back to him. “I’m already going to break your face for messing up that girl’s eye. Don’t piss me off by doing something stupid.”


  Neil isn’t hearing it. He draws back and jabs Olar in his jaw. Olar’s skin visibly hardens. He draws his arm back, going in for a non-human punch. I jump from the floor, grabbing his arm. He’s too strong to hold back, and I go with the punch, flying into Neil. We topple over, hitting the floor.


  Scrambling to my feet, I’m shoved from the side, roughly slapping the tile. “Get off him!” Joy yells, pushing me again.


  Glen and Olar help me up as Neil’s rising, refusing help from Joy.


  “Have you lost your mind?! We just saved your ass, and you’re going to scold the people looking out for you!” Glen shouts at Joy.


  “Shut up, Glen!” Joy spits, flicking her off. Before she can turn away, Glen punches her square in the face. Joy’s hand flies to her cheek as she stumbles backward. Not a second of her gathering her footing, Neil jabs his fist in Glen’s face, and she crumples. I catch Glen before she can hit the floor, missing the non-human punch Olar sends to Neil. He hit’s the tile with his mouth busted.


  I grumble, lifting Glen to her feet. She shakes loose of my grasp, stomps over to Neil, and rams her foot in his ribs.


  Neil wails as the bell’s ringing.


  “Dammit, Glen,” I gripe, dragging her away from him. We flee the scene, rushing from the hall.


  I was wrong to think we’d avoided anyone witnessing our tiff in the lunchroom. The three of us share our next class, and upon entering the room, we’re bombarded with what happened and what’d Joy say. Along with that, I zone out the floozies who never talk to me, making it their business to ask me about Olar and how I’d feel about them getting with him. Half the girls making conversation, I’ve never been on their radar, but because I’m walking around with fresh meat, now we’re friends. Instead of being an ass and ignoring them, I could probably say something like, oh, if you would be so kind as to address all Olar related questions directly to him, he’ll get back to you. But that still sounds bitchy.


  I’m upset about earlier. We could’ve just walked away or said nothing. If Glen could’ve kept her mouth closed and not egged it on, things would’ve played out differently. Now, she’s got a bruise the size of an orange over her eye. And guess who Scott’s going to blame. Me! As if anyone can control Glen.


  I lean back on my chair, accidently knocking a note that’s landed on my desk to the floor. I leave it there, knowing the person it’s addressed to doesn’t care about getting it.


  Sat behind me, Olar leans forward and says in my ear, “I’m sorry, Tracey. But that shit wasn’t cool. He was whooping that girl’s ass, and you know how I am.”


  “Don’t be sorry. You had to look out for her.” It’s never cool for a guy to beat up a girl. Some guys just need their asses handed to them. “I tried talking to her, but I don’t think I got through.”


  “Nathan check on you after you took that fall?”


  “No. He probably just checked in on my feelings, making sure I was okay.”


  He nods. “They’re busy up there. A lot of shit’s been going on recently.”


  “Like what?” I ask.


  He looks away from me, sitting back in his chair. I eye him, irked he did that. He knows me well enough now to know I would ask, why make the comment if only to drop it. His gaze passes me, fixed on the teacher. His shoulder bounces once, letting off he doesn’t care about my questioning scowl.


  I grumble, turning back in my chair. It irritates me when they do that. They act like no one but Nathan can fill me in on anything. Everyone’ll make small talk, leaving out all the juicy stuff. Then, when I ask about something specific, they either walk away or drop the subject altogether. It gets under my skin, but when I think about it, it’s the same thing we do to Glen. I can’t be a hypocrite.
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  A SOUR FEELING ROLLS through my stomach. Something tells me our ventures are not over for today. I’ve got a feeling the wrong person walked into the hallway and saw Neil and Joy lying on the floor. And with the roughnecks Neil hangs around, I only hope my peers are smarter than they look. And by the whisper’s and side-eye glances we’re getting as we walk down the hallway, something is up.


  I’m in no mood to argue or fight, and after my last two classes, I’m at the point to let whatever happens happen. Just as long as everyone walks away alive and walks away.


  We leave the school, escaping the gathering crowds. A cold hand wraps around my arm, yanking me to the right. Before I can react, I’m pushed, and am slapped! I try to block another and a punch being thrown at me, spotting an attack on Olar and Glen too.


  Oh my gosh! What the hell is up! I throw my arms up, blocking what I can.


  Some of these girls I’ve known forever and they’d stand here and fight me like this. All of them at once!


  “No way!” I shout, shoving back whoever I can. Drawing back, I throw my fist forward, connecting it with someone’s nose. Twisting around, I snatch my shirt from some girl I’ve never seen before, and throw my elbow back, slamming it into her mouth. “I am not taking this!” I say, punching someone else. “If you all have any sense; you won’t take another step forward.” The stinging scratches on my arms and neck has my hand burning hot, ready to release my fire snake on these humans. Olar pulls my arm behind me and pulls the clips from my hair as my ear blazes. My hair falls around my face, and I huff, knowing those ugly marks have shown.


  “She’s right.” Olar’s deadly voice stops them. “You don’t want to end up like your friends. Or worse.”


  They look around us, and we take their falter to get in the car. It’s not that we’re running, but it’d be better if we try to keep this bad situation from turning worse.


  Olar peels out of the parking lot and steals a glance at me. The looped piercing on his eyebrow wiggles as his brow jumps. “Guess we fucked up, huh?”


  “No, it was bound to happen,” I tell him over Glen’s shit talking.


  He slaps the steering wheel. “This is why I shouldn’t be in school, why I never made it through high school. I can’t take people’s attitude and their ignorance and not be able to do something about it.” He grumbles, shaking his head. “Nathan’s going to be pissed. You don’t have any bruises or scratches do you?”


  I look over my arms and check my reflection in the mirror. “Nothing too bad. He’ll be fine.”


  “No,” he says hard. “He’s gonna be pissed.”


  “He’ll get over it. Plus, we were jumped. We did nothing but try to help their friend from getting beat down, and this is how they repay us.” Glen starts . . . and keeps going. “Tracey, you tried to be cool, tried to be a friend and she repays you by slamming you into the floor because she thought you were on her guy. Eww! Who would want Neil?” Her hand smacks what sounds like her face. “No, better question, why would she want him? And he’s whooping her ass. Oh!” she exclaims excitedly. “When we get to school tomorrow, it’s going to turn crazy. It’s enough the girls are crazy over you, Olar. They are going to lose it. You were knocking guys out with one punch and all.” She cackles.


  Olar grumbles and mutters to himself.


  “Glen, you do realize how serious this is, right? Take your selfishness out of it and realize, she’s seventeen and in a horrible relationship. Forget about what they did to us! Who knows what Neil is going to do to her now or later? And she doesn’t see it, instead of her asking for our help, she was begging me not to tell anyone. He’s a punk and an abusive asshole!”


  “Jeeze, Cey. Sorry. I’m just saying.”


  Don’t worry about it, Tracey. I’ll take care of it tonight. He won’t touch anyone else, Olar promises.


  Death won’t teach him a lesson, Olar.


  I have no intentions of killing him. Promise you’ll see him at school before graduation.
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  Taylor’s standing in their driveway with her travel bag thrown over her shoulder. She gets in, energy buzzing like bumble bees. “Hey, guys. How was school?”


  “Don’t ask,” I say with an unintentional attitude. “Oh, hi,” I add.


  “Okay. What happened?”


  “We got into a fight,” Glen blurts.


  “What?!” Taylor hoots, looking at Olar. “You’re kidding me, right?”


  Olar leans against the driver side door, shaking his hair out. “Yeah, we did. We were attacked.”


  “Nathan’s going to be pissed,” Taylor says, mimicking his words from earlier.


  “Tell me about it. See you tomorrow,” he mutters, closing the door.


  We ride to my house in silence, and I’m thankful for it. I need a bit of peace as I let my thoughts settle. Nathan can be hard to read and sometimes he comes off okay and understanding when really, he’s not. Then, when he seems too comfortable after he receives some bad news, it usually means he’s pretty peeved.


  Taylor parks on the curb, and we head in my house, greeting Mom.


  Glen directs Taylor to the family room as I pull out the blow-up mattresses. Mom orders us a pizza, and we sit in the family room talking about girl stuff and watching reality TV. Mom’s awesome, staying up with us until it gets late. Or as she would say, “It’s my bedtime ladies. I will see you girls tomorrow.” She kisses my head and gets up from lying with me on my mattress.


  “Goodnight, Mrs. Warren,” Glen says. “Have a good sleep,” Taylor adds.


  “Night,” she calls, hitting the light on her way out.


  I lay back, happy for the silence. Roehl’s been more than a distant thought over the last few hours. I wonder what he has going on, what he’s doing. Roehl. . . I call for him, turning onto my side.


  Tracey. . . His voice fills the empty crevasses of my mind, quickly returning my call. It makes me lightheaded. Luring me, he repeatedly calls out for me. I need to see him, to go to him.


  “What?” I blurt aggressively, cutting Taylor off from saying Roehl’s name a third time. She and Glen have gone back and forth about him for ten minutes now.


  The skin between her brows pinches as she looks at me with inquisitive eyes. She repeats, “I told her I miss Justin. Why?” Her intrusive expression softens to one of concern. “Is everything okay?”


  I look away from them as they cackle. “Yeah. Everything’s fine.” At least, I think it is. It’s hard to keep a clear head with Roehl on every inch of mine.


  No sooner than we lay to sleep, Taylor’s going through Justin withdrawals, and she acts as if she needs a hit before she can rest. She calls him over, and they hang outside for a few hours doing the couple thing. They’re the worst. When she comes back, she knocks out hard.


  I fear sleeping. It’s been a while since I’ve had to fall asleep by myself and I’m yearning for my own hit of Nathan. The closest I can get to him is his scent casing my bed. Rushing upstairs, I lay face down on the pillow he lays on. Inhaling, it fills my nose with a faint scent of him, and I wrap my body in a bundle of my covers trying to feel his warmth. I groan, annoyed my efforts are useless. This isn’t coming close to suppressing the longing I get from just knowing he’s gone.


  My cell vibrates. I snag it from the floor. “Hi,” I answer coolly, but my heart’s pounding from the roll of excitement.


  “Hey, Sparky. You sleep?”


  I sigh, grateful for the relief his voice provides. “Not even.”


  “Why?”


  I turn onto my side and let the phone rest on my face. “Nothing.” I hold the truth, not wanting him to know I am hurting. He’d feel sorry and become distracted.


  “How you holding up? You miss me?” he asks. A sigh sounds, seeming to relax him as he might’ve sat or lay down.


  “I’m holding up fine. Of course, I do.”


  “How was your day?”


  Grumbling, I mutter, “I’d prefer not to talk about it.”


  Nathan scoffs, “Tell me what happened.”


  “Don’t be mad. Okay?”


  “What happened?” he enunciates a little annoyed.


  It’s nerve racking he’s quick to turn on his hard tone. “Say you won’t be mad.”


  “I’ll determine that after you tell me.”


  “Nathan,” I whine.


  “Sparks,” he mocks annoyingly.


  I grumble, pulling my comforter over my head. “We got into a fight today.”


  “We who?” he questions with an edge to his voice. Even though he’s far from me, I can still feel his irritation.


  “All of we.”


  “Are you serious, Sparks?”


  “Yeah. We were more so attacked after school, after a small altercation during lunch.”


  “Beginning to end?”


  I tune him into my day, and though he doesn’t sound upset, I can never be too sure with Nathan.


  “Were you hurt?”


  “Nothing serious. Glen took a bad punch from that guy Neil. Oh, I did get upset, and I can’t get the black marks to go away.”


  “Did anyone see them?”


  “No. Olar hid them for me as soon as they showed up. And when I got home, I had to throw on a sweatshirt to hide them from my mom. My hair has been down to cover my ear so that Mom won’t see.” I lift my right arm, looking over my dark vines curling around it with swoops and dives. Small leaves moderately dress the vines that swivel and slither up to my shoulder where they stop and then restarts on and around my right ear.


  “Don’t worry about it. I’ll see if I can tap into you and help get them to go away. You’ll need to be calm, though. Olar will make sure that guy doesn’t abuse that girl or any other girl in his future. Don’t let it get you down.”


  “I’m fine. It just bugs me Joy didn’t show the slightest acceptance to my warning. Nobody, man or woman should go through life being abused.” I sigh, letting my anger wash away with my exhale. “How are you doing? Am I missed? You’re calling me over my phone.”


  “Yes, you are. A lot. I know. I wanted to hear your voice in my ear and not in my mind. I’m kind of upset now I know your day was shit. But. . .” It trails off and then he continues, “Things are crazy here. The sun’s up all day and all night, and no one remembers how to behave. I think they’re suffering from hypomania. At the snap of a finger, their moods shift and they alter into a different person. My uncle mated with this lady Mulin some years ago. He killed her last night. Her family’s mad and is now after our family. That’s more bullshit on top of why we had to come here.”


  “That’s terrible,” I say.


  “Tell me about it. But what makes it so bad is that they forget we lost someone too. They blew up the house a few hours ago, and now we’re staying somewhere else. But don’t say anything about that to Glen. Scott doesn’t want her to know, said she’d worry too much.”


  “Yeah, sounds like Glen. You okay?”


  “Yeah, for now. Hold on.” Whatever it is happening out there doesn’t sound safe. But I like he’s open to telling me these things now. “Sparks?”


  “Yes.”


  “Get some rest. I’ll talk to you tomorrow. They’re calling me, something’s happening.”


  “Okay.”


  “I love you. And no more fighting. The three of you’ll probably end up killing someone’s kid. I’m going to talk to Olar.”


  “Don’t be mad. And be safe. Come home tomorrow.”


  “I wish I could, Sparks.”


  “Love you.”


  “Okay.”


  I toss the phone back to the floor. Turning onto my stomach, I lay, and sleep eventually comes. An unpleasant two hours of rest. With my needing to get up for school soon, I sluggishly pull myself out of my bed and go back downstairs to not seem MIA. Not short of my head falling on the pillow, Glen’s over me, telling me, “Get in the shower first.” My eyes bug-out, taking her in. Where Neil had punched her, has the left side of her face swollen and bruised. “Wow, Tracey, you look bad. Make sure you put on some makeup today,” she relays, looking me over.


  “You too, Glen,” I utter, heading to the bathroom, hoping I don’t look as bad as I feel. To my disdain, I do. Puffy, red eyes signify my lack of sleep. Pink, flushed skin reveals I’m in desperate need of something I can’t obtain. “Ugh!” And man-brows I need to have tweezed immediately. I didn’t nearly look this bad yesterday.


  I lean over the tub to cut on the shower, catching a glimpse of my naked arm. Rushing to the mirror, I check out my mark-free ear. “Great!” I cheer. Even in another country, Nathan finds a way to be amazing. I wish he could do something about this hair, though. It looks like I’ve been in a windstorm, which seems out of place considering I wasn’t doing any moving around as I’d lay in my bed, treating my fingers like lighters.


  The shower’s awakening, and I’m hoping that when I step out, I’ll look better than when I stepped in. Water from the sprayer sprinkles atop my head, and I push down my miss for Nathan. It’s always here, though, I always miss him. And it’s so damn annoying always to need something, especially for it to be a guy. So damn cliché, I can’t live without you, I love you so. . . Pfft, bonding makes that single line authentic and undeniable that you can literally require a person in order to stay alive.


  I feel Glen’s forged confidence before she knocks on the door. “Yes,” I grump.


  “Come on, Cey. We’re going to be late.”


  After yesterday, she and Olar shouldn’t even want to step foot into our school. Who knows what today will bring?


  Rushing through my shower, I hurry to dress and braid my wet hair into two braids. I won’t go out of my way to put on makeup; I’d need steady hands for that, and mine are trembling because of this stupid pain. But I will have Mom do something about these put a bag over my head eyebrows.


  “Come on, Tracey!” Glen yells up the stairs.


  Mom rips the final wax strip from my face, and it feels like she’s waxed the skin off my brows. “Ah. . .” I hiss.


  “Beauty is pain, honey,” Mom so subtly reminds me.


  Snatching my bag from the bathroom floor, I kiss her cheek and say, “Thanks. See you later.”


  “Tracey! We still have to drop off Taylor, and we’re ten minutes behind.”


  With dull eyes, I glare at Mom. “If she yells again, I’m going to tape her mouth shut.”


  “You better hurry off. Wouldn’t want to rip tape off Glen’s mouth next.” She grabs a towel from the rack, taking it to the tip of my dripping braids. “When you get home, you need to go straight to sleep. You look worn. No mascara to brighten these eyes? Or maybe a little concealer to soften your puffiness?” She grabs the tube of concealer from the counter. “I can do it quickly.”


  “You’re just as bad as Glen, Mom. Bye,” I sing, leaving her room.


  Taylor speeds to her house, and it’s not because we’re running late, but because she’s trying to get to Justin. The harsh effects of the bonding aren’t just a human to Sephlem thing. By the looks of it, Taylor’s need for Justin is almost a replica of my anxiety from Nathan. “So, it doesn’t get easier anytime soon, huh?” I ask Taylor, watching her fingers anxiously tap the steering wheel.


  She follows my gaze to her hands. Squeezing the wheel, she smiles. “Bonding?”


  I clasp my shaking hands in my lap and nod.


  “It is not difficult. So, I can’t say it gets easier. It is, however, complicated. My body feeds off Justin. That may sound weird to you, but that’s the best way to describe it. And it’s not so much, on purpose, but that it just happens. When he’s around me, I fill up. And like a car running out of gas, when I’m away from him I run low on fuel. And every so often, I need to make a pit stop. And because we’re a closely bound couple—because we spend so much of our time together than apart—fill ups are needed daily.”


  “I feel like I need to make a pit stop every hour I’m away from Scott,” Glen mumbles.


  “I wouldn’t say every hour,” I chime in. “But frequently.”


  Taylor glances at me and then back to the road. “I hear the craving is a little different for humans. Being that you aren’t Sephlem, you can’t feed to fill up, so you’re always in need. You run out quicker like always keeping your gas tank half-full. So, you crave more, more often.”


  I nod. “That sounds exactly like my issue. I think my inconvenience falls in where it seems like I’m psychotically crazy over Nathan, and he doesn’t seem affected by the bonding at all.”


  “I’m sure the feeling is mutual; he may just know how to control it better than you.” Taylor shrugs. “Since of course, he’s Sephlem, and it’s he who brought the bonding to you, not the other way around. Plus, Nathan doesn’t do much of showing his feelings anyway.”


  “Would he need to feed?” I ask awkwardly. Sounds like some blood sucking vermin.


  “Yeah. Especially Burdeneds. But, um.” She tries to abort it; I see in her eyes that she realizes she’s said too much. But I insist with a stern glower that she finishes. “Nathan would never feed off you, Tracey. It’s not something you have to worry about.”


  “I’m not worried about it. I’m more concerned with what the hell it means to feed, how, and why he’d need to, and if he’s not, who the hell he is feeding off of, and why the crap it isn’t me!” I kind of spew out my words, drowning in an inadequacy that makes my head hurt.


  Glen leans between the seats, saying, “It hurts and is draining. They’ll take from your life, using their body to absorb your energy, your desire, everything you can think of that brings you joy, that keeps your heart pumping, they steal it, and it hurts. Scott usually does it when we’re sexing so I’m distracted and can’t feel it as much, mixing the pain with pleasure.”


  “Um. Wow. When’d you get hip to Sephlem talk?”


  Cowering back into the seat, she mutters, “I just overheard them talking about it one day.”


  “Nathan would never draw his demon and feed off you, Tracey. He’d lose his shit. The effect gets you high—takes you to nirvana.” Taylor’s tongue slides over her lips, and she adjusts in her seat. “He doesn’t need to be that way around you. Be happy he’s going around not on full. Once you start, you can’t stop, and Nathan that high would be unpredictable.”


  Maybe this is the more Nathan was referring to. I don’t know if I’m grateful he hasn’t brought it up and would prefer not to participate in those actions, or insulted that this need he has requires feeding and he’d prefer to go somewhere else to get it or go without it.


  Taylor can’t shift the car into park good enough before Justin’s yanking open the door and ripping her from the driver’s seat. They go at it, devouring each other’s mouths like an angry wave thrashing over a violent sea.


  “Really. . . You two saw each other like, four hours ago,” I grumble jealously. “Cut it out.”


  “Aww, Tracey, don’t be a sourpuss,” Taylor stops kissing Justin to say. “Nathan will be back soon.” She turns her attention back to Justin, picking up where they left off.


  “I’m with Tracey,” Glen states. “Olar, pull off.”


  Olar drives away, and we sit in silence for a while. He looks between the road and me, and I wait for him to out with it. “Tracey, I’m sorry about yesterday. I could’ve handled that better.”


  “Nathan bitched to you too, Olar?” Glen snorts, leaning between our front seats, so she’s seen. “Scott talked to me this morning, going off about it. I’m sorry too.”


  Though we could’ve handled it better, we were trying to keep Joy from getting beat up by her boyfriend. So, we did a good thing. Maybe she’ll even get out of that situation. “It is fine, and it’s no one’s fault,” I tell them. “Let’s try to stay under the radar today. Maybe we should leave for lunch.”


  Glen sits back. “I’m good with leaving for lunch. I’m good with leaving period. Better yet, not going.”


  “Glen, we have to go.” I pull my knees up to my chest and press my face to them. “We have to graduate and such. Can’t do that if we don’t go to school.” We just need to make it through these last two weeks and not kill anyone finishing this one. I have a lot riding on the end of school going well, and I need to keep my record clean.


  “I’m—”


  “I’m what, Glen?” I twist in my seat, looking in the back. She’s taking too long to finish. “Oh my gosh, Glen!” I yell, unbuckling my seatbelt and climbing into the back. “Pull over! She’s shaking, and her eyes are rolling in the back of her head. What’s wrong with her?” I lift her head onto my lap and hold her chin so her chattering teeth can’t bite her tongue.


  The car swerves, and Olar’s at my side with the door open. “Let’s get her out of the car,” he says, reaching in and lifting her in his arms.


  I follow him into a field off on the side of the road, five minutes from the school.


  “What’s wrong with her?!” I ask again, becoming frantic and hysterical. “She’s scaring the hell out of me! Seizing and nonresponsive!”


  “It’s not her; it’s Scott. Something’s happening,” he says too calmly. Way calmer than me as he turns Glen onto her side. She coughs, vomiting and choking on the fluids filling her mouth. “I’m checking with them now, but no one’s getting back to me.” He rubs Glen’s back, calming her regurgitating.


  I pace back and forth like a crazed person. Stumbling to a stop, I gasp. Nathan! I get no response. Nathan, I try again but get nothing. I panic, realizing something’s definitely wrong. Scott’s dying and Nathan’s hurt. No. I’m okay, which means he’s okay. Okay, Tracey. Calm down, girl. Hold it together.


  I’m working on it, Nathan’s voice fires off. Give it a minute. She’ll be okay. Love you. Have a good day. He’s gone as soon as he came.


  Running to Glen, I fall to my knees, looking her over. She isn’t conscious, but the shakes have ceased. Brushing my hand over her sweaty face, I wait for her to open her eyes. She doesn’t.


  “Come on,” Olar grabs my attention. “Let’s get her in the car. She’ll come to by the time we make it to the school.” He carries Glen to the car, and I climb in the back with her.


  Rubbing Glen’s head, I tell her pointless, reassuring words the remainder of the ride. I know she’ll be okay once the tie between her and Scott’s pain wears off. As soon as he’s able to separate himself from her, she’ll return to normal. Her red face almost makes her freckles disappear. But she breathes peacefully.


  We make it to school, pulling into the full lot.


  Glen twitches in my arms and I try to wake her. “Glen, get up. Okay?” I say, soft and caringly.


  Her eyes flutter. They roll around before finding me. She screams, arms and legs flailing as she tries to sit up. “What happened? Where’s Scott?! Is he okay?!” I hold her arms down.


  “Everything’s fine, Glen. Just calm down,” Olar comfortingly assures her.


  I match him. “Scott’s fine. You’re fine. Let’s get this day over with.” I gently pull her from the car, and she follows without a fight. As if nothing happened, she strolls at my side, but I see the worry for her mate in her eyes. “Nathan said he’s okay.” I wrap my arm around her waist.


  All eyes are on us as we amble down the halls. I’d pose, wave, and blow a kiss at them if I weren’t trying to hold Glen up.


  We’re bum rushed by our friends and Olar moves to stand between Glen and me. Not wanting to appear weak in front of the girls, Glen pulls herself together and pastes on her smile.


  “Hey. Y’all wanna go out after?” Rachel asks us but her gaze is fixed on Olar.


  A jolting pain shoots up my legs. I grab Olar’s arm to keep from crumpling to the floor. He helps me stabilize my footing, and we continue pass them. Gah, Nathan. Be okay. I don’t know if it’s Nathan who’s getting hurt, or if it’s my body wanting Nathan that’s causing this pain, but these sporadic spasms are taking a major toll on me. Fatigued and inattentive, I sleep through each class. Rather, I passed out because I don’t remember going to sleep or feeling tired, just Olar getting me up and walking us to the next class.


  “Maybe we should go home?” Glen suggests as we approach her broken locker. “I want to go home.”


  I place my back to the row of lockers, sliding to the floor, listening to her complain.


  Olar takes up the space next to me. “I agree with her.”


  I’ve probably worn him out today with his needing to keep a closer eye on me than usual.


  Glen sits on my other side, laying her head on my shoulder. It feels like a boulder against my weak body.


  If we go home, I know it would be worse, and we won’t do anything but sulk. Well, Glen and I will. Olar would be relieved. “This would eat at us if we go,” I respond to Glen, looking at Olar. “Sorry if we’re a headache.”


  He reaches into his backpack, pulling out three bags of chips. Taking one, he hands me two. “You’re not as bad as I thought you’d be. You’re handling it better than Nathan and I thought you would. Glen, on the other hand, probably needs me at her side more than you do.”


  I give Glen a bag, turning away from her to the approaching teacher.


  “Excuse me, but I believe eating is something done in the lunchroom,” Mrs. Kimble, our English teacher, articulates. Standing three feet in front of Olar, she gives him the “look.”


  Argh! Not her too! Mrs. Kimble is one of the coolest teachers here but has a bad habit of not minding her own business.


  Olar looks her over, a spark of interest causes movement in his irises he hides with a blink.


  She’s like a hundred. Don’t go there, I tell him.


  He bursts out laughing. I smile, trying to give him a serious look. He shakes his head, laughing, baring his always-sharpened teeth. That may be what everyone finds attractive; he looks dangerous and mysterious.


  Glen leans forward, looking over at us. “Umm, I’m not included.”


  “Apparently, neither am I.” Mrs. Kimble steps back, eyeing Olar over the bridge of her square glasses. She may be in her early fifties, but her make-up and style of clothing make her appear no older than thirty-five.


  “Sorry,” Olar says, voice deep and honeyed. “We didn’t feel like the crowd today.” He admires her, licking his bottom lip. She practically melts in her undies with trembling legs. But she holds it together well. It’s disgusting. “We’re going to sit here until next class.” He licks the corner of his mouth where his circle lip ring hugs his lip. Biting his bottom lip, he lets it slowly slide past his teeth, their points nearly cutting into his skin. He gives her a tight smirk and remarks, “If that’s okay with you?”


  She rubs her neck, nods, and then quickly gaits away with shaky legs. Her loud heels double step as she less than discreetly flees from us.


  I’ll admit, that tongue action was sexy, but it’s Mrs. Kimble he’s wooing. “You know that’s nasty,” I tell Olar, noticing him watch Mrs. Kimble half-walk, half-jog away.


  He laughs again, turning his attention to me. “It’s all in fun. I’m too old for the girls here, and she thinks I’m too young for her. It’s legal for me to play with her, but illegal for her to play back. May as well have my fun. Ya know?” He shrugs.


  “Oh, that is nasty.” Glen fake-gags, catching on.


  Olar chuckles. “If I weren’t on watch the girls’ duty, she’d be getting it in the utility closet right now.”


  We laugh loud, our humor echoing down the empty hall.


  “Not the utility closet,” Glen banters, unable to stop laughing. “The photo lab’s much better. It’s a couch in there.”


  I crack up, dropping my bag of chips.


  Olar tilts his head back and pinches his nose. Forging his bogus thought, he taps his chin, and then quickly shakes his head. “Nah,” he objects. “No couch needed. Her heels are tall enough; I bag her standing up.”


  “Eww!” Glen and I gag, turning up our noses.


  We laugh through the rest of lunch, talking about Olar’s disgusting interest in Mrs. Kimble and her unsubtle response to it. I appreciate the two of them making today a hell of a lot easier. The distraction eases the discomfort and the sway Roehl and Nathan has on my mind. The joy in Glen’s brightened eyes and huge smile shows she’s better too.


  Olar’s surprised me. He’s opened himself up for our comfort and brightened his ‘ruthless’ image to one a little less intimidating. But English is awkward. Mrs. Kimble and Olar can’t be more obvious. He’s observably a distraction as she sits behind her desk, stealing admirable glances while caressing the front of her neck. She can’t finish a complete sentence without flicking her gaze to the back of the classroom. I resist looking back at Olar to see in what ways he’s tempting her. She’s going to break some major teacher-student rules.


  Standing, she passes out an assignment that requires we write a page-long essay on our thoughts of William Ernest Henley’s Invictus. She excuses herself once the class has settled down, and not five minutes later, Olar’s passing me.


  I’ll be right back, Tracey. He looks at me before heading out of the door.


  I gawp in awe, slack-jawed, unable to believe this is happening. Oh, I will tease him forever about this.


  Five minutes before the bell rings, Mrs. Kimble returns looking more together than she left.


  I leave class, spotting Olar waiting for Glen and me across the hall. “Really?” I jest, plucking a mop string from his shoulder and another from his hair. “Didn’t you see this stuff before you left?”


  He knits his brows and smirks, trying to hold back his laugh. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”


  “Yeah, right,” I quip, smacking his stomach with the back of my hand.


  He hooks his arms around Glen’s and my neck, and we head for Glen’s locker. “She’d started doing this thing with her legs and giving me this eye. You two were fine.”


  I want to laugh, but I won’t draw attention to us. “Yeah, those fifteen minutes she was gone, nothing happened,” I state sarcastically. Glen laughs, kicking off my fit of giggles.


  We leave to the parking lot, free of attackers and angry peers. At least of enemies, but the angry faces of our friends is another story. They block the doors of Taylor’s car. “Are you guys going out or not?” Rachel asks. “I mean, the least y’all can do is come since y’all stood us up over break and have been ditching us.” She puckers her lips and flicks her gaze to Olar. “And being around the hottest guys and not offering me one.” She winks at him.


  “What are they, chocolate?” I sass.


  She hitches a brow, staring Olar down, starting at his boots and stealthily moving up to his face. “If he wants to be,” she croons.


  Wow. She’s serious. I drag my annoyed gaze away from her to Olar.


  No! he enunciates arrogantly.


  I chuckle. “No, thanks, Ray. We have plans today.”


  “Whatever, Tracey.” She rolls her eyes and shifts her gaze to Glen. “And you?”


  “Tracey answered for the group of us. If one don’t go, no one goes. Sorry, cupcake.”


  Rachel huffs, irritated by our rejection. Ignoring the clear lack of interest Olar has for her, she walks up to him, leaning too close to his face. But he doesn’t move. Warbling in his ear, she whispers some un-lady like things. The corner of his mouth twitches and a glimmer rests in his soft blue eyes. She wraps up her skanky secrets and turns off to leave.


  Olar grabs her wrist, pulling her back to him and whispers in her ear, “I might have to take you up on that.”


  She nods, turning to kiss his neck. Pulling back, she adds, “You name the place.” Then she walks off, following the other girls.


  My lip curls, disgusted by their exchange. He will not be naming a place to meet her to do anything. I know Rachel and her slutty ways all too well, and she is not getting involved with my cousin too.


  He returns my glare, blurting, “What?!”


  I avert my eyes from him, muttering, “Nothing. Don’t go there with her. You’ll catch something.”


  “A blow job with a condom won’t likely result in a sexually transmitted disease. Plus, there are perks to being able to heal yourself.”


  Throwing my hand up, I cut him off. “Stop it, Olar. You’re turning my stomach.”


  We pile in the car. “No fights today?” he asks jauntily, his good mood flourishing.


  “Better not be,” I say, fueled by his relaxed disposition.


  “I don’t want to sit around doing nothing. We don’t have to go straight to the house do we?” Glen asks, looking at herself in the rearview mirror. The shiner Neil gave her is getting worse. She pats the bruised area with concealer, but it does nothing to lessen its appearance.


  “I guess as long as we’re together, we could go somewhere,” Olar agrees, but he doesn’t sound sure. “We’ll just get Taylor first.”


  I shrug. “Okay.” Going home will bum me out after being so cheery the last few hours. I’m enjoying their company.
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  We sit around a table at the pig and cow restaurant Nathan had brought me to before. Justin tagged along, and he and Taylor are the kind of couple who’s constantly kissing each other with short pecks as they talk, whisper, and giggle. It’s disturbing.


  I keep reminding myself that I only have to make it through tomorrow. If I can, I’ll wake up Saturday morning wrapped in warm arms and relieved.


  We eat, holding up the table until nine pm, laughing at the waitresses who do a good job at entertaining us with line dancing and fake country accents. We join their fun, stepping and twisting, enjoying the escape.


  Olar drops himself and Justin off at their house, and we take the car to mine. I announce our arrival, so Mom knows it’s us when we walk in, but by the sound of her snoring, we’ve missed her. The girls and I are ready to pass out after showering and spreading out our blowup mattresses. Not short of saying goodnight, Glen’s out. I smile at her sleeping with an ice pack resting on her face. Though her cuts and bruises aren’t better, she looks livelier than she did this morning.


  Taylor and I are far from sleep, chatting as we wait for it to kick in. She changes the subject from a garden she’s starting, saying, “You know I never meant to hurt you and Nathan.”


  I’m over it. “Don’t beat yourself up about it. You’re okay with me, Taylor.” I’m tired but fear closing my eyes, not knowing what type of stuff my head’ll make up for me tonight. I think last night, when I did fall asleep, Roehl crept his way into my thoughts. I recall a distant memory from a dream of things I know I’d never participate in with him.


  “I just wanted to let you know I’m sorry.” Pounding on the door cuts into her sentence.


  An uneasy feeling pricks my flesh with skin pinching goosebumps. I sit up, unsure about answering it.


  “Who is that?” Taylor asks, seeming to sense my hesitation.


  They knock again.


  Standing, I say, “Not sure.” But whatever it is, now, something in me wants to see. It pulls me to see. “I’m going to check.”


  “I’ll come with you.”
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  THE DOOR’S SILENT AS I pull it open. The shimmering in his golden eyes rolls a fire in me. A distinct desire of seeing something I want but know I can’t have. That’s what it is. Something too good to be good for me.


  Roehl smiles, and his golden teeth settle my sudden eruption as I notice their sharp points and slight shine reflecting the light of the moon. “Hey, Tracey,” he serenades. Without bass, my name drips from his smooth voice faultlessly, entering my ears. A strange curiosity ignites, and I smile.


  Taylor shoves me aside, taking up the doorway. “Why are you here?” she spits.


  I stand on my tiptoes, barely able to look over her high shoulder.


  Roehl gasps exaggeratedly, a mock of shock’s in his stingy eyes. “Taylor! Where have you been hiding? You know. . . I’ve been trying to see you.” He moves a little closer, whispering to her, “I sent you an invite, but you never showed.”


  “Why are you here?”


  “I came to check on Tracey.” His golden gaze passes her and lands on me.


  A cool breeze blows past him and smacks me in my face. I inhale, filling my nose with his astounding scent. A peculiar aroma that hints the scent of cedar and outdoors. It’s more appealing than I thought it’d be. My insides scream for me to go to him, and I struggle to hold my ground.


  Roehl’s bad, right. . .?


  “Check on her for what? She isn’t yours to hold your concern,” Taylor loathes.


  Placing his hand on the doorframe, Roehl leans forward, standing the same height as her. My gaze flicks from his eyes to his hand, and a small part of me wants to touch it just to see how it feels beneath mine. He peeks around her and soaks me in. “Not yet.” His golden eye winks. “Right, Cey?”


  I fight a smile, chewing on the inside of my cheeks.


  Leaning back, he steps away from Taylor, never taking his inducing bore off me. “Come here,” he invites, motioning me to him with a swift nudge of his head. “Can we talk for a minute?” His honeyed voice couldn’t be more inviting, and his aroma, dancing around me from the cool night’s air. . . It encourages me to close this stricken distance between us.


  I lumber forward, attempting to walk around or maybe through Taylor.


  She whips around, shoving me away from the door. “What the hell are you doing?” she asks with her hand tightly wrapped around my forearm, wrenching me further back into the house. “Nathan! Remember!”


  I blink, feeling my face twist in a tight contort. Grimacing, it sinks in like an anchor in the sea. My thoughts, my wants, my actions. I wanted him. I want him. Like flowers to a bee—nectar to birds—he’s appealing in a way that’s not obsessive nor overwhelming but nourishing.


  My eyes widen as I realize the disgracefulness of my desires. I should not want Roehl! Stumbling back, I shake my head, gaze cast on the ground too ashamed to lift them and meet the eyes of my mate’s sister or his brother.


  Roehl laughs, sending a sweet melody of titters through my ears. I flick my gaze to him, desiring the indecent creature. Striding backward, he steps off the porch, fixing me with a stare that softens my hate. “Tell Nathan I have his mate, Taylor.” Turning on his heels, he adds, “I’ll be back for her when he returns. Wouldn’t want to take her without his consent.”


  I watch him leave and kick myself. How could I do this?! Why’d I want to go to him and deceive Nathan?


  “Tracey, what the hell?” Taylor jeers, closing the door.


  “I. I. I don’t know.” Panic shakes my hands. “I don’t understand.” Whatever just happened, I don’t. . . I can’t make sense of it. “I. . .” Tears cloud my eyes. “I’m wrong.”


  “What happened?”


  “I wanted him. I wanted to go to him,” I whisper, ashamed. “I didn’t care or think about Nathan until you brought him up,” I say, embarrassed. “I can’t believe I was ready to deceive him like this. Willing to walk away with ease!”


  Taylor hugs me to her. “Shh. It’s okay. Calm down. You’re going to get Nathan started.”


  Sparks! What’s wrong?


  “Too late,” I mutter to Taylor. He sounds so angry. Nate, I am so sorry. I didn’t know. I don’t. I. Don’t understand. I’m sorry. I stutter, sobbing, knowing I’m probably the worst girlfriend or mate ever. Taylor rubs my back, soothing me with shhs and it’s okays.


  Sparks. Babe, what’s wrong? he asks a lot calmer. What happened? Stop crying. Sparks. Please stop crying.


  I hold my tongue, and time passes as he waits.


  Talk to me, Sparks. You’re killing me here.


  Wincing, I say, Nathan.


  Yes.


  He came here. And I . . . wanted him. I needed to go to him. It’s hard for me to express but easy to admit. I wanted him more than I want you. . .


  Nathan quiets for a while, and my feelings are too overwhelming for me to focus on his. Who is with you? His voice is distant, and where I expect him to be angry being all reckoning, he’s calmer than night. And that means I won’t even come close to knowing the multitude of his anger.


  Nathan, I am sorry.


  It’s fine, Sparks. It’s not your fault. Don’t apologize. Who’s with you?


  Taylor.


  She’s comforting you?


  She is.


  Wait a minute.


  I calm a little. He’s too understanding and accepting of my confession.


  Taylor stops rubbing my back and jerks and jolts a few times but doesn’t move. “Come on, Tracey,” she says. “Let’s lay down.”


  Lying with me on my mattress, she’s uneasy, but she mentions nothing. I assume I missed the argument between the two of them, and Nathan may have said something that brought her down. His anger against her drives her to a dark place, and I always search for words that’ll make her feel better. But what will I say, It’s okay, it’s not your fault, but it is? Or, it’ll all be over soon, and Nathan will understand, but that’ll make me a liar too. I don’t know if it’ll be better, I don’t know what all will come from me transpiring a liking for Roehl or how he’s able to sway me away from Nathan. It’s scary even, and knowing I could turn on Nathan without my will or conscious diverting me is terrifying. I don’t want Roehl. I swear I don’t.


  Sparks?


  Yeah.


  I’ll be back tomorrow night, stay with Olar ‘til I make it home. You’re going to my house after school.


  Are you mad?


  Yes, he answers honestly. But not with you. Get some sleep.


  I lay, fighting back the urge to run upstairs and wrap myself in my bed. I’m sorry, Nate.


  Don’t be. Get some sleep. I’ll see you tomorrow.


  Sleep doesn’t come easy, and I beat myself up the remainder of the night. It’s not just about my letting Nathan down. It’s about the incapability I have of control over my feelings. I know I don’t want Roehl; I know deep down I’m supposed to hate him, I remember clear as day what he’d done to me and the stories Nathan told me. And yet, he enters my mind, and I invite him to stay. I’m completely in love with Nathan; he has everything I thought I wanted. But then, here his brother comes along and has the same desiring effect on me. He’s as repulsive as the sun that rests on the side of his face. And yet, here we are.


  Roehl had to have done something drastic to me.


  
[image: EBOOK10]



   


  FRIDAY’S BUZZ IS ON. Everyone’s happy and bouncing around the halls of our school with the weekend glow.


  Olar hasn’t mentioned it, but it’s obvious he knows about last night. His cool shield’s turned to one of stone, and it makes me uncomfortable.


  Today isn’t at all as easy as our last two days. The lack of Scott has Glen passing out repeatedly. Her head smacks the desk, resulting in her having another huge knot on her forehead. I drag her with me to the bathroom to clean her up.


  “Oh no!” she whines, looking in the mirror through droopy eyes. “Scott’s going to be so pissed when he sees my face.”


  I grab her makeup bag from her purse and do what I can to hide her bumps and bruises. “At least, it won’t be as bad, you know. . .” I hint at him being able to fix it.


  “Yeah. . .” She closes her eyes, drifting as she stands.


  Patting her cheek, I wake her. “Come on. We have to get you moving.”


  We meet Olar in the hall and the next bell’s ringing.


  I’m trying to be strong, but with my loss of energy, no sleep, and lack of Nathan, I’m little help in keeping Glen standing. My legs give out, and I fall flat on my face in the hallway—in front of everyone. The laughs and snickers drill through my ears like a jackhammer, loud and vibrating.


  “We should’ve stayed home today,” Olar says, helping me up.


  Glen leans against a nearby locker, slowly sliding to the floor. She’s as pale as a sheet of paper, trying to make her eyes focus. Each time she blinks, they gloss over and float around in her head.


  This is ridiculous. “I think you’re right.” I try to shake it off. “Come on, Glen. Four more hours.”


  “No, Tracey.” She hits the floor.


  Olar throws his head back, grumbling an aggravated breath.


  “Olar, take a break, I’ll get her. Walk it off.” My head swims when I turn from him to Glen. I steady myself against the lockers, waiting for the hall to stop spinning. Olar takes my advice and heads down the hallway, pacing the floor.


  We have to be stronger than this. There’s no way I will let this bond not allow me to make it through the day. It literally has us out of character yearning for these two. “You want to sit here?” I ask, settling on the floor beside her.


  Glen looks at me with the sickest eyes, and it makes me feel bad for her. She’s definitely being hit harder than I am. “Tracey, what’s happening? Why does this feel like this?”


  “You just miss Scott is all. But he’ll be back tonight. It’ll be better then.” I look back to Olar still pacing, not going too far but not coming too close.


  “I hope so. This sucks.” Her body falls over, and I grab her arm to pull her back up.


  Our class has started, and we’re supposed to be in there. As I’m helping Glen up, Olar comes over. “Forget it,” I say, giving in. Nathan’s so going to pay for this when I see him later. “Let’s just go home.”


  They nod and waste no time leaving for the car. Glen lies across the backseat, quickly falling asleep. “Why’d you decide to leave?” Olar asks.


  I crack the window and let the wind blow in my face to settle my rising temperature. “You wanted to stay?”


  “No, I didn’t want to go. I wanna know.”


  “Well, we were getting on your and my nerves. Glen can’t focus or stand. And I feel like I’m catching the flu. So, I just decided I’m going to kill Nathan because this is not fair,” I say, flustered. “But none of us could stay there like this.”


  “Oh. . .” he trails off.
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  NATHAN’S HOUSE IS QUIET. I’m grateful for the silence with how bad my head’s hurting. I talked Taylor into making us some sandwiches, hoping the food will settle my nerves. It doesn’t. Olar leaves us going to Nathan’s room after we eat, and Glen and I follow. My legs tremble as I climb the stairs, and with each step, I feel my energy draining. Olar lies on the bed, exhausted. Glen kicks off her shoes and lies next to him. Their bodies don’t touch, but she lays her head on his arm and instantly knocks out. He squints, an inquisitive glance flicking from Glen to me. I shrug, answering his silent question. My brain doesn’t feel like processing that right now.


  Snatching a shirt from Nathan’s laundry basket and a pillow from his bed, I stuff the pillow in the shirt and sit on the floor. I cut on the TV, mute it, and stare, seeing nothing. Just blurs after the black fades from my sight each time I blink.


  Someone knocks.


  “Huh?” I whisper with my head buried in the pillow, shivering from the repeat of chills scattering through me. I’m too hot to cover up, but I can’t convince my body of that.


  Little Nathan walks in and flops down on the floor beside me. “Hey.”


  I drop the pillow in my lap. “What’s going on?”


  “Nothing. Checking on you.” He looks over the bed. “Those two are knocked out.”


  “It’s been a long day.”


  He adjusts himself and snags the remote from my lap. “You feeling okay? You’re freezing.”


  “I don’t know how. I’m burning up! But I feel my skin cold. I’m clammy and achy, and I can’t shake this fatigue. But I’ll be okay. I can fight it.” I lay my head back against the bed, throwing Nathan’s pillow back in my face, taking in the small scent of him it provides.


  “You want me to leave?”


  “No. Stay here,” I drag, placing the pillow beside me. “How are things going for you?”


  “Better for now.”


  “Good. A little relief is better than none.”


  “Yeah.” He lays his head back too.


  I blink, and my head swims. Becoming lightheaded, I let my eyes close and become victim to the darkness.


  A warm draft blows across my face. Sighing, I find relief in the subsidy of the flu-like symptoms.


  “Good.”


  I twist around faster than humanly possible, wrapping my arms around Nathan’s neck. His arms wrap around me tightly and, I place my face in his neck breathing him in, filling my nose with his musk I’ve missed. Wincing, I pull back. “I’m sorry. Last night. I don’t know what happened.”


  He reels me back to him. “Don’t worry about it. Can you tell me why you were asleep in my brother’s lap and Glen was sleeping, practically, on top of Olar.”


  “That’s not how I remember it. . . At some point, I passed out, and my head must’ve fallen on his shoulder. As for Glen, I’m not sure. She had a bad day and may have been slightly delusional.”


  “How was your day?” He adjusts me, cradling me in his arm. I bend my legs, propping my feet on the bench of the gazebo, enjoying being held.


  “It’s getting better.”


  “I’ll assume that I have something to do with that. You should thank me.”


  Snorting, I tease, “I would if that wasn’t a cocky thing for you to say.” He smirks and his brows jump. “How was your trip?”


  “It wasn’t a trip. Trips are enjoyable, and I enjoyed none of it. But I’m alive. You’re alive, and no one here is hurt, which is good. But my time away was hell, and I’m not looking forward to doing it again.”


  “Did you miss me?”


  “That’s not the appropriate word to use.”


  I blush. “You know what? I’ve decided I am going to kill you.”


  “I doubt it,” he retorts with a single laugh.


  “No, really, I am. For putting me through this. These last few days have been hell.”


  “I know, Sparks. I’m sorry.”


  “Don’t leave me anymore. You leave, I leave. If not, you stay,” I order. “Everyone but you gets the option to stay back. I don’t like it.”


  “Sparks, I—”


  “Nope, not trying to hear it. I’ve said my peace.” I shift my gaze to the dimly lit fountain in the middle of the gazebo, now with carnations surrounding it. The light shines through the peddles, casting colors of orange, yellow, and red on the white furniture.


  “You’ve gotten bossy lately.” He slides his hand across my cheek and turns my head to face him. “I said I’m sorry. Forgive me, okay?”


  I stare into a clockwise mixture of emerald and chocolate, nodding. “I missed you,” I breathe, getting lost in his eyes as they swirl to another color. His soft breaths flutter across my face. My gaze drops to his slightly parted lips. Those soft lips fall onto mine, and I sink into the sky. His sky. Submerged in a cloud of love, I fly home, settling in my comfort zone.


  He leans up, bringing me with him. I sit upright on his lap and his arms loosely wrap around my hips. My body doesn’t alight, but my heart blisters. Roughened beats attack my aching chest, causing my breaths to catch. Seconds hold the oxygen hostage before staggered breaths expel from my lungs against Nathan’s face. I gasp, panting—nervous. My hand’s are clutched around his neck, and it’s not until I let go, do I realize how tightly I was squeezing him.


  He breaks away from me, confusion thick in his eyes. “What is that?” he mutters to himself, an edge of agony in his voice. He rubs his hand along his neck, and my nail prints slowly disappear.


  I reach for my chest, gritting my teeth against the ongoing pain. It doesn’t last long, but it’s hurting like hell. It lets up, and through a sigh, I ask, “What just happened?”


  Exhaling, he thinks before answering, “You’re mine.” He places his hand on my chest, feeling our heartbeat. “My defensive shield’s wrapped around your heart.” His hand rises to his chest. “It’s harder now. More of a solid thump instead of a beat.” Moving my hand to his chest, I compare it to the beat I remember. “That is going to take some getting used to,” he adds.


  My heartbeat feels choked. Instead of the rapid double beat, it’s a single thump with a three-millisecond count before I feel it beat again. Thump. Thump. Thump. I don’t know what to make of it. “Why?”


  He shrugs. “For completion of us, maybe. My coming over you. Imagine how it’ll feel when we’re made.”


  “Married?”


  “Yeah. It’ll happen in the future. You think you’re just going to stay my girlfriend and we keep doing this the wrong way? Nah.” His brows jump. “You’ll be my wife, and all our actions will be legit.”


  “I like the sound of that,” I say, sealing the space between us. Bright, orange-brown eyes swirl before me. I love that color in him.


  “Me too,” he murmurs, cupping my face in his hands. He kisses me with the same softness as before. It feels right like everything is finally perfect if only for a moment.


  “Wait,” I draw back and hurry to speak before he can read it. “Who do you feed off?”


  “Who the hell told you that?” he asks, slighted, brows knitting, darkening the shadow over his deep chocolate eyes.


  I press my lips together, taken aback by his animosity toward my question. “Why does that matter?”


  He clears his throat, and his eyes swirl hazel. His discrete color that helps make him unreadable. I don’t like it when he blocks himself from me. “When I fight, I will. Sometimes,” he says shamefully.


  “Am—.” I pause, thinking of his answer before I ask the question.


  “No, Sparks. It’s nothing like that. I don’t want to feed off you. I’ve stolen enough from you, wouldn’t you think. You expect me to take your being too?”


  “No. But I want to know if I’m good enough, or why you wouldn’t ask, or I don’t know. Why you might’ve been holding yourself back from something you need.”


  Shaking his head, he corrects, “Burdened’s don't need to feed. We survive fine without it. Feeding is giving into your demon; the demon needs to feed. Feeding off your mate is just wrong. And it hurts. I’d get nothing but high and then feel bad that I used you.”


  “Taylor says she feeds off Justin, and Scott feeds off Glen.”


  “So what?” he scoffs, disgusted and annoyed by the topic.


  Pulling my brows together, I study him. “You feed, just not off me?”


  “Just sometimes. I don’t like that. Not anymore. Don’t worry about that. Bonding is enough. I don’t need to nearly kill you and leave you hanging onto life by a string while I’m something six times worse than stoned and over fueled. That shit doesn’t sit well with me. You’re my lady, Sparks. You know how I felt about bonding; how I feel about it, let’s not make this shit worse for you than it is.”


  “No. I don’t want it. Just curious why you’ve never mentioned it.”


  He nods. “One day, I’ll show you what it’s like for me to feed on a human. You’ll be incredibly disgusted and think less of me as a man. But if you’re that curious. . .”


  “Uh. Nate, is there anything else I’m missing out on with this? My Sephlem notebook is getting full.”


  He laughs. “Ah, maybe.” Waiting before he continues, he says, “Stop listening to my sister. She’s darkening, Roehl’s seizing her mind and I’m sure there’s some shit she’s holding back on telling us about what happened. Don’t let the shit these other couples do spark your interest. Seriously, I care about you in a way that’s different from the way other’s care for their mates, from the way a husband cherishes his wife, more than the way humans desire the thought of eternal life. So I don’t use you to stay leveled, or happy, or filled. I’m here with you because without you, for me, there’s no fight—I’m nothing if you’re not with me. Maybe it’s because you hold my heart in your chest, or because every time you breathe I inhale your air, or see through your eyes. Maybe because I feel your flesh on mine and I’m forced to cherish you in a way that requires I do because without you I’m barren.” He grumbles. “I just mean, I don’t want to hurt you. You asked me not to murder us. I’m trying my damnedest not to do that, Sparks.”


  I blush. “I didn’t think you heard me ask that.”


  He nods, leaning his head back with his eyes closed. Tilting forward, I kiss his lips, saying, Thanks for caring more about me than you do yourself.


  Our relationship may have been forced, our love may even have started forged, but I want us to be comfortable, steady, a force, not ruled by fate or desire. But nurtured by devotion and acceptance.


  Dammit, I love you.


  A terrified scream blares from the house.


  Nathan and I jump up, sprinting for the back door.


  There’s never a dull moment.


  We race through the kitchen to the hall, searching. We round the corner to the living room, finding it empty and then down the hall to the great room. Pounds and ruckus from something falling on the upper level shake the walls. We charge for the stairs. Glen’s cry for whoever to stop rattles my panic.


  Halting in the doorway of Glen and Scott’s room, I swallow hard.


  A man built like a monster troll stands over my friend’s cowering body. Olar and Scott struggle against a hold that has them pent against the walls, one I assume has something to do with the over-sized man’s arms being splayed out at his sides, aimed in their directions.
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  NATHAN PUSHES ME BEHIND him. Don’t—


  I know, I cut him off. Don’t speak. It annoys me when he does this.


  Glossy eyed and awed, the stranger takes in Glen as though she were a delicious slice of ham instead of a trembling human begging him to don’t. He leans over her, tongue extended.


  She screams, piercing the air with her banshee-like wail. Scott must’ve forgotten to mention the be quiet around enemies aspect of our relationships. I still don’t get the full gist of it, but I know it makes another’s mate more desirable.


  Nathan shoots forward—fast as my blink—tackling the intruder to the floor before his saliva-drenched tongue could touch Glen. Nathan’s half his size, tumbling with him against the wall. Olar and Scott drop to the floor.


  Freed from the beast, Glen jumps from the bed, running over to me. Scared out of her mind, she drags her arms and hands over her face and neck, drying where the man has already had the chance to slide his tongue over her skin.


  I strip off my jacket and use it to wipe her off. It’s not just her face and neck, but arms and hair. Her clothes are drenched. I wonder if, instead, it’s his sweat.


  Her lips part to speak and I shake my head, placing a finger to my lips. Mouthing, don’t talk, I push her chin up to seal her lips. She nods, taking my jacket and wipes her arms.


  Nathan soars through the air, smashing onto the floor a couple of feet from us. As he stands, he lifts his hand, palm facing me.


  I stay back, calming myself. I hate seeing him battle. I have no doubt that he’ll win every fight, but when he lets people hit him, or he’s shoved hard enough they knock him off his feet, it gets me going.


  Thrown to the ceiling, Olar cracks it and falls to the floor. Pieces of ceiling crumble around him, and it takes him a second to get up.


  “You children cannot take me. I am Top!” The gorilla man roars.


  I turn up my nose. That’s his name?


  “I have come for one, but will leave with two! Die trying to stop me!” he threats.


  A low growl, one I’ve grown familiar with spikes my hearing. A shade darker than pink, Scott takes on his demon, darkening by the second. Nathan shakes his head, deterring him from turning into the animal-like beast that morphs his face and scares the crap out of everyone. Scott ignores him, shifting. The bones in his neck and face crack and pop as his skin stretches over his form that’s now a mix between a panther and gorilla. His snout allows visual of dangerously sharp teeth, canines a threatening point ready to pierce the skin of Top. Crouching, he snarls.


  Glen gasps, snatching up my arm. Top’s head whips around, Scott going forgotten. Lured by the sound of a single gasp, Top jumps to his feet and trudges toward us. His heavy steps shake the floor.


  Scott pounces, fast as a cheetah, knocking Top to the bed. It splits, and they hit the floor. Olar rushes to them and Nathan jumps in front of us. He pulls us to his chest, blocking our sight. We push him to move, but he doesn’t, not a step—holding us tight enough we’re unable to break free.


  Flesh ripping and blood gushing and squirting from someone are loud in my ears. I may as well be seeing it! Grunts, grouches, and snarls drown out the revolting sounds of their fight.


  Top screams out, closed mouth. His sound is distinct, deep and gravely. Something lands behind Nathan. We’re released when Nathan turns around to see what’s nearly hit him.


  Glen screams, staring at the severed, Titan-sized arm missing a body.


  In the next second, Scott’s smashing into the wall and Nathan’s blasting forward, meeting Top halfway to us. With a wrestling move—one armed and a bloody mess—Top’s lifted off his feet and smashed to the floor. By the way his arm was removed from his body; it leaves the shoulder bone exposed with severed veins hanging from the opened wound. Fighting with Nathan, he holds his ground even with his right eye hanging from his eye socket, swaying and slapping his cheekbone as he moves.


  My stomach heaves and requests I throw up everything I ate today. That I just stand here and barf at my feet, watching Top look like something that has exited the set of a zombie apocalypse movie.


  Nathan gets Top by the arm, pinning it behind his head. Watching them, I wonder why they waste their time fighting these people, especially under these circumstances. He could simply turn Top into a useless pile of ash and be done with this. But he never does that, he fights and will fight to the finish if needed. I’ve not figured out the method to his madness, but Nathan’s anomalous way of thinking gets me every time.


  Top’s dropped to his knees. Knocked unconscious, he falls to his stomach with a heavy thud and slight jiggle to his blubbery body.


  Glen and I breathe.


  Nathan, Scott, and Olar bend over to pick up a comatose Top. Olar’s lip turns up as he disgustedly stares at the right side of the man. “Why’d you have to remove his arm like that? That is some sick shit.”


  “Shut up,” Scott retorts, wiping his chin on his shoulder, removing the remainder of Top’s residue. What’s nastiest about that, before he leaves, he’s going to kiss Glen. The three of them strain to pick him up as they lift his body from the floor. I can only imagine how heavy he is, watching the three of them take a side. Olar on his left, Scott on the right having the hardest time gripping the bloody side of his body, and Nathan at his feet with his arms wrapped around either leg. Glen and I move from their exit, and they maneuver him out of the door like a couch.


  “Wait.” Olar stops. “He’s not going straight through. Scott, lift a little bit on your side.”


  “The most I can do is hold him. If I try to turn anything he’s dropping,” Scott says.


  “Well, I can’t get him through the door on my side.”


  “Why don’t you move to his shoulders,” Nathan says. “And after we get him out the door, move back. This Top is too damn big for you to be playing.”


  “Why’s his name Top anyway?” Olar asks, strategically moving to Top’s shoulders without needing to drop him or put more weight on Scott’s end.


  Glen’s trembling. Fear and another feeling I can’t place puts worry in her eyes. When Top’s out of the house, I ask, “Are you okay?”


  She shakes her head, eyes wide and nervous.


  “It’s okay. They’ll take care of it.” I look around their room. “Looks like you two need another new room.”


  Knitting her brows, she gives me a confused look. “Another?”


  Uh. I bite my tongue, forgetting there’s still a lot Glen doesn’t know. Every time Scott’s nearly killed her is one of them. “Never mind. Where are your clothes? You can take a shower and change in Nathan’s room. Scott might be a minute.” I face her, awaiting her reply.


  She stares at the amputated arm staining the cream-colored carpet with its continuous blood flow. I swallow, feeling the excess saliva flood my mouth in warning that if I don’t do something about this or keep looking at it, I’ll regurgitate all over the place. Pulling my leg back, I flick it at the arm, kicking it across the room. It rolls lumpy-like across the floor, leaving a bloody trail in its wake. It bumps against the wall, settling on the elbow with the hand cuffed, palm up.


  Glen shivers, wrapping her arms around herself. “The drawer by the window at the top.”


  I try not to laugh when she says top. My hand heats in warning as I start toward the dresser, tiptoeing my way across the blood-smeared floor. I’m warped with fear creeping over my skin. I look around the room, making sure we’re alone. Cracks vine the walls from the battle, the bed’s a split pile of sheets and pulled cushions where nothing can hide beneath, the closet door is smashed in, and clothes are scattered about. No one could be in there. The windows are closed. I narrow my eyes, unable to avert my gaze from the glass, even knowing everything is okay. It reflects the destroyed room and Glen’s and my reflection. It’s pitch black outside, no moon, no lights. A little shaken up, I consider ignoring the unsettling feeling telling me something’s out of place. Glen could always wear something of mine, and I’ll leave it to the boys to check it out later.


  “What’s wrong, Tracey?” Glen asks nervously. Her shaking hands grab the crux of my arm. Looking at her hand before lifting my gaze to hers, I’m frozen by her sudden change in expression. Stricken with terror, Glen’s entire face lifts. Her pretty freckled skin turns a shade of crimson red and her brows space so far apart as they rise I’d swear if they’d stretched any further, her skin would split. My stomach drops as I whirl around, seeking what’s caused her worry.


  The window shatters, spraying glass over the room. A tall, shirtless man a darker shade of the reddish color Burdeneds turn drops into the room. Night blue eyes, outlined in a stingy yellow take us in, in the most studious way. Whatever he’s thinking or studying, it’s obvious he isn’t sure of something.


  An earsplitting scream bleeds through the air, ringing my ears. Glen, yelling at the top of her lungs.


  The intruder’s eyes gloss over, and his thick nostrils flare as he sucks in a deep breath of our air. His lids, dressed with long dark lashes, fall over his creepy eyes.


  I step backward to Glen, silently begging her with a touch to stop screaming. Nathan, you need to get here. Right now, I call him.


  The man lifts his thumb to his mouth and swipes it over his lips. Without a second thought, he saunters from the window with calculated steps, training himself to be captured by our gaze as he makes his way in our direction. Tall and scary as hell, he’s everything a model agency would look for in a man had he not just barged his way into our home. French braids restrain the hair on his head, and their ends drape his shoulders, hanging over his swollen chest. Smiling at either, Glen or me, his pearly, white sharpened teeth are almost blinding in the dim light of the room. Even the dermal piercings stuck in his high cheekbones glistens.


  “Hello, Glen,” he serenades, slowly continuing toward us.


  “How do you know my name?” she asks even after my warning her not to speak.


  I shoot her a look that begs her to shut up, but I go ignored.


  The stranger smiles. “I came for you, feisty.” He points. “But I need you.” He shifts his pointed finger to Glen.


  My hand flares and I swear if he takes another step, he will get blasted back through that window.


  He continues forward, and I send him one of the biggest blasts my body possesses. Soaring over the shredded cushions and smashed lights, he smacks into the wall, sending another crack slithering up to the ceiling. He lands on one knee and his hands. He rises with ease. Cracking his neck, he fixes me with the most bloodcurdling gaze, snarling like a dog, threateningly bearing his teeth. We lock eyes, and his intimidating glower scares me stagnant.


  I try to move, but my feet won’t budge. A million thoughts race through my head, the loudest one wondering why the hell Nathan is taking so long. But I’ve grown to learn Nathan, his so obvious, let me see if she can really take care of herself. I talk a good game, and I know I can back it up, but sometimes, with guys like this who don’t stop and just keep getting back up, I get nervous. Can I take him down?


  The intruder rolls his shoulders, and the soft sound of his back cracking is loud in my ears. Never taking his eyes off me, a promise glimmers in them. A promise that he’s going to pay me back for what I did.


  Oh . . . shit . . .


  Charging across the room, he comes for us, and I’m ready for his attack. Three feet from me, he abruptly stops, almost as if he froze in place.


  I feel Nathan come up behind me.


  Mr. Cheekbone Studs looks over my head, his face a mask of complete shock. Shifting, he adjusts to his human form, not nearly as intimidating as his Burdened frame. Dark, radiant brown skin’s pulled taut over his wrestler-like body. The threat of torture has left his soft gray eyes. They now reflect a great deal of confusion as he looks us over. “Nate?” he mutters, wide eyes quickly sobering. “Man, I had no idea. I swear.”


  Nathan steps around me, and I step to the side as he walks in front of me. “This is my house,” Nathan tells him. His disposition’s calm, observing even.


  The surprised intruder continues to steal looks at Glen. “I wasn’t aware of that either.” He steps to the side, crossing his arms.


  Nathan matches him, shaking his head. “I don’t believe you, Jaworski.”


  Jaworski flicks his gaze to Glen and stares at her for a moment.


  Nathan looks between them and says, “That’s Scott.”


  Jaworski’s eyes widen, but his shock doesn’t last long. “I didn’t know that either.”


  “Do you care?”


  “Not now.”


  “Neither do I,” Nathan says with a shrug.


  Jaworski nods toward me. “And I suppose the one I came here for is yours?”


  Nathan gives him a short nod.


  Pinching his chin, Jaworski nods, understanding. “I’m not going down easy, Nate,” he says, stretching out his neck.


  “I never asked you to.”


  Their calmness irritates me. They know they hate each other, at least we know Nathan’s not going to let him just walk away, and Jaworski already said he’s ready for the fight. But, they talk like they’re pals. Frequently, Jaworski’s eyes flicker over at Glen, and she moves closer and closer to me. If she gets any closer, she’ll be inside of me.


  Prying his stone gray eyes away from Glen, Jaworski asks, “What are you waiting for?”


  “Did you touch her?” Nathan points his elbow toward me.


  Jaworski crosses his arms, tipping his chin. “No. I only came for her.”


  “But you want her?” Nathan points to Glen, and she shies away.


  The corner of Jaworski’s mouth twitches, resisting his smile. “I do,” he drawls, interest making the words sing.


  “Then this isn’t for me to handle. Don’t get me wrong. I’m pissed you came for what’s mine. But you want Scott’s for yourself.” He shrugs. “So, we’re waiting on him.”


  “I’ve explained I didn’t know she was Scott’s,” Jaworski defends.


  “You can’t smell him on her?”


  “I can,” he answers honestly. “But I didn’t come here to want her. It’s something about her.” He looks her over again and then steps forward.


  “You’re pushing it,” Nathan warns, causing Jaworski to retract his step. He lightens the mood with a query. “While we wait, why don’t you tell me who sent you here?”


  “I can’t do that. But I’ll tell you the person who sent me is expecting me to come back with her. Knowing she’s yours, however, I have no intentions to do so.”


  “What are your intentions?” Scott asks, kissing Glen’s cheek on his passing us to Jaworski and Nathan.


  “Scott, I—”


  “No small talk,” Scott cuts him off.


  Jaworski rubs his chin with is palm, revealing his aggravation. I also hate this take your time tactic. Just do what you’re going to do and move on to the next one.


  Patience, Sparks. It mostly happens like this when we don’t know what we’re going to do, Nathan relays without looking at me. He’s standing with his back to me, shoulders straight as a line; his shirt stretched across them. This dark gray shirt compliments him well, with its short sleeves exposing taut forearms protruding with muscle. My gaze dances up his neck, taking notice of his hair just long enough to get my fingers tangled in. I want to touch it. His neck’s tight and hard, ready for me to kiss it, calling me to cross this floor and place my lips on its tanned skin. I’ve never kissed back there before. Still, so many parts of his body I haven’t traveled. My gosh, I need him in the worst, well, the best way possible.


  Mental note—explore Nathan’s body.


  Nathan cranes his neck, glance passing his shoulder as he looks at me with wide eyes and knit brows.


  Embarrassed, I stifle my giggle, matching his flirtatious smirk.


  He turns back, shaking his head. You are bad, Sparky.


  Sorry, I’m focusing now.


  I missed whatever Scott and Jaworski decided on. They’re going to the let out bathroom, which, with Top in there, seems like it’s getting crowded.


  Scott grabs Glen’s clothes and the entire time, Jaworski stares at her without care or concern for his actions. I guess he actually doesn’t care. He’s heard Glen’s voice and his demeanor has changed. It’s clear he wants to sneak away and maybe escape through the window from which he arrived, but he ignores this want. Maybe willing to risk it all to have a chance at Glen.


  “Can I talk to her?” he asks in a serious tone.


  What great balls you have, Jaworski. Like that’ll ever happen.


  Scott moves Glen into the hall where she can’t be gaze raped by Mr. Cheekbone Studs.


  I stand in the doorway, watching Nathan, but this time attentive to my surroundings.


  “Glen,” Scott comforts. “I’m sorry you had to see that stuff today, but you have to control yourself and stay quiet when family isn’t around, or when someone comes around you don’t know. It’s essential to my keeping you safe. Even the slightest scream or gasp will attract them to you, distracting them from whatever other plan they originally had. Okay?”


  “I hear you,” she replies with a shaky voice.


  “I’m sorry again, but I need to go handle this.” They kiss. “Stay with Tracey. I’ll be right back to find us another room to sleep in.”


  Yeah, because I’m not having a slumber party tonight. Nathan, Scott, Glen, and Tracey all piled up in Nathan’s room. . . No. Nathan’s been gone too long to share our space and his time.


  Nathan peeks at me, and I smile at him, thinking, It’s your fault I’m like this.


  You’re going to get in trouble.


  Scott taps my arm, saying, “Let’s go, Tracey.”


  I’m okay with that. I’ll see you in a minute, I say to Nathan, leaving the room. I wrap an arm around Glen’s waist and pull her to Nathan’s room. I hope we have no more surprise visitors tonight. Reminded of tomorrow’s dinner, it draws on a stressful tired.


  This is going to be a fun weekend.
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  I TURN INTO A FULLY clothed Nathan, the cotton of his shirt brushing my cheek instead of bare skin. Seeking a hand or foot, my toes slide down the pant leg of his sweats, and I find his feet.


  Shit, Sparks! Your feet are freezing.


  Sliding my feet beneath his, they warm, and I try to relax. Sorry. I can’t sleep. Scott’s snoring is driving me crazy.


  That’s your excuse for putting your freezing toes on me?


  I laugh. Your house is cold.


  He pulls my leg up and takes my foot in his hand. He rubs the cold away. “Better?”


  “Getting there. Thanks.”


  “Give me the other one.”


  I lift it to his reach and try to drown out Scott’s snores with thoughts. I told Mom that I’d be staying out tonight, but I wish I‘d dragged Nathan back to my house. Scott snores louder than a lion’s roar. How can Glen take that?


  “I have no idea. We should’ve gone to your house and let them have the room.”


  “What time is it? Maybe we still can.”


  Nathan leans over, looking at the nightstand. “One forty.” A bear’s growl cuts through the room. At least it sounds like it.


  “Alright. We’re leaving,” I say, climbing out of bed.


  “Fine by me,” Nathan follows.


  I throw on my shoes and ignore my idea to change clothes considering I’m dressed for a run. Nathan stuffs his feet in his sneakers, and we head out, pulling the door closed behind us.


  Grabbing my front door’s knob in my hand, I twist and twist. “What the hell?” I whisper, pushing the door and pulling the knob.


  “Stop before you wake your Mom!” Nathan says, snatching my hand from the doorknob. He lifts his free hand, revealing a clean, golden key reflecting the light of the moon on its ridged edges. “It’s just locked.”


  “Stupid door’s never locked. I forgot,” I say a bit embarrassed since I’m the one who talked Mom into locking it.


  We enter my home, and I find serenity in it being quiet and peaceful. Mom’s safe and sound, sleeping peaceably. I kiss her cheek and creep out of her room, quietly pulling the door closed.


  My day started at five thirty this morning, and with the festive events that took me from Nathan withdrawal, a troll called Top, Jaworski with the composure of the pope, and Scott’s snoring . . . I feel as if I just lived a week.


  I lean against my dresser trying to control my hearing. Everything’s incredibly loud; Nathan’s shoes flopping on the floor as he kicks them off, the refrigerator’s motor running, my mom’s soft snoring, and I know it’s my imagination, but I’d swear I can hear Scott too.


  Nathan strips off his shirt and pulls me to the bed. “Ready for sleep?” he whispers in my ear. I climb in next to him, covering my ears with my hands. Turning into his chest, I fill my nose with his scent that turns my bones to liquid and relaxes every muscle. “I am.” This night, I find sleep quicker than I ever have.
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  “Tracey.” I’m shaken. “Tracey, this is not appropriate,” Mom’s voice cuts into a serene dream.


  I snuggle closer to Nathan, trying to eliminate the discomforts interrupting my slumber.


  “Even worse, Tracey Nicole Warren.”


  Wait. The feeling of my room coated in Mom’s presence jolts me up. “Mom!” I croak. Nathan moves behind me, and I rush to spit out the words. “I can totally explain this.”


  She straightens from being bent over my bed and awaits this grand explanation I’ve yet to think up.


  “And no, it’s not what you think,” I add. Usually when people say that it’s exactly what they may be thinking, but not this time. She’s probably thinking along the lines of sex, and that did not happen.


  Nathan sits up, and I wish he hadn’t. Mom’s eyes buck at him―him half-naked, and his being in my bed. “Hello, Karen,” he shyly mutters.


  “Hello, Nathan.” She looks him over; eyebrows pulled so tightly together they redden.


  “He’s been working out since he was like, twelve,” I mumbled in an attempt to lessen her befuddlement from his supposed to be twenty-year-old physique.


  Her narrowed gray eyes shift to me. “How about you explain what’s going on here.” She lifts her index finger, once cuffed around the muscle of her crossed arms, to point between Nathan and me.


  Honesty’s the key, here. Mom and I have a great, candid relationship. She tells me I can tell her anything, and that I can be truthful. Although, I don’t expect her to be cool about walking into her daughter’s room seeing me in bed with my boyfriend. No mom would ever be cool with that.


  “Okay, see, Nathan’s been gone for the past few days, and I missed him. I asked him if he could come over. He did, reluctantly, knowing he didn’t have your approval.” Have to make it sound good. “But, it was late, and I hadn’t seen him, and I needed him around me. I’d hoped we’d be up before you woke up and honestly, I didn’t know the door was unlocked. I’m more so sorry I got caught, but we meant no disrespect.” She looks back at Nathan’s bare chest. “He sleeps without a shirt. But”—I pull back the covers—“We’re majority fully clothed.”


  She looks at me head on, analyzing my story with a squinted right eye and a risen left eyebrow. Nude lips press into a thin line as she folds her arms in front of her chest. “Okay,” she finally says with a nod. “You two come down for breakfast.” She leaves, stopping at the door. “And, Nathan. Put on a shirt.”


  “Yes, ma’am.” He stands from the bed and crosses my room to the chaise. Snatching up his shirt, he throws it over his head, hiding his gloriousness under its black cotton fabric.


  “Thank you for telling the truth, Tracey.” Mom pulls back my attention, giving me a stern warning look that says, this better not happen again.


  I nod.


  She leaves, sure to push the door all the way open on her exit.


  I throw myself back against the bed. “That wasn’t cool.”


  Nathan chuckles, sitting beside me. “It was bound to happen. I’m surprised it took this long.” His voice lowers. “Good thing you weren’t on any freaky stuff last night or it would’ve been worse.”


  I punch his arm without as much force as I’ve used before. “Let’s go downstairs,” I say, pulling him from my room.


  “Good morning,” Mom greets, placing glasses of OJ on the prepared table.


  “Good morning,” we reply, taking our usual seats beside each other—across from her.


  “You were gone, Nathan?” I can always count on Mom to keep things cordial. Even after what just happened.


  “I was. I needed to help out my family in Norway.” And Nathan, to act as if nothing in the world ever bothers him. He mixes his scrambled eggs and grits together, upholding Mom’s conversation with ease.


  “You are very family oriented,” Mom observes.


  “Yes ma’am, I try to be.”


  I eat as they chat; glad none of the conversation is directed toward me. I’m so embarrassed I was caught in bed with my boyfriend my cheeks haven’t stopped burning. Though Mom doesn’t seem too upset, I’m sure she isn’t just sweeping this under the rug. She’s going to find the most awkward time to bring it back up. Thank goodness Dad’s not home yet. Speaking of, “When’s Dad supposed to make it in?”


  Mom taps her phone, seeming to check the time. “He should be arriving within the next couple of hours. What time are we supposed to arrive at your house?” she asks, seeking an answer from Nathan.


  “I’d say around five, giving Mr. Warren some time to get in and settled.”


  She nods. “I must be honest with you two,” she starts after a long pause. “I never thought I would greet you coming down from Tracey’s bedroom.” She looks between us. “In the morning,” she adds. “Tracey doesn’t even like people in her bedroom,” she says to her plate.


  “I’m sorry about that, Mom. Really. That shouldn’t have happened.”


  “May I ask you a question and you be completely honest with me?” She looks back up, meeting my eyes. “How often or how many times has Nathan been in your bedroom?”


  I wince from the lie gliding over my tongue, ready for me to let it slide past my lips. Biting it back, I battle trading it for the truth. She doesn’t deserve for me to lie to her. Placing her fork beside her plate, she leans back in her chair, waiting for my answer. Half-truth. “This wouldn’t be the first time.”


  Nathan’s fork drops to his plate. He snatches it up, and I feel him peek at me as his breathing changes nervously.


  Mom nods. “Do you care to share a number?”


  Nope, nu-un. “Not. Really,” I drag, with a slow shrug and pinch to the left side of my nose.


  “Tracey!” she exclaims in disbelief, seeming to know the answer.


  “Mom!” I match her tone.


  She leans forward, placing her elbows on the table. She never puts her elbows on the table.


  Nathan sits back in the chair. I take a deep breath, readying myself.


  Mom doesn’t begin instantly, her etched expression reflecting her disapproval for my action and half-truth. “How many times have you awakened in Nathan’s bed?”


  Again, I wince, caught off guard by another question. I don’t want to answer it. But I’m an adult partaking in adult actions; I should be able to tell her the truth. I should be able to be honest with my mother who trusts me to make responsible decisions. I shift my gaze from my hands to her, meeting her impatient eyes. Their stingy gray enhances as her pupils draw in with her focusing in on me. They nearly cut me open as a hair falls from her perfectly laid ponytail.


  A hair is definitely out of place with this one, I think to Nathan. Nervously sliding my fingers over my eyebrows, I admit, “Okay. A few.”


  “A few?” she repeats derisively, folding her hands under her chin.


  “Yes.”


  Removing her elbows from the table, they settle in her lap as she straightens her spine. “Do your parents know about this?”


  I suppose Nathan must find it, somewhat, an insult when my parents look upon him as a child, and he’s older than they are. He’s never said that, but I know I hate it when they do it to me. Even them knowing he’s in his twenties, they always bring up his mom being approving of one thing or another.


  Nathan nods, answering, “Yes.”


  “Tracey!” Mom yelps my name as if I’ve just robbed a bank, got away scot free, and came over to break the news to her.


  I hurry to say, “Okay, Mom. I know this was something you weren’t expecting and I may have let you down a bit. But we’re honest with you, and that has to count for something.”


  She says nothing for a while, and her silence makes me nervous. “Okay, where are you two going with this relationship? Because this seems a little advanced . . . sleeping together?” she breathes in a higher pitch.


  Looking to Nathan, he shakes his head, declining his help. These conversations are so foreign to me; everything I say I think is the wrong thing. “Past today,” I reply.


  “That is not a sufficient answer, Tracey.”


  “You’re right. But I don’t really know how to answer your question. Not to you.” I let the child in me show. I can tell someone else what this is between Nathan and me, but not to Mom. I don’t want her to think I’m full of it like Dad does. It’s easy to say I love him and we’re meant to be together by some higher power, which is why I don’t fight it; why I can’t fight it. It’s simple to release that truth, especially to someone from his world who understands mating, falling in love by a touch, and being bound. But trying to explain that to someone from the world I grew up. People frown upon things like love at first sight. I even frowned upon it. And nowadays, people don’t believe in eternal love. Or love period. So, to convince her that I’m permanently tied to the man of my dreams, just by him hitting me in my school’s parking lot, or bound by lewd acts that seal our love for an eternity, would be like singing to the deaf.


  “Then pretend that I am not me,” Mom suggests. “Maybe, as if, I am Nathan’s mother asking, considering she knows more about this than I.” That’s easier said than done, but I know now this is more about me not telling her than it is about Nathan and I sleeping together—as she’d put it.


  “Okay, Mom. Waving the white flag here.” I try my hand at a truth that’ll make sense to her. “I love him in a way that can’t be explained by the words I love you, or I want you. My heart beats for Nathan in a way you’ll never believe or understand. With that being said, as he and I take this a day at a time and grow in and with one another, we guide time and reveal to it where we go. Now, we battle a grudging coming of age, years from now, we’ll marry, years from that, we’ll have a family, and if the same fate that brought us together decides to allow us the blessing of seeing old age, we’ll die together. Time just happens to be flying faster within us than around us.”


  “That was more than I expected from you, Tracey. You’ve been so quiet about your relationship. The three of us may spend time together, but you two never reflect your intimacy, and for that, I’m grateful. I only mean to imply, you’ve only mentioned it once and demanded your father and I leave the subject alone.” Her studious gaze flicks to Nathan, requesting his input. They chat a lot too, but also, not about us.


  He clears his throat. “We are serious, Mrs. Warren. And she’s right; we aren’t temporary. Yes, I agree with you. Our sleeping together is advanced. And yes, my mother is aware of this, of us and our actions. We’ve spoken with her about her feelings on it, and she’s provided us with her thoughts and her blessing. It would have been appropriate for me to have the same conversation with you. And for my lack of forethought, you have my apologies.” He pauses. “However, I’m here for the long haul, and I want to be with your daughter, of course with you and your husband’s consent. I’ll give no reason to doubt our relationship and it’s lasting because I have no greater desire than to care for and love your daughter. Excuse my disrespect and causing you to question me and my intentions with her.”


  Mom picks up her glass of orange juice with one hand and pushes back the hair that’s fallen from her ponytail with the other. After taking a drink, she asks, “I’d like to speak with your mother.”


  “Of course. Talk to her tonight. She’d be happy to exchange words. She’s been waiting to meet you knowing Tracey’s a part of our family.”


  That had to have slipped.


  “Excuse me?” Mom states, surprised by his statement.


  I can read the shit on Nathan’s face as he rubs his hand over his beard. Sometimes he’s a little too comfortable talking to mom. “I’m sorry. Again, in my mother’s eyes, the girl who was finally able to win over her son, she’d make sure I do nothing to run her away and everything to make her comfortable. She’s adamant about Tracey and I staying together because of our talks and she knows the way I look at Tracey, what all she means to me.” He takes a moment. “She’s accepted her and looks upon her as a daughter.”


  Okay, babe. Maybe you should put the brakes on it, I say to him.


  It’s just coming out like water, Sparks. I tried biting my tongue four times, and it just keeps flowing out.


  Well, stuff some eggs in it.


  Mom nods. “And how do you feel about that, Tracey? Being already accepted into Nathan’s family, or looked upon as such?”


  I’m trying to figure out why we’re still on the subject. Can’t we talk about the bacon or how good the orange juice is?


  Becoming impatient, Mom taps her index finger on the table, causing the thump to pound against my eardrums. “I call her Mom . . . sometimes.” That should cover it and drop this subject.


  Her thumping finger stops and her eyes spread wider than I’ve ever seen. They lower as she calms. “Why didn’t you come to me about this, Tracey? I thought we had a good relationship.”


  “We do, Mom, we do. But considering I’ve introduced you to him and bring him around often. I figured it was self-explanatory. No disrespect. But this isn’t like me. You know that.”


  “I do. But before you started sleeping in the same bed with a boy, I thought you would talk to me about it first. I don’t know. I guess I always assumed you discussed everything with me, regardless of the severity, harshness, or rareness of it.”


  I feel bad, knowing I’ve let her down. “I’m sorry, Mommy. You and I have had a lot going on. But knowing our relationship and the amount of trust you have in me, I should’ve brought it to you instead of you catching me up in it.”


  She nods. “At least you waited until you were eighteen to start these types of actions.” Yeah, something like that. “Just, be safe,” she utters awkwardly. “I understand you love and want to be with Nathan. I respect it.” Mom is a sucker for love. “You are on the verge of becoming an adult, old enough to make responsible decisions, and I don’t want to remove you from him. Nathan, I like you. You are a nice young man and I can see you genuinely care for Tracey.” She traces the rim of her glass with the pad of her middle finger as she leans back in her chair. There’s a soft whistle I doubt she can hear from her doing so. I guess she’s taking it all in. But by the twitch of her bottom lip, it doesn’t look like she’s finished. “Do not let me catch you two sleeping in the same bed together again. Not until you’re married, if that remains in your plans. And when you are here, Nathan, I would like to know about it. And please do not get pregnant. Your dad will kill all three of us.” I knew that was coming. And with her assumption the other day, I anticipated this being worse.


  I get up to hug her, wrapping my arms around her chest as I stand behind her chair. “Thanks, Mom.” I appreciate her being accepting of my relationship. It’s not going to be this easy to convince Dad this evening.


  She hugs my arms. “Right. You avoided my question before, but you two do not have . . . sex, do you?” she asks awkwardly.


  And rightfully so, because I am not prepared to tell that truth. I’ve lied enough today, and we will not even begin to have that talk. “I think that’s enough Q and A for one morning, Mom.” I kiss her cheek and add, “We’re going to Nathan’s house to get everyone prepared for our family meet and greet tonight. We’ll come back so you and Dad can trail us over.”


  “Slick way to get out of that, honey.”


  Nathan stands from the table also ready to escape my mom, I assume.


  “Aren’t you going to take a shower and change your clothes?” Mom asks, watching me pull Nathan with me from the dining room.


  “No. I have clothes at Nathan’s house.” I stumble, tripping over my words. “Dammit,” I mutter under my breath.


  “Excuse me, Tracey Warren?!”


  Quickening my steps, I hurry us to the foyer, ready to fulfill my escape. We’re not going to get into another conversation. “I’ll explain later. See you in a bit. Thank you. Love you,” I say, closing the front door behind me. “Darn,” I whisper, slapping the door. I left the keys in the house, along with everything else.


  “Looks like you have to go back in,” Nathan jests. “Can’t explain how we got to my house on foot.”


  I throw my head back, looking at the perfect blue sky with not a cloud in sight. “Argh. I’ll be right back. Don’t go anywhere.”


  “And where am I going looking like this.” He looks down and wiggles his toes. “Considering, I don’t have on any shoes. Would you mind getting those too? For you and me,” he adds, pointing to my bare feet.


  I press my toes onto the ground, feeling the warm concrete against them. My escape plan is a bust. We walk back in the house.


  “Forgetting something?” Mom sings from the kitchen. “Make sure you stop by here before you go get your shoes.”


  Darn! I walk to Mom in the kitchen washing the dishes. “Yes,” I sing innocently.


  “Why do you have clothes at Nathan’s house?”


  “In case I need to change while I’m there.” I shrug. “We’ve gone over me staying the night a few times. He got me some clothes to hang there just in case.”


  “There are a lot of clothes there?”


  “Not a lot,” I lie, regretting I did so, but I need to get out of this jam. I run upstairs to my room and grab our shoes, my phone, and the keys. Coming back down, I hear Mom and Nathan chatting it up in the foyer. Mom’s bugging him about why I have clothes at his house, and what drove him to crowd his closet with those for me.


  “Tracey’s clothes were a surprise for her. She had little things, but I wanted to give her a variety.”


  “She does have a lot of clothes over there,” she says conclusively.


  “She does,” Nathan reveals, oblivious to the white lie I told not five minutes ago.


  “And she—”


  “Okay, I have everything.” I walk up, purposely interrupting them, handing Nathan his shoes. Bending over to put mine on, I feel Mom staring a blazing hole through my head. “Yes, Mom?”


  “Tracey, you were serious about moving in with him?”


  Where is she getting all these questions this early in the morning? Before I answer her, I finish tying both shoes. “Yes, Mom. But it won’t be today or tomorrow,” I say, straightening, and meeting her eyes. Giving her a confident look, I make it so my words and my feelings no longer have to be questioned. “I’m certain about this. About him.”


  She flicks her inquisitive gaze over to Nathan. “And how do you feel about that?” She sounds like Dad. It’s obvious they’ve been around each other a long time.


  “My family has accepted her and offered her the invitation. I move on Tracey’s accord. When she is ready, I’m ready.”


  Mom looks off to her left, then right, and nods, saying, “Okay,” calm but apprehensively. “I guess I’ll see you two later. Reflect more on this conversation that we have had.” Her makeup free face is blank, but her analyzing eyes say it all. They show her mixed feelings about all this. “Tracey, your father is going to request some of your time, so I would set some aside for him.”


  “Okay, Mother.”


  “How did you two get here last night and what time did you come in?”


  Crap! I quickly spew what comes across my head first. “We were dropped off around one something. We were safe. Promise.” I hug her, and we leave for my car, escaping twenty-one questions Mom.


  “That was interesting,” Nathan jests once we’ve made it out of my neighborhood.


  “I can only imagine how tonight’s going to go.” I’m not looking forward to it. And with how straightforward Dad is, there’s no telling how my night’s going to end. Mom’s going to tell him about how it started, and everything we talked about this morning. And our one-on-one has bad blood written all over it. Dad, for some reason, just doesn’t like me being with Nathan. He was understanding at first, after we’d talked, then maybe a month after school restarted something changed.


  “Everything’ll be fine, Sparks. Let’s just get to the house to make sure everyone’s alive and that it isn’t in shambles.”


  “What?!” I blurt.


  “That’s the shit that goes through my mind, believe it or not.”


  I believe it.
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  Thank goodness the outside of the house looks fine. I can’t say much for the people on the inside. The second we turn the knob, a mob of Newcombs thrash into us like an angry wave, raining with questions.


  “We went to Tracey’s house. We couldn’t sleep last night,” Nathan answers.


  Olar steps to the front of the crowd. “We have something we need to attend to out back.”


  Nathan nods. “Yeah, I know. Where’s everyone?”


  “Roseland and Scott are waiting for us by the let out. You ready?”


  “Yeah.” They head down the hall, and I swiftly follow. Nathan halts. “You may want to sit this one out, Sparks.”


  “Why?”


  “It’s going to get . . . umm, messy.”


  “Real messy,” Olar adds with a smile bigger than his face.


  I insist, “I’m coming.”


  “Hey. I’m coming too.” Glen comes around a corner, bouncing as she trots to us.


  “You are definitely not coming,” Nathan objects, adding emphasis on his not with the sweep of his hand.


  “Why can she come and I can’t come?” she asks, pointing at me.


  “Because, Tracey knows how to keep her mouth closed. You’ll be screaming and talking, causing a distraction,” Nathan retorts, trying to stick a fork in it.


  “I will not,” she fires back, throwing her hands on her hips. Glen never gives in.


  Throwing his hands up, Nathan grumbles, “Okay, we’ll see what Scott says. You sure you want to sit through this?” he asks, redirecting his attention to me.


  “Yeah.” I’ve watched hearts being ripped out, nails dug into skulls, two friends fight each other to the death and not by their own will might I add, and I’ve taken a couple out myself. I’m sure I can handle a little blood.


  “Fine.”


  We meet Roseland and Scott outside of the let out bathroom.


  Scott turns to greet us and angers when he sees Glen here too. “No! No! Not happening! Go back in the house now!” he demands, pointing at Glen.


  Glen rushes to him. “No, Scott. I want to come too. Nathan’s letting Tracey come.”


  “No, Glen. This is not for you.” He thrust a point toward the house. “Go back in the house. Two of the three parasites in there are attracted to you. And with the way you scream and the shit we’re going to be doing to them. No! Absolutely not.”


  “Scott, that’s not fair. If Tracey gets to come, so should I.” I hate it when she does this. It would be okay if when she used me to get her way it worked. But no, I’ll get the pouty eyes from Scott, and the just stay here eyes from Nathan and wind up sitting somewhere missing all the action. Glen can’t take the death, the beatings, or see them shift into anything non-human. So they don’t freak her out, they’d prefer she not be around instead of them being judged or looked down upon for being different. It’s why Scott hesitates being entirely truthful; he’s not one hundred percent accepted by his mate even after her accepting him. It’s complicated.


  Scott’s gaze slices over Nathan and finds me avoiding him. Grumbling, he shifts his weight but restrains from crossing the grass to Glen. “Do you remember what all you saw yesterday?” he asks her peacefully, somehow serenading her with his question.


  She nods, turning up her lip. Her shoulders shiver as the thought, maybe, explodes in her mind and finds its way lessening as she shakes it away.


  “This is going to be much worse than that.”


  “Way worse,” Olar declares, amusement dancing in his eager eyes.


  “You won’t be able to speak, gasp, move, nothing,” Scott continues. “You won’t be able to call or distract me. You’ll have none of my attention, Glen. I won’t allow you to demand it from me.”


  Demand it.? We can do that? It always gets me how Glen’s so new to this, but far more advanced in most of the knowledge than I am. I know Scott doesn’t share much with her or go into too much detail about Sephlems or Burdeneds or the other creatures that lurk in the dark. So, how—how—does she know this stuff? Like the other day, about them feeding? No way would Scott tell her that.


  “Okay, I won’t do any of that stuff,” Glen promises, bouncing on her toes.


  “Come on, Scott. We’re wasting time,” Olar interrupts. “We have other things to do today.”


  So true. Like making the house look like someone hasn’t wrecked every room.


  “He’s right, Scott. Let’s go.” Glen tries to convince him with a pat on his back.


  Scott looks stuck, playing with the thought for a moment. He doesn’t like it but agrees with a nod. “If you do anything, you’re blacking out,” he threats.


  “Okay,” she exclaims perkily and plants a kiss to his cheek. He accepts her kiss, but the discontent settling on his paling face shows how much he disagrees with himself. But arguing with Glen will only waste more time, and he knows it. He turns away from her, and I see his neck visibly harden and relax, reflecting his anger.


  We head for the door, but before they can open it, I find it necessary to say, “Glen, he’s serious. You can’t speak or move when we go in here. This isn’t going to be anything like yesterday. These guys, they want you, and will most likely try to go through Scott to get you.”


  “Okay, Cey. I got it,” she crabs, dismissively waving her hand in my face.


  I turn away from her. She’s so far from having it.
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  THE AIR IN THE let out is muggy and hot. Drawing my shirt over my nose, I mollify the piercing reek of soured flesh that may be due to days of body order sat on Johann’s body, maybe piss, and something that gives off an ammonia-like smell.


  Glen takes in the scene, slack-jawed. The sight is worth the repulsed expression.


  Hanging from the pipes by no rope or chains, just their hands clamped around the rusted metal, each intruder awaits their fate. Top, the biggest in the room, drapes from the pipe by one arm and his tiptoes grazing the blood and dirt stained tile.


  Nathan leaves my side. He’s in a zone, one where his switch is just centered, not up or down, just facing straight out waiting for the earth to shake and determine which affect he’ll have on it. May it be one that’s stable, human-like or one of ire where there’s no rest for the wicked or his foes.


  Roseland takes my side he left, and I keep Glen on my right, nearer the door. I have my exit plan in place in case shit hits the fan. She nods at Scott before he leaves her crossing the disgusting floor to the three amigos. Glen’s sure to step closer to me.


  Flipping a coin, once and then again, Olar snatches my attention. The dim light from the two hanging, rectangular ceiling lights gleam off the turning half-dollar, flickering sparkles around the room. Olar leans against the wall in the shadows, making sure we know he’s there, though he can’t easily be seen.


  Distracted by Nathan’s defensive shield hardening his skin, I turn my attention to him. It continues to crawl over me, and I reflexively roll my shoulders, not yet used to being consumed by the effects of someone else’s body. Throwing out a foot and stepping forward, Nathan dubiously paces back and forth in front of Jaworski, Top, and Johann. He chuckles to himself, and I often wonder what the hell could be so damn amusing to him in situations such as this. But the reminder that I’m dating a psychotic beast tainted by the blood of demon, who happens only to look the part of a human, is never too far off to my delirious conclusion to his behavior.


  “Thanks for joining our little powwow,” he says. “I’m sure Johann was getting lonely.”


  Johann has been in here for days. By the looks of it, he may not have been as alone as Nathan lets off. It would be no surprise to find out Olar made it in here, which is how Johann’s powder blue button down is now stained with basketball-sized gray and black blotches. Weakened by, maybe, lack of food and Olar’s deranged form of torture; he sluggishly hangs from the pipe by just his fingers. When I stepped into the room, I felt his gaze. I meet his eyes, seeing the desire I expected to dissipate but find revulsion charging from my stomach up to my throat, seeing it’s grown stronger.


  Jaworski drops from the bar, staring in our direction, mirroring Johann’s looks for Glen. Scott approaches him. All the eyes in the room follow him. Except for Top—no one should be able to tell what direction he’s looking. His left eye is swollen shut and the right, hanging on by nerves and veins, rests against his cheek. I wonder what he is; unable to heal himself; he can’t be Sephlem.


  “Scott, I understand she’s your mate.” Jaworski nods to Glen.


  “You understand correctly,” Scott interjects.


  “My attraction to her is unintentional. As I’d explained to Nate last night, I came following orders,” he simply informs, as if that should excuse him coming to kidnap me! “I also didn’t know the person I was coming for was Nate’s.”


  “Well.” Scott shrugs, tipping down the corners of his mouth. “She is.”


  Jaworski puckers his lips then clucks his tongue. It echoes off the walls until fading. “I also informed him that I know your intentions and I won’t go easy.” His voice darkens into an angered calm—the rage of an oncoming storm, blown in by a refreshing breeze, yet ready to pour down its raft at any moment. Taking on his demon, he concludes, “I would appreciate it if you didn’t play with me.” The flash of crimson starts in his face and vastly waves over his exposed skin. Night blue eyes shine when he blinks, the yellow outlining them stings.


  Glen jumps. Meeting her eyes, I confirm her mouth’s closed. She nods, indicating she’s under control.


  “Good.” Scott morphs, letting his Burdened consume him as well.


  I search the room for Nathan, hoping he’s keeping a close eye on Scott. Finding him leaning against a far wall with a leg up and his arms crossed, he looks distracted, which isn’t like him. Though he’s looking over everyone, his mind seems to be somewhere else. I worry, only because Nathan’s always focused.


  Scott’s shoved, and Glen makes a move for him. I hold her back and tap for Roseland to stand at her other side to help.


  Jaworski stands taller than Scott and is bigger than him in frame. “I’m not stupid,” he growls. “Don’t try to play me like you’re doing me a favor. Even when I do bring you to your last, I’m sure Nate and Olar will step up to avenge you.”


  Scott walks up on Jaworski, hands balling into tight fists. “You come to our home, seeking out our family. You don’t think you deserve to be slain?” Scott questions in disdain.


  “I followed orders!” Jaworski states aggressively. “I didn’t know to whom those requests pertained. Only her.” He angrily thrusts a point at me.


  I try to avoid it as if danger flew off the tip of his nail and was coming for me.


  “You say follow orders like he’s your master. Like your life lies in his hands,” Nathan snorts, amused. “Humph,” he laughs once. “If you don’t deliver her, what’ll happen to you?”


  Jaworski’s short, informing, “Death.”


  “Death by whom?”


  “I’ve explained I can’t tell you that.”


  “Who do you think?” Top speaks, voice deep with so much bass it takes effort to understand his words. “You all are sitting around here, attempting to torture us as if you do not already know what’s going on. He sent his best men. It may have been in vain, as it is now we who are captured. But you know who sent us.”


  “You’re right, Top.” Nathan pulls himself from the wall. “I do know who sent you. I wanted confirmation and to understand why you are looking upon this man as a god, following orders, obliging him under threats of pain and death.” He rubs his hand over his beard, chuckling devilishly from his throat. Olar’s husky laugh joins him as they enjoy a private joke. Total maniacs. “But, Top,” Nathan continues, “since you are so willing to offer information.” Top drops from the pipe, landing on his bare feet with a heavy thud. “I’m going to let you do us the honor of killing the other failure. Like yourself,” he adds.


  Scott steps away from Jaworski with a wicked smile stealing his once infuriated face.


  Jaworski cracks his neck and squares his shoulders, readying himself. Before he turns to Top, he gives Scott a deadly look with a promise in his eye I hope will never be kept.


  Scott keeps his eyes on him as he leans his head back against the wall, unfazed.


  Jaworski faces Top, and the big, one-armed man growls. They’re from the same team, but will slaughter each other even knowing neither of them will make it out of here alive. I don’t know, I’d fight for my life too, but to not stand up for themselves, to not decline, to not try to face the enemy tells me a lot about the way they look upon Nathan and Olar. I’m unsure, though if it’s respect or fear.


  “Is this really about to happen?” Glen whispers, grabbing everyone’s attention.


  Heavy footsteps rush in our direction. Glen’s facial expression morphs into fear, and I turn away from her, seeing Top’s big ass making his blind way to us, using his sense of smell to find her. He sniffs the air bear-like, in search of his honey, feet shuffling across the floor.


  No one moves or says anything to ward him off.


  My hand thrusts out, releasing my overgrown snake of fire. It circles Top, weaving between his legs and Top dances from the heat. With a feeling, I demand it to stop playing. It concedes and quickly enters into Top from his bottom. My pet is so gruesome.


  Jaworski smiles at Glen and slowly struts in our direction. The confidence in this guy is farfetched. Stopping halfway to us, he yells a deep, manly holler with his head thrown back, hands flying to his face, neck strained so tightly the muscles protrude.


  “I like playing.” Olar moves from the wall to his side—vanishing and reappearing in seconds. “Matter of fact.” His voice’s so venomous it scares me. “I have the perfect game for us to play.”


  Jaworski drops to his knees, wailing in agony. The muscles in his arms flex with whatever’s happening in him causing him to contract against the pain.


  “Let’s see how long it will take for you to rip your brain out.” Olar’s as gruesome as my pet snake, which is lighting up Top. This is about to get messy.


  I look over my clothes, making sure I don’t mind messing them up. Top’s a giant, and if he explodes anything like Nathan’s deceased sister did, blood will be everywhere.


  I shift my gaze to Nathan also watching Top light up like a giant Christmas tree.


  Olar steps over, the sticky liquid on the tile floor making his movement sound as his shoe’s peels from the tile, then again as it presses back against it. He stands over Jaworski’s knelt body, saying nothing, just watching and enjoying.


  Jaworski bellows a scrutinizing cry as he claws at his forehead and then his braids. Black, brittle nails scrape and scratch against his skin revealing pink flesh slithered with black veins. He rips off half his scalp, exposing skull and his black blood leaks down his arms. Lines of it trail down his face and drips from his chin, splashing in the puddle that’s formed beneath him. I hear the drops loudly and my stomach recoils.


  Top’s thundering footsteps stumble backward as the fiery glow brightens his middle. He jerks, smacking and snatching at his illuminated skin. My pet snake of fire is taking his time with this one, or maybe Top isn’t easy to slither through.


  Something loud smacks in my ear. Glen’s hand covering her mouth. The mortified expression on her face influences me to follow her gaze.


  I hear it before I see it. If only I could turn them down. Jaworski rips out his hair, pulling it away from his scalp and the worst. The remainder of his scalp going with it, exposing the rest of his skull. He’s loud and over his holler I can hear the hair ripping along with the removal of his skin stickily separating from the bone.


  Scott watches, snickering, enjoying every minute of it.


  A glimmer in the shadows draws my attention away from Scott. Nathan blinks, causing the soft shine in his eyes to flash. He nods toward Top then taps his arm where his watch would be. I shrug. It is taking Top a long time to blow up. The light is only just nearing his neck.


  Behind Top, I spot Johann staring at me. I flick my gaze back to Nathan. He’s already noticed. Shaking his head, he puts up a finger, telling me to wait a minute. I nod uneasily.


  Jaworski’s bald and has to be bleeding to death with all that black blood flowing from his skinless head. His detached braids soak in the fluid beneath him. Seeing that makes my stomach turn. If he makes it through to his skull and I see some brains, I’m done.


  Top’s eyes shine a fiery orange. He opens his mouth, exhaling fire as he howls in distress. Exploding, blood spurts everywhere.


  Whipping around, I throw my hands over my face just in time. It slops against my body as if I’ve been hit with a bucket of water.


  I swallow, holding in my hurl. That is so vile.


  Slowly turning back around, it’s impossible to avert my eyes from the pieces of Top hanging from pipes and splattered against the walls. Or, the multitude of his red, human-like blood rushing down the drain in the middle of the floor.


  My snake of fire slithers around the tile, making sure all of Top is gone. I open my hand, calling it back, telling it good job in my mind as it reenters.


  “Okay. That was cool!” Scott says, laughing. “Good job, Tracey.”


  “Took long enough, but good job,” Olar adds, wiping the blood off his arms.


  Everyone’s drench in the giant’s juices.


  Jaworski pulls my attention back to him with a chalkboard screech. His nails have made cracks in his skull, and he scratches and claws at it, trying to get inside. Unable to make it in, the struggle becomes far more real than I expect. Slapping his hands to the floor, palms down, he whips his head back and throws it forward, slamming it on the tile, cracking his skull apart.


  I turn away, covering my ears, trying to muffle out the sounds. Efforts in vain, I hear lumbering footsteps cross the floor, and a foot crushes the remains of Jaworski’s skull. These ears make it all too clear; hearing the pieces of bone dig into his brain, and the squish of it makes me gag. I breathe, trying to keep down my barf.


  Scott’s footsteps squish across the floor.


  Sure, I won’t be able to hold in the little breakfast I ate today, I avoid looking at the ground.


  Nathan stands before Johann. “And now that that’s over,” he drawls, amused, wiping his hand down his face and then whipping it toward the floor. “Care to tell me what he’s up to?”


  Oh, I get it now. The whole scare you into talking scam.


  “She did that?” Johann asks, avoiding Nathan’s question.


  “Yeah. You wanna see how it works?”


  Johann drops to the floor, barely able to stand. “No.” He stretches out his arms.


  Nathan’s voice darkens as he orders, “Tell me.”


  Everyone’s breaths are even as we’re drawn into their exchange. Glen’s cold beside me and still as stone.


  “He’s decided to take her, from you, by you,” Johann finally speaks up. Looking around at his deceased colleagues, he adds, “We were a distraction as you’ve confirmed. Something to keep you busy instead of coming after him, while he orchestrates something bigger. He’s used us to throw you off his trail. I’m sure he never thought you’d allow us to take her and we walk away.”


  “Then he isn’t stupid,” Nathan interjects.


  “He’s not. But the most I can confirm for you is that he wants her, and I believe he will do anything in his power to get her. He’s obsessed, and that anything includes you willingly handing her over, or her readily discarding you. Even if he has to defeat you,” Johann completes. Confident, he stands straight, with his long, black hair touching his butt, and his chin extended in his true form.


  “Thank you.” Nathan steps from him. In my next blink, Johann’s gone. A pile of ashes mixed in with Top’s blood, carrying him to the drain.


  Glen bends over and hurls. And I am next if I don’t get out of this torture room.
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  “I THINK WE SHOULD leave,” I say. Glen goes for her third spew.


  Nathan comes to my side. “I’d wrap my arm around you, but since you got everyone covered in blood, that’d just be nasty.” He’s drenched: hair, face, and clothes all tented with Top’s red juices. I chuckle, leaving the let out first.


  Parting, I race up to Nathan’s bathroom, leaving him to use the one in the hall. On my third soap up, I’m still not clean enough. I still smell the revolting stench from the let out, still feel Top’s juices dripping from my hair, and I’m sticky. Conditioning my hair and covering my body in soap again, I call it quits when I rinse. My discomfort isn’t leaving.


  After dressing, I lay across Nathan’s bed, listening to him shuffle around in the closet. Moments ago flash through my mind, and I fight back the grimace.


  Half dressed; Nathan comes out of the closet and sits in front of me. Water skis down his back and gets soaked in the cloth of his shorts hugging his waist. I snatch the towel he’s roughly rubbing over his hair and dry his back. It was hard watching the droplets of water cascade down his skin at different speeds, calling me to catch one, just one on my lips. Maybe my tongue.


  “Nate?”


  He looks over his shoulder. His eyes find mine and their intensity lightens. “Sup?”


  “What makes your blood black and others red?”


  He looks at his hands, scratching the knuckles on his left. “My blood’s tainted. Polluted with undesirable qualities. My demon.” He takes my hand from his shoulder and pulls me to his front. “Like letting one drop of black die fall into a glass of water.”


  “I get it, but how? Were you all just designed this way, to have different races, like humans?” I ask, sitting up.


  “I’m not positive on the how. But from what I’ve been told. . .” He pulls me to lie across his lap. And I almost object when he turns my head away from him and still hasn’t finished his sentence, but I feel his fingers brush through the back of my hair and I love it when he does this. I sink into his comfort, and he continues, “Let’s say, eons ago, a female Sephlem was seduced by a demon. They had children, which put the demon in the bloodline. And now it’s like a hit or miss where some families are cursed with the bearing of a Burdened child or children and others aren’t.”


  “Cursed?” I don’t like the word.


  “No one wants to have a Burdened child. But most accept their children for what they are. Like my mother.”


  “Were you not a regular child?”


  “I never heard the stories, but watching Rose grow, it was hard. She threw the worst temper tantrums. I mean, we don’t start getting our abilities until later, so our families aren’t at risk of being blown up or harmed. But that doesn’t mean they won’t try to fight you or scream louder than a tornado siren. On top of that, you have people trying to kill your child before they walk or can talk. It’s hard on the parents. Most die protecting their child and others try to kill their child.”


  I face him. “What if you had Burdened children?”


  “I’m fighting for my kids. You’ll be taking a step down on the podium, Sparks.”


  I chuckle. “Right.” Sighing, I sit up. “This is a crazy life you have here.”


  “It is,” he says, tipping his chin. “Honestly, I’m sorry I brought you into it. But I am jubilant you chose me. And are still here even after everything you’ve seen and things we’ve been through.”


  “Jubilant, huh?”


  He chuckles. “Yeah.”


  “Of course I’d still be with you despite what’s happened. Where am I going to go?”


  He shrugs. “Jump off a mountain and kill us.”


  What?! “People do that?” I ask, high pitched and surprised.


  He nods. “Among other things, they’ll try to kill their mate. Mating is forced, though fate has one plan, the person may have another. Free will. Like I told you when we talked, life with me isn’t the type of life every girl dreams about. You gotta be strong to deal with some of this shit. This life isn’t for everybody. I worry about Glen and Scott because of that.”


  “How do you mean?”


  His brows rise and eyes squint. “You are full of questions.”


  I am, but he keeps saying interesting stuff. “Sorry. This is the last one.”


  His shoulders slump. “She’s not strong enough. There should’ve been no reason those coming for you should have vacillated and gone for her. No offense, but Scott has no control over her and hasn’t provided her with a clear understanding of what we’re dealing with. And with not only their mating being forced, but their bonding, and Glen’s not entirely accepting of either yet. . .” He shrugs, aborting.


  I wince. “You think if this begins to be too much for Glen, she’ll decide she can’t take it and will kill herself, which will kill Scott?”


  “I thought that was the last question?”


  “I thought you weren’t supposed to answer a question with a question?”


  He snatches his towel from the floor and takes to his hair. “It’s a possibility. But Scott may have left that part out, not providing her with a choice to be with him or not.”


  “And she’s stuck with him forever because of it. Because of how he did her in the beginning?”


  “Exactly. Never being offered the choice to make your own decision can be a hindrance on someone’s life. Although your mate makes you happy and you always want to be with them, that’s mostly just the bond. It’s not your internal feelings. It has to be equal. You and the bond should agree on what you want, which is why we—the male—should offer the female the choice to be with us after they hear the truth; if they’re not already Sephlem or any other type of creature that walks the earth. But especially if they’re human.”


  “But didn’t you trick me into choosing you?”


  He smiles, and I return it. “Only slightly. But I knew you wanted me from the day you were practicing for exorcist training in the nurse’s office.”


  I laugh aloud. “I was not. And no I didn’t want you.”


  “You didn’t?” he questions humorously.


  I cross my arms and straighten my spine. “No.”


  Nathan steps to me, large frame having the capability to swallow my small body. He leans forward, and I fall back on the bed. “You sure about that, because I distinctively remember you wanting me. Especially wanting to nibble—Was it?—On my bottom lip. And push your fingers through my soft hair.”


  I smile, cheeks burning red. “You are so embarrassing, Nathan.” I push him, and he moves from above me. “You’ve been in my head since day one.”


  “Absolutely. Every second.” He kisses my chin. “Come on. Let’s help clean up for later.”


  I have a million more questions but decide I’ll wait to ask them. Time’s rounding two in the afternoon, and everyone wants to make sure the house is presentable for my parents, considering its condition.


  Nathan throws on a shirt, and we leave to help.


  Originally, I was concerned about my parents coming over considering all that’s been happening over the past few months. Roehl seeing them and maybe following them, then using them as a ploy to get me. Or them getting mixed up in Olar’s crap of which I still don’t know the full detail. But Natalia assured me we’d be safe. Her favorite line, with all of these Burdeneds in this house, no one’s coming in here uninvited. It was enough, but I’m still a bit uneasy.


  Natalia also sat me down to explain the attack on my heart Nathan and I experienced last night. My heart’s now encased by a guardianic shield—Sephlem term I knew nothing about. This is what changed its beat. It does nothing in protection for me, but for the male Sephlem, it gives him an extra sense over their mate. As if he weren’t already fully aware of every (yes, every) aspect and feature of my body, let’s add a guardianic shield. It also allows mates to age together, which I think is kind of cool. It makes up for the pointlessness of this shield. I don’t get the privilege to adjust the way I look, making myself blend in with the people I grew up around. But I will be able to live with my mate instead of me dying from old age years before he would. Mom may get kind of irked when she gets older and I still look young. But, hey, nothing we can do about that now.


  We enter Glen and Scott’s room where some construction workers plaster the broken and cracked walls. The house is filled with construction workers. They’re comfortable and cheerfully greet everyone they see as if this isn’t their first time here.


  “What’s up, Nate. You added a new addition to the family?” A coltish construction worker climbs down from a ladder and comes over to us.


  “Hey, Fred.” He and Nathan bump fists. “Yeah. This is my girlfriend, Tracey.”


  “What’s up, Tracey?”


  I look to Nathan, making sure it’s okay to speak to Fred. Nathan nods, granting me his permission. Smiling, I greet, “Hi.”


  “You two look happy,” Fred says, sketchy-like. Shaking away the curiosity that stuck in his squinted eyes, he shrugs.


  “We are.” Nathan looks around the room. “You seem about finished in here.”


  “Yeah, just about.” Fred’s glance sweeps over the room. “Just a couple of more holes to fill, then we paint. Maybe about forty-five more minutes, then on to the room downstairs.” He steps back, smiling. “You Newcombs sure know how to throw a party.”


  Nathan makes a deep, throaty chuckle. “Yeah, tell me about it.” He nods for us to head out. “Alright, Fred, we’ll see you around.”


  “Alright, Nate. Bye, Tracey. Nice to meet you.”


  “You as well,” I reply. I wait for us to make it in the hall to say, “You know, Nate, this permission stuff is killing me.”


  “It’s only because you don’t know how to control it, and you don’t trust people you don’t know.”


  And I don’t. If I speak to the wrong person and they’re. . . I don’t know what makes some Sephlems attracted to you and others not, but because of my uncertainty; I know I get a little uneasy. But I’d like to decide on my own. “Well, how do I control it? Because it’s embarrassing and degrading.”


  “For now, the best way would be to read me and my actions. For most people, my type of people, I’ll let you know not to speak.”


  “How am I supposed to read your actions? You’re the hardest person to read who ever walked the earth. You can be angry with the happiest face.”


  He nods. “I’ve heard that.”


  “So, reading your actions is out of the question. Maybe if you would let me get into your thick skull, it’d be easier.”


  “No.”


  “Why not? You let me do it while we are . . . you know.”


  “Fu—”


  “Don’t say it.”


  He laughs. “I told you, Sparks. If you get into my head, you’ll only see you. Like when you’ve snuck in there before. Every inch is filled with you. Plus, I don’t think, I just act. I can’t have what’s going on in my head and your thoughts in my head at the same time.” He shrugs. “If that makes any sense.”


  “Then let me take on your thoughts while you take on mine.”


  “No. Because then I’ll still be thinking about my thoughts in your thoughts.”


  He lost me. “Fine.” Scott had said something about Glen demanding him to her. I’ll try that. “Nathan,” I bark. He halts. Good sign! “You better let me in your head,” I demand and point my finger.


  Nathan slowly turns on his heels, fixing me with intense eyes and a single hitched brow. With a forced smirk he replies, “Do not say my name like that anymore.”


  Dang, didn’t work. I shrug. “It was worth a try.”


  He cracks up, laughing loudly. “I love you, Sparks.” He waves for us to continue down the stairs. “But seriously, don’t say my name like that. I don’t like what it did to me.”


  “The Nathan part I got right. Just the rest of my sentence was inadequate?”


  “That wouldn’t have worked either way.” He quickly shuts me down. “But different ways you say my name affect me.”


  I follow him to our left, heading toward the great room. “How so?”


  “Hmm.” He thinks. “Like when you moan my name.” He rubs the back of his neck, smirking. “That makes me want to lose control, and in a bad, good way. Best shit I’ve ever heard.”


  I bite my lip, fighting my blush. “O-Kay.”


  “When you’re afraid, and you say my name, it puts up a protective barrier, and I have to calm myself not to go demon and kill whatever scared you. Unless they need to be killed.” He’s gotten more comfortable talking about killing.


  I guess he’s used to it and knows I won’t change with him being himself around me. “I can see that.”


  “When you’re happy and you say my name, it makes me happy. But that, what you did just there, made me alert, immobile, like you were about to do something to me. I even blocked myself from you.” He drapes his arm over my shoulder.


  “I’m not getting that, but at least I’ll know how to get your attention,” I tell him, pushing open the doors to the great room.


  “You always have my attention.”


  The wall-sized window, overlooking the beach, welcomes in large beams of sunlight. It brightens the flawless room. The great room looks as if it hadn’t been touched. Every accent piece, couch, chair, and wall is in their place. The wood paneled walls shine from the fresh varnishing reflecting the sun. It darkens the yellow to a satin orange, casting a hazy-like glow over the room. To my far left, near the entertainment side of the great room is a floor-to-ceiling bookcase that’d been shredded but is now brand new. The sulky feeling that stuck in this room is gone, and I spin on my toes, with my arms out at my sides, taking in the rejuvenating feeling it now gives off. Its air smells of sweet strawberries that remind me of Pailen. Not one sign of Natalia’s tantrum that took the room by tornado, hurricane, and earthquake. She had pieces of wood sticking out of books and the couches. Glass was shattered, and the couches were flipped and shredded. She was hurt and angry. And I think a lot of it came from losing Papa Nathan, her daughter, and dealing with Taylor and Nathan. Initially, I thought Nathan got his fury and escalated tantrums from his father. But, I was way wrong. Natalia is totally the bearer of that egg.


  I’m sure we will meet in this room, have dinner in the dining room, and then the majority of the family will either go their ways or come back in here.


  “What are you thinking, Sparky?” Nathan nods, admiring the perfection of the room.


  “This meet and greet. You should know.” I pause. “You want to know something?”


  He laughs. “What?”


  “You’re a relationship cheater.” I wiggle out of his arms he pushes around my waist. “You’re the biggest douchebag on the planet, but adjust yourself to be perfect for me. Being in my head gives you an upper hand, and I have a feeling you use it to your advantage.”


  He pulls his eyebrows together, causing two lines to form in their middle. “What makes me a douchebag?”


  “I see you, Nathan. How Scott talked about you, the sinister way you treat people, tricking them and messing with their heads, the way you treated girls. You never delete your text messages by the way. I’m surprised these chicks haven’t keyed your car!”


  “I’ve only bagged one crazy girl, and had I known she was nuts, I never would’ve touched her,” he breaks in to say.


  “Anyway,” I sing. “Then how you talk to your guy friends with the explicit vulgarities you use. You’re an entirely different person than the man you give me.” I poke his chest and walk away.


  He crooks a finger in my jean pocket and yanks me back to him. His arm hooks around my neck from behind me, and his lips move against my ear as he whispers, “Do I speak to you that way? Am I a douchebag to you? Have I bagged you and bumped you?”


  “No.”


  “Then that’s all you should be concerned with. Who cares how I treated those girls? They weren’t you, they were just around to entertain me, gave me something to do. And Scott’s no better than I am. Believe me. I’ll talk the way I want to speak, as long as I don’t disrespect you when I speak. I treat people like that because I don’t want them to know me or try to figure me out.” He spins me around to face him. “It’s like playing poker. You have a good hand, and you look excited, everyone will fold, and you get a small pot. But if they can’t see a tells on your face, they let their guard down, assuming they have the better hand.” He makes his brows jump in a get it gesture.


  “Eh.” I utter, watching his lips as he continues.


  “And by the way, you get the better half of me. Soft Nathan, caring Nathan, loving Nathan. Everyone else gets the ruthless me. So no, I’m not a cheater, and yes, I do know what you want, and maybe it does give me an upper hand in satisfying you. But that’s the way it’s supposed to be. The man is supposed to know his woman. If I didn’t, there’d be a problem.”


  “Probably. But keep talking.” His melodious voice’s a solace to the havoc imposed on me. I can’t make out the words, just hear him speak and watch his tongue move behind his teeth and his lips shape around every word. I lick my lips, calming the sudden urge to go in for a taste. I keep expecting there to be some kind of in between with my need for him. For me to find some balance between the bond and rationality. But, there isn’t, there’s only I can take it, or give me every ounce of you right-freaking-now. His familiarity makes it worse, knowing what he tastes like and how it will lift me off this rock and send me soaring through the stars. Argh, he’s just so damn addicting, and a small taste only exacerbates the craving. Crap! I hate it and love it.


  Nathan continues gabbing, and whatever it is he’s saying falls short of my eardrums. He’s into it, though, accommodating his lyrics with altering facial expressions. Hazel eyes shift, never resting on anything as his brows, knit, hitch, furrow, or relax. The always-constant brown in them slowly circles clockwise and counterclockwise around his black pupils relaying, at this moment, he is content. At some point, probably when he was in the bathroom this morning, he shaved, trimming the hairs on his chin, cheeks, and upper lip. It’s a clean cut, eliminating the scruff. I rub it, adoring the hairs tickling my fingertips. I push my hand further back, letting it dive into a sea of soft silkiness. He’s let it grow out an inch where before, it was tapered.


  I blink, letting the thin film blanket my eyes. Uncovered, raw, and innocent, my mate’s not a drop dead gorgeous monster trapped inside of a human’s body. But a being concealed by a burden the world’s made him believe is his beast, his evil, his monster. Even flushed red with malevolent night eyes, teeth sharp enough to tear through my neck, touch strong enough to crush my bones, and a monstrous anger that chills my skin just by his voice, he’s imperfectly perfect enough to grind my gears and take me to nirvana all at the same time. And I adore all his imperfections. I just hope he looks at me through the same eyes. A sight that doesn’t force him to find love in me, a sight that doesn’t demand he care for me, but a sight that sees through me because he wants to, not the mating or the bonding.


  Sparks?


  I jump back at the sound of his voice pulling me from my thoughts. “Huh?”


  “I have twenty-twenty for you.”


  I glare at him through the blur of my lashes. “How can you talk and listen at the same time?” Walking around him, I head for the door going back over my thoughts. He stays back, letting me have my moment.


  I close the thick wooden door. Turning around, I place my back to it and smile. I’m not letting him go that easy. Eyes locked on Nathan, I lick my lips and arch my back a bit.


  Standing a little over ten feet from me, he narrows his eyes, capturing me with their swirl. My smile fades and I hitch a brow, silently questioning him. He’s going to play this out.


  Watching me, he squares his shoulders, and a calling creeps over me. I shake my head. He licks his lips, sliding his hand over his chin. He’s challenging me, seeing if I can hold back from his silent call. I always lose this game. He’ll try to force me to him, and I try to fight it. It never works out in my favor for several reasons.


  I lay my head back against the door and rub the back of my neck, leaving my hand resting there. He can never resist it when I part my lips and lower my lids just enough where he can still see my eyes. In this stance, I will him to me.


  His countenance voids as he bites back his bottom lip.


  I squeeze my eyes shut. Crap. I can never resist that.


  Opening my eyes, I meet hypnotizing ocean blues inches from my face. “Why are you playing, knowing we only have a few hours before your parents get in?”


  “Why do you have to look like that and have so many restrictions?”


  “What do you mean by restrictions?” he questions with a tight smirk that only reveals on the right side of his mouth.


  “I can’t have you whenever and however I want.”


  “Aw,” he groans. “The same reason you do.” His thumb brushes across my bottom lip. “If you only knew the many ways I want to have you.”


  I kiss it. “You have no restrictions with me.” It falls away and rises to his lips. He kisses it.


  He bends down and lifts me on his rise, holding me up by my thighs, pinning me against the door. “Yeah?”


  “Yes. Let me show you.”


  “Mmm,” he hums with a low rumble in his chest. Wrapping my legs around him, I bring him closer and feel the vibration from his hum against my lips.


  My heart pounds when our tongues touch. Nathan’s mouth smiles against mine, and I promise myself, once again, that I’ll get used to him one day soon.


  Burying my fingers in his hair, I want him closer, even though there’s nowhere else for him to go. Our lips twist as our tongues dance, igniting my passion, sending me so close to over I titter tot on the edge. It’s never enough. If I could just find full, maybe then. . . But, no. I’m stuck between falling and landing.


  I growl—growl—meeting the halfway mark. I’d beg for it, but I have no idea for what I’d be begging.


  The door beside us swings open, and I find relief and aggression rising inside me because of it.


  Shuffling to part, Nathan and I innocently look at his mother.


  “Not in the great room, son. We meet in here,” Natalia says, looking away from us.


  I lick my lips, savoring his taste. We’ll have to revisit that later. “Hey, Mom,” I greet with a smile.


  Her eyes brighten. “Hi, Tracey. I enjoy hearing you say that. You know we love you around here.”


  “Thank you.”


  “You’re always welcome.”


  “And thanks for that too.”


  “We weren’t doing anything, Mother.” She must’ve said something silently to him. “Just first base.”


  Natalia throws her hand up. “That looked like way more than first base, Nathan.” Felt like more too. “That was more like second base and running.”


  I laugh, embarrassed. Moms just keep busting us today.


  “Good point.” Nathan points then turns back to her. “Spark’s mom, Karen.” He moves behind me. “She caught us in Spark’s bed this morning,” he states in a low voice.


  Natalia’s eyes widen, then calms.


  I move from in front of him. With hitched brows and questioning eyes, he gives me the really look. I shrug.


  “Please tell me you two weren’t doing”—She moves her hand between us and the door—“that. What you were just doing there.”


  “No,” he drags. “We weren’t. We were asleep.”


  Natalia visibly releases a breath.


  “I’m telling you because you two will meet today and she might bring it up. She also knows Sparks has been spending the night over here and you knew about it.”


  Natalia waves her hands in front of Nathan’s face. “Son, don’t tell me anything else. I’m going to have to try to make it seem like I don’t support your actions for being so romantically advanced with our daughter.” Our daughter, huh? “I only have one question.”


  “Okay. . .?”


  “Does she know you two are bound?” The real question; does she know you two have sex.


  “Let us try to wean away from those conversations,” I say. “If you don’t mind.”


  She throws up her hands. “Works for me. Why don’t you two go cool off and check on the basement? They may need some help down there.”
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  THE BASEMENT WAS THE worst, besides Glen and Scott’s old room, which no one has stepped foot in, even to fix it. They fixed the wall, but no one will go into the room. I refuse even to look at it.


  My stomach’s fluttering. Embarrassment and passion. Our frequently interrupted make-out sessions are becoming routine.


  “We’ll work on that addiction, Sparky,” Nathan says, opening the basement’s door.


  “Stay out of my head,” I warn, passing him. “I’m not addicted.”


  He chuckles. “Yeah, okay,” he sings derisively.


  “You’re a jerk,” I add, galloping down the stairs.


  Besides the hole, where Nathan had kicked the couch through the wall, the basement looks about finished. There’s new furniture, a TV, and all the scraps have been cleaned up.


  “What are we supposed to do down here? Besides needing to patch that hole from when you went super Hulk and kicked the couch through the wall, everything’s done.”


  He meets me in the middle of the floor, looking over the area. “I was angry.”


  I face him. “That goes without saying.”


  “We have family coming in tomorrow. I think they’re going to stay down here. They aren’t into the big family and being crowded lifestyle.”


  “Is it safe for others to come?”


  “Yeah. Our enemies aren’t after them.” We head upstairs as more construction workers come down with the equipment to patch up the wall. When we make it to the landing, he continues, “Just you, me, Olar, and Taylor. Everybody else is good.”


  “Why not Scott?”


  “Scott’s never done anything but be around.” He directs me toward the family room. “He’s only really spazzed out since he met Glen. But he’s been under control since he was born. The golden boy,” he proclaims sarcastically.


  “Are you jealous?”


  “I used to be, long ago, when everyone would speak highly of him. I got over it. And knowing that I was worse off than he was and I haven’t tried to slaughter you, we see who the golden boy is.”


  I nudge him. “That sounded cocky.”


  Turning the corners of his mouth downward, he jests, “It was.”


  We have to pass Scott and Glen’s old room to make it to the family room. Avoiding looking in its direction, I scurry past it. Every time I glance at the wall or the door, my stupid mind replays images of events I still haven’t fully remembered. It’s bad. My eyes make it worse. Nathan says I forgot because I wanted to, not because I was forced to. He said something about it being post-traumatic stress.


  Whatever. I still think he did something.


  The family room’s been cleaned but not patched up. The TV still hasn’t been replaced, and the walls are still cracked and smashed. “Has your house ever looked this bad?” I ask, going over the rooms I recall needing work done. I count them on my fingers.


  “It’s usually a couple of rooms, one big room, or a few big holes when my mother throws us out of the house. But honestly, this is the worst: two bedrooms, the entire basement, the great room, the family room, and not to mention the kitchen, match hands.”


  “My name is Tracey,” I correct.


  “Yeah.” He looks away from me. “This has been the worst. But . . . it’s another day in the life of Nathan Newcomb.” He shakes his head, pushing his hands through his hair.


  “Is somebody going to clean the torture room?”


  “What room is that?” He squints, eyeing me. The look where he’s searching for something in my head. “Oh, yeah. Olar’s cleaning it now.”


  “He’s a weird guy, that Olar.”


  “Yeah. He likes that kind of stuff.” He grabs my hand, and an uneasy feeling he had goes away with my touch. “Come on, let’s go to the kitchen and help get the food started.”


  “He made that guy crack his skull open.” I’m never going to unsee that.


  “Yep. That’s what he does. He likes the gory torturing type of killing.”


  “And you?”


  “And I,” he carries. “Don’t want to talk about that.”


  “Nathan,” I prompt.


  “Sparks,” he mocks, pushing me to walk ahead of him, yet holding my hand back. “You know, Sparks. You look good from the back too.” He smacks my butt and the sound echoes down the hall.


  That hurt! I whirl around. He runs into me, laughing. “Not cool,” I grump.


  “Stop being sexy and I won’t smack your butt. Turn ugly.”


  “No.”


  He shrugs, turning me around to walk against my will and hits my butt harder. I yelp, and then I laugh at myself. I stop walking; now controlling my legs. His body presses against my backside. Wrapping his arms around me, he kisses my neck. “I’m sorry,” he drones. “I couldn’t help myself.”


  I shiver, letting my head fall back against his chest. How does he do this? Soft kisses rain on my neck, and stream over my shoulder. They’re warm and tingle ever centimeter they cover.


  “Eww, do you two ever stop?” Little Nathan fake gags. Since his advancing, his voice’s gained a smooth base, and he’s taller.


  Nathan straightens, and we finish down the hall. On our passing, Nathan punches him. I move from his front. Little Nathan’s known for his fast retaliations. “Stop interrupting stuff,” Nathan tells him.


  “I’m not interrupting anything. That’s the two of you standing in the middle of the hall. You have a room for that kind of stuff.” He punches Nathan back and my chest aches. I stumble back feeling as if I’d been punched. “Oh shit, Tracey. I forgot. I’m sorry.”


  Nathan grabs me, taking the throbbing away. “Nope. It’s cool,” I say, blowing it off as if it’s nothing. But man did it hurt. Nathan chuckles, raising his hand to rub my chest with me. I smack it away, knowing he’s up to no good. “Stop.”


  “What time are your parents supposed to be coming over?” Little Nathan asks, laughing at us.


  “About five, I think.” I look at Nathan for confirmation.


  “Yeah. I was thinking that time. Still leaving everyone with time to do what they want. Or in case shit goes sour and we need to cut it short.”


  Little Nathan nods and leaves us.


  “How can things go sour?” I ask as we continue to the kitchen.


  “Your dad blows up, or gets turned into nothing.” I punch him in his back feeling the force of my attack like a pinch. He laughs. “I’m not serious, but he’s going to want to talk to you, and you won’t get stolen away from me for the entire evening. I have intentions of being very selfish with your time tonight.”


  “Who said I was leaving you?”


  “You need some time to talk to your parents alone.”


  “No, I don’t.”


  “Sparks, you do. It’s only right. You’ll get over your anger with your father. He’s your Dad. It could be worse and he not care about you period, maybe tries to kill you every once in a while, or use killing your mate to kill you. You don’t have it as bad as you think.”


  I ignore him. The kitchen’s crowded with uncooked food thawing out on the island and veggies on the counter. I’d swear we invited the president over instead of my parents with the way they’re treating this event. Apparently, it’s paramount to them that my mother and father accept them. Why? I’m still unsure. But I overheard Natalia telling Nathan it’s some old school tradition to be granted acceptance by a maiden’s father and mother upon mating.


  “Do you know how to cut carrots?” Nathan asks.


  “Yes, in circles.” I’ve never cut a carrot, just stuck it with my fork.


  He smiles. “Okay, the carrots are on the counter, wash them off first, and then cut them into half-inch circles. There’s a cutting board next to the sink, the food brush is in the drawer in front of the cutting board, and the knives are in the corner by the microwave.”


  Um. . . “O-kay.” I think I got it.


  He leaves me to it and washes his hands then goes to separate the meat for cleaning.


  I gather the things he’d said I need, wash my hands, and tend to them with precaution. It is about twenty carrots. I cut myself seven times and throw away nine of them.


  Refusing to let Nathan heal my cuts, I wash my hands, preferring to let them heal humanly.


  He removes me from carrot cutting duty. “Let’s give you something a little less torturous.” He washes his hands and brings me a ball covered in what looks like huge lettuce leafs. “It’s called a head of lettuce, Sparks.”


  “Okay. That makes sense. Culinary isn’t one of my strongest talents, and I’m not ashamed of it.”


  He moves the meat from the island to the counter by the sink, freeing up some space. Placing a giant bowl in front of me, he brings with him another head of lettuce.


  “What am I going to do with this, make salad?” I ask, holding the head of lettuce at a distance. It’s heavy and wet.


  He analyzes my quizzical expression. “It’s not rocket science, Sparky. Pull the lettuce, tear it into strips, and throw it in the bowl. Making salad is exactly what you’re going to do.”


  “Okay,” I chirp. “I can do that.”


  Tearing up and tossing lettuce is a lot safer than cutting carrots. I do this with ease while Nathan handles cleaning and then season the leg quarters and halves. When Nathan grudgingly told me the specific names of chicken, that’s when I felt the pinch of embarrassment. As often as I’ve watched Mom cook, half of this I should know; cooking’s just never been an interest.


  The oven clock reads 4:05 pm, nearing the time for the gathering. “This is really about to happen, isn’t it?” I mutter. I can’t say why I’m so nervous.


  “Unless you don’t want it to.” Nathan looks up at me from the lettuce he’s helping me tear and toss.


  “No. I’m cool with it. It has to happen. I’ve just never experienced this before.”


  “If you’re not ready, we don’t have to do it. I’ll call everything off.


  “No. We’ll do it. I’m just nervous is all. My dad’s been different, and I don’t know what to expect from him anymore.”


  Nathan nods, taking it in but having no response. He’s noticed it too.


  We wash our hands and head upstairs to dress. Combing through the clothes in my half of our wardrobe, I decide on some light blue jeans I hope will fit me right, a nude blouse that flares out around the collar, and some nude and silver colored flats that match the blouse. After another shower, I dress and go to Taylor’s room to use her curlers for loosely curling my hair in a way that it flows down my back conservatively.


  The jeans hug my hips just right, and the shirt matches perfectly with my shoes and skin tone. Fiddling with tucking my shirt and not, I push Nathan’s room door open and find him exiting his closet. Dressed in dark black jeans and a stone gray button down accented with a white collar, he’s a sight. The shirts fitted, hugging his shoulders and his matching black dress boots compliment his fit.


  Turning to me when I close the door, his gaze sweeps over my face, down past my chest, and stops at my waist. Closing his eyes, he shakes his head. “No. No,” he states. Pointing to the closet while folding down his collar, he instructs, “Change your clothes, Sparks.”


  Insulted, I blurt, “What? Why?”


  “Change. And remind me to go up a size in your jeans.”


  I look down at myself. “I think these jeans fit me perfectly.”


  “Yeah, too perfectly,” he adds, gaze massaging my hips.


  “Nathan, I am not changing. We need to go. Control those Burdened hormones of yours.” I turn to the door.


  “Pfft. Let’s keep this meet and greet short.” He’s right behind me, pulling me by my waist to meet his hips. “Because you, me, and these jeans are not going to last long.” He pulls me closer, kissing my cheek. “You look nice,” he compliments. Inhaling, he adds, “You smell good too.”


  “Thank you.” I face him. “You do too.”


  His hands push to the small of my back, and he looks over my shoulder. Those big hands descend, taking hold of both my butt cheeks. Before I can react, I’m lifted in the air, the door’s closed with my back smashed against it, and his lips are smashed on mine.


  His kiss is aggressive and my girly spots tingle and twitch, liking it when he gets a little rough. He bites my neck, teeth far from breaking my flesh but intense enough to scrape the surface. I sigh, squeezing him between my thighs.


  Nathan pulls back, eyes swirling a peaceful ocean color. “Mmm, Sparks. Your hips, with that ass, in these jeans. With that face, and this . . . hair.” He twists a curl around his finger. “And those lips on mine, making that noise. We’re not going to make it through this.”


  I beam; glad he’s as attracted to me as I am to him. “I think you’ll make it. Let’s go. We’re late.”


  He clenches his jaw and a low rumble sounds from his throat. Squeezing the sides of my butt, he reluctantly lowers me to the floor. “Now that is a restriction,” he drawls, opening the door.


  I laugh, backing out of his room.
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  NATHAN AND I GREET my small family. Mom and Dad are ready to go, dressed up for the evening. Dad, dressed in a long-sleeved, black button-down shirt tucked into blue jeans, and some black loafers. He rounds the corner of the kitchen, smiling.


  “Hi, Dad,” I greet, hugging his middle.


  “Hey, Ladybug.”


  “Hello, Mr. Warren.”


  “Hi, Nathan.” They shake hands.


  We wait in the foyer for Mom. Not short of Dad calling her, she comes down the stairs, heels clacking on our tile floor. “Hi, you two.” She hugs us. Her pretty, knee-length, dark orange dress goes great with her three-inch nude colored heels. Honey blonde hair drapes her shoulders, always bringing out the intensity of her stone gray eyes. Letting it hang bone straight, it still has a way of flowing flawlessly as she moves.


  “Hi, Mom. Are you two ready to go?”


  “We are. We thought you were going to be here thirty minutes ago?”


  “We’re just running a little late is all. Sorry.”


  “That’s alright, Ladybug.”


  “Mr. Warren,” Nathan starts. “How was your commute?”


  Giving Nathan a side-eye, Dad blandly states, “Thank you for asking. It was long.” It’s clear, more than clear, he didn’t want to answer him and seems annoyed by Nathan’s address.


  Nathan notices. He clears his throat and avoids looking back at Dad. I’d like to scream “awkward,” but we’re already scheduled for discomfort for the next few hours. And awkward may be an understatement.


  Mom and Dad trail us to Nathan’s house. Nervous worms squirm around in my stomach. The closer we get, the worse they become. I just want Dad to keep cool and be on his best behavior. “If my dad starts acting up, can you put him to sleep?”


  Nathan chuckles. “I can’t put people to sleep, only you. That’s Scott’s ability.”


  “Remind me to talk to him.”


  This day is a little overwhelming. And for some stupid reason, Roehl keeps appearing in the back of my mind, forcing me to think of him and replace Nathan seated next to me with his image. It’s an appealing thought, to have his hand in mine, readying him for my father.


  What am I saying? Don’t be stupid, Tracey. Get your shit together! My heart thumps hard in my chest, hoping these thoughts are private.


  Nathan reaches over and grabs my hand. “Sparks, everything will be fine. Just relax.”


  His touch clouds my mind with vacant thoughts, and the fog clears my head. I stay quiet the remaining ten minutes to Nathan’s house.


  Dad parks behind us in the driveway. I let down the visor, looking at their dumbstruck expressions. Huffing, I push it closed, and lean back in the seat, trying to maintain my nerves.


  Nathan opens the passenger’s door. “Okay?”


  “Just don’t let go of my hand. I think the one thousand and thirty-two butterflies are going to come flying out if you do.”


  He laughs once, extending his hand. I take it, getting out of the car and motion for Mom and Dad to come on. After thirty more time-wasting seconds and the trading of a few words, they get out.


  “Long trip?” I ask for conversation’s sake.


  “It was okay, honey,” Mom answers, keeping my polite conversation short.


  I nod.


  “Nice house your parents have here, Nathan,” Dad compliments.


  “Thank you, sir,” Nathan replies, reaching for his keys.


  Before Nathan can grab the doorknob, Taylor’s pulling open the door. Her smile’s bright and bubbly. “Hello, Mr. and Mrs. Warren, did you two have a good ride over?”


  “Hello, Taylor,” they respond.


  “Please, come in.” She steps aside, and the three of them head in without waiting on us.


  I follow them in with Nathan behind me. He grabs my butt. I look over my shoulder, shooting him a disapproving eye. He shrugs, looking over my head. His soft smirk makes his attempted blank expression so wolfish. You had better stop, I think to him.


  I told you, you needed to change. But noo, he emphasizes in a whine. Now I’m forced to sit next to you with that body of yours and the thoughts of us in my head. Including what I want to do to it.


  Unable to hold back my smile, I tell him, You’ll get over it.


  He bites his bottom lip, glaring at me. Then he looks away. No, I won’t.
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  THE SILENCE BETWEEN MY parents, Taylor, Nathan and I is overbearing. Our steps are all somehow in unison, everyone right foot—left. I wonder what they’re all thinking, and if they feel as awkward as I do. Dad’s shoulders are relaxed, Mom’s arms loosely hang at her sides, Taylor has a perky bounce, and Nathan, lately, has been very focused on staying focused. This is odd for him, and I’ve already orchestrated a plan to find out why at a better time.


  To fill the awkward quiet, I say, “Dad, we’re going to their great room. Imagine the size of our entire house in one room.”


  “It is not that big, Mr. Warren. But it is the biggest room we have to hold our family.”


  “I understand, Nathan,” Dad replies, sounding a bit intimidated by the great room.


  Mom chuckles. She twists her arm around Dad’s, and without the slightest acknowledgment of her or her action, his hand automatically grasps hers.


  I bump Nathan’s arm. Did you see that?


  He nods. Out of their years together, they should know each other that well.


  I guess we bypassed learning each other that way?


  No, we zipped through it. Helped by mating.


  I think for a second. I would’ve loved to get to know you that way. Build on years and unconsciously studying you.


  Should’ve thought about that before you decided you wanted to bond, he fires back insolently.


  Ouch, I say, feeling the sting of my pushiness; of his statement. You hate this, don’t you?


  No. But I wanted to take our time. We rushed it, and I would’ve preferred counting hours instead of minutes. I take that in, and it strikes me in an unfamiliar spot.


  The glow of the bright lights from the great room shines into the hall. A TVs on and chatter within the room’s more comfortable than our silence. Everyone’s sitting but acknowledges our entry with turns of their heads and soft smiles. I’m grateful they didn’t bum rush us like they did me. Dad might do his own form of spazzing out if too many people approach him at once.


  Dad takes in the multitude of people and the size of the room. He came from a small family, like me, and it’s many people to take in all at once. To think one person can stand to be around tenths of people, I know takes me aback a bit. But I’ve grown used to it; I love them.


  Taylor leaves us and sits with Justin. Nathan takes over the introductions, and I stand at his side, nodding and smiling as he starts with his mother. Dad’s able to shake hands with Natalia, Mrs. Waturstrom, and Nathan’s grandmother without them being shocked. That surprises me. My assumption is, maybe because Mrs. Waturstrom and Natalia are no longer mated, their husband’s death broke their bond and diminished their mating, making them available. I’ll have to ask about his grandmother. It could be because it’s how she sees, through touch, leaving the restriction to being touched by another man open for her sense.


  The three are the only exception, as they continue, the women no longer make themselves available to shake hands with Dad, nor does the men with Mom. It’s weird to my parents, but they catch on quickly without questioning them.


  Dressed in ties and dresses the children greet my parents with soft hellos and gentle handshakes before rushing over to hug me. Seeing Nick, Cindy, and Curtis makes my day. Their smiles will brighten anyone’s gloom.


  Dad looks overwhelmed as if he’s at one of his big business meetings. At least they aren’t hugging them.


  At some point, Natalia left for the kitchen. No sooner than Taylor sparks small talk, she’s announcing dinner’s ready. And good thing it is, Dad’s going to pop soon.


  Nathan and I stay behind with my parents, allowing them a break from the cheerful mob.


  “You cool, Dad?” I ask, holding back my laugh.


  His eyes are wide, and chest swelled out to the point it’s in line with his chin. He sighs, releasing a deep breath that seemed like he’d been holding this entire time. Straightening his spine, the line of his shoulders even out. “Yeah . . . I’m good.” As if none of it bothered him. “You do have a big family, Nathan.”


  “Yes,” Nathan agrees with a soft grin.


  “And all of them live here?”


  “Olar doesn’t live here at this moment. He just needs some place to stay. Glen and Scott just moved in. But, yes, they all live here.”


  I shoot him a glower, letting him know that he just threw a rock at a beehive.


  “Glen and Sc—”


  “Are you all coming to eat?” Natalia asks, accidently cutting Dad off.


  Yes! Saved! I love this woman. “Yes, we are!” I pull Nathan with me, heading for her. “Come on, Mom, Dad. Let’s go eat.” When we reach Natalia, I wrap my free arm around her shoulders and kiss her cheek. You just don’t know how much I love you, I tell her.


  She hugs me. I had to do something with Nathan’s big mouth. Thank you. I love you in return.


  I drop my arm, and she walks ahead of us. Nathan’s silent bore burns a hole in the side of my head. What? I ask.


  We’re still leaving, no matter how close you and my mom get.


  Nate, you don’t mean that.


  He presses his lips in a thin line, dragging his gaze away from me. An expression declaring we’re gone, and that’s that. I want to push on, but us waiting in the doorway of the great room for my parents to catch up isn’t the place. It’s obvious it’s a lot for him, especially with his family, but he’s never wanted to turn his back on them. I have to find out what’s changed; it can’t just be Taylor.


  My plastered smile is back in place when I leave Nathan for Mom. I hook my arm around hers. “Hey.”


  “I like your shirt, honey,” she says, walking ahead with me.


  “Thanks, Mom.” I look down at my shirt covering my flesh up to my collarbone. “I like it too.”


  She nods. “Something Nathan bought you?”


  And here we go. “After we leave, Mom?” I entreat.


  “Just asking, Tracey.”


  “Yes,” I answer.


  “Okay.” She grins. “How long is the walk to the kitchen going to be? I can see why you wore flats.”


  I laugh. “Not far. A few thousand feet to go and it’ll be around the corner to our left. But we’re eating in the dining room, not the kitchen. It’s too small to fit everyone comfortably.”


  She laughs with me. I look back at Nathan peacefully chatting it up with Dad. I expel a relieving breath. This couldn’t be going better!


  Mom sighs. Whatever it is she’s biting back, I see it’s bugging her. “You know I am going to ask.”


  “Go ahead, Mom. Just ask it before we make it in front of everyone,” I say, defeated.


  “When did Glen move in here? And why?”


  “Oh.” I wasn’t expecting that question. “She moved in with Scott months ago. His house was burglarized, so they moved in here. The Newcombs have this thing about family sticking together.”


  “Why did she move in with Scott? What did her mother say?”


  “You know how Glen’s mom is. She doesn’t care what Glen does. Glen moved in because she wanted to, I guess.”


  She gives, nodding. “Can I see where you sleep when you come over here?”


  “If you want.” At least she’s accepting of me sleeping over.


  “You and his mom are close?” This woman is full of questions today.


  “Not that close.”


  “Oh.” Her interjection sounds dead, and I can tell she wants to dig further into how close or not close we are. But fortunately, the dining room’s less than a foot away.


  Dad and Nathan meet us, and I trade Mom’s arm for Nathan’s.


  “After you,” Nathan invites, extending his hand toward the entrance of the dining room.


  Rested and happy faces smile back at us as we enter. The room’s packed with positive vibes and contentment. Nothing like people died this morning; one person was out to capture three of us, and two people tried to kill or take Glen and me last night.


  We sit at the round, twenty-seat table with prepared plates sat before us. It looks delicious and smells better. At a separate table, sat a few feet away from us, the children sit, laughing. Nicholas says grace and everyone dives in.


  Small talk comforts the room for a while. I listen to the even breaths of Mom and Dad; just to be sure they’re calm and are enjoying themselves.


  Mom wipes her mouth to say, “Your house is beautiful, Natalia. We thought Tracey was exaggerating.”


  “Thank you.” Natalia grins, patting her lips with her napkin. “We’ve been living here for a long time. All of my children grew up here.”


  “That’s lovely,” Mom replies, picking up her glass.


  I feel good, no more butterflies. I’m finally comfortable. This is going to be fine.


  At least. . . So I thought. . . But, as Murphy’s Law states, anything that can go wrong will go wrong. Dad clears his throat. “It is a very beautiful house,” he compliments, admiring the room. “We won’t get used to the space. This is our last time over here. We’re moving in a couple of short months.” Three or four people choke on their food.


  I lean back in the chair, staring at Nathan. I’ve lost my appetite and my good mood’s vanishing. Nathan grabs my hand and offers me an encouraging smile. I’m speechless, staggered by Dad bringing that up right now, and of all places. I snatch my napkin from my lap and toss it on the table, thinking twice about staying quiet.


  “Oh, I’m sorry to hear that,” Natalia states. “Where are you moving?”


  “Tennessee,” Dad answers with pride.


  “Oh, going the distance,” she says lightheartedly.


  Dad nods once. “You could say that.”


  Everyone’s eyes shift around the table as we listen to their exchange. I’m getting sick, cuss words and insults charging around in my belly like vile stomach acid, ready, at any moment, to spew in Dad’s face. Mom separates us, set evenly between our chairs. It was a great decision for her to do so.


  “When are you moving?” Natalia asks after taking a drink from her wine glass.


  “We’re going to wait for Tracey to graduate. We don’t want to interrupt her school year.”


  “Oh.”


  Her ohs are killing me. Nathan rubs my knuckles easing a yielding comfort through me.


  Natalia nods. “Tracey’s moving with you I suppose?” She knows better than that.


  Dad’s lips spread and his eyes lighten. “Of course! She hasn’t registered in school yet, and she has no place to live here.” Little does he know, all those bases were covered months ago. I wish he’d just stop.


  Mom sits back, removing her napkin from her lap. She, too, sees where this conversation is going. Good ole Dad, out to ruin another great day.


  Natalia looks at me then down the table, gaze slicing over all the faces as if she internally spoke a single word to everyone. Finding that of my dad’s, she smiles and says, “Tracey’s always welcomed here.”


  I look down at Nathan’s hand sitting in my lap, praying he keeps me calm, and I don’t turn into fire girl at this table. There’s no way I’d be able to explain that to Mom.


  “No, Natalia. We wouldn’t impose on you that way. Your family’s big enough.”


  I keep my gaze fixed on our clasped hands, refusing to look in Dad’s direction. Because if I do, Mom just might wake up tomorrow morning a widow.


  Calm down, Sparks, Nathan tells me.


  Make him stop, Nate. Why does he have to bring that up in front of everyone? The entire family is sitting here! My shoulders jerk as I angrily think to Nathan. I feel Mom look at me, but I won’t meet her eyes.


  Calm down. If you get upset, I get upset. And that will not be good for anyone. Accept my calm and relax.


  Sigh. Everyone’s eyes stay on Natalia and this man I’d call my father if he acted like him. My dad is laid-back, joyful all the time, finds humor in everything and cares. He genuinely cares about everything and is so cordial it makes Mom and me envious the way he can hold up a kindhearted, casual conversation with anybody. But this man. . .


  Natalia offers me a kind smile and says to him, “Oh, yes, James, I understand. We do have a house full. But in our family, we stick together. And Tracey is just as much a part of our family as my daughters. If she needs someplace to stay, our doors are always open.”


  “Thank you for the offer, Natalia. However, it will be better for Tracey to venture out and visit new places, see new things, meet new people. She’s never been outside of the state, and the move will be good for her.”


  “Okay.” Natalia leaves it. “Anyone ready for dessert.”


  Dessert? The majority of the plates are still full. Let’s bypass dessert and call it a night. Standing, I say, “Excuse us,” pulling Nathan with me.


  “Ladybug?” Dad scoots his chair back as if he was invited. “Where are you going?”


  “To the bathroom.” I blurt out the first thing that popped into my head.


  “Why is Nathan going with you to the bathroom?”


  “He’s going to show me how to get there, considering I’ve only been over here a couple of times.” I flick my gaze to Mom, shooting her a cocky, smart-aleck smile.


  Her piercing scowl cuts me deep. She must’ve not told Dad what she’d found out this morning because my response is news to him. “Why don’t you have Taylor show you where the bathroom is?” he says.


  “I’m not Taylor’s company,” I retort.


  Nathan gently pulls us from the dining room before Dad can come up with some other absurd response.


  Leaving from the back door into the yard, we step into the warm night air. Nathan pulls me into his embrace, wrapping his arms around my neck. I ram my forehead against his chest, letting out an aggravated breath. His scent fills my nose and dazes my mind as he massages the back of my neck. It supports the effect his musk has on me. I release another sharp breath filled with the frustration of my father. Pacified, I lean back, meeting brown eyes. “Thank you.”


  “Of course.” He pulls me back to him, and I wrap my arms around his middle.


  The evening breeze pushes leaves, bark, and the smell of water in my nose. I breathe it in and exhale away the last of my annoyance.


  “You feeling better? We can go in and you not set the dining room on fire?” Nathan asks.


  “I wouldn’t say so.” I tilt my head back and see the stars before focusing on him. “You know. I really appreciate you.”


  “I’m glad to hear that. Thank you.”


  “You’re welcome.” I reach around his neck, pulling him down to me. “I love you, Nate.”


  He smiles. “I love you, Sparks.”


  “Thanks.”


  “Anytime.”


  I bring him nearer to kiss me. I barely graze his lips with his restraint. “What?”


  He squeezes my sides, retracting. “Are you trying to get it outside?”


  I laugh a little, bringing him back. I just want more of this. I leave no room for spoken words as I steal my kiss. He breaks away again.


  “What?” I huff.


  He peeks down over my shoulder and pats my lower back. “Stop kissing me like that.”


  “Why?”


  Sliding his hands over my hips, they trace the curve of my butt, and he seizes it. “Because of these goddamn jeans,” he utters through his teeth. “I can’t think of nothing else. Just Sparks, jeans, ass, bag, now. It keeps replaying in my head, over and over since you walked in the room earlier.” He lets go, stepping away from me.


  I fist his shirt and yank him back. Taking his hands in mine, I allow them to find my butt as I kiss him in a way I know gets him going. “Nate, I’m pleased to see you’re as enwrapped in me as I am you.”


  “We’re about to travel down a long, dark road if you keep at it.”


  “Uh-huh,” I sing. His left hand surfs over my butt and reaches between my thighs, finding my middle. It grabs my butt and rubs against me at the same time. “Oh.” I grab his neck tight in my hands. He pushes me closer, and I lift onto my tiptoes, making his efforts easier. We pull and push at each other, feeling parts and extensions of one another we wouldn’t if we weren’t pasted together, standing in the backyard, being watched by the stars and moon. I’m so lost; I could care less if they see.


  “Tracey Warren!”


  Nathan and I wrench away from each other at the blaring sound of my name from Dad’s angered voice.


  Dammit! Dammit! Dammit! Just damn it all to hell!


  I cross my arms and look to my left and right, finding me standing alone. Nathan walked away! Both hands shoved through his hair, heading in the opposite direction of Dad. Where the heck are you going? I ask.


  Give me a minute.


  For what? I ask, upset.


  Trying to think of a damn good explanation as to why it looked like I was just fucking his daughter in my backyard.


  “Excuse me, Tracey,” Dad snaps.


  Dragging my shocked gaze away from Nathan’s back, I face Dad standing there in all his angry glory. I, also, need a good excuse to get out of this one. I debate not answering, running away, or shooting my pet snake of fire out of my hand to change the subject completely. Bet that’d make him forget.


  “Tracey, explanation please!” he yells. His voice blasts through my ears. He’s never hollered at me, and I’m a bit baffled.


  Dad’s pissed me off today, and lying would be me taking it easy on him. Telling him the truth would light him on fire. “Yes, Dad?” I try to say nonchalantly.


  “What in the hell are you out here doing? This doesn’t look like the bathroom!” he gripes.


  “Dad, if I want to kiss my boyfriend, I can do that,” I say, throwing my pointed finger to my chest. “I didn’t mean to do it in front of you, but that happened. I just needed to get out of that dining room because”―I can’t help my voice raising an octave―“you want to bring up moving to Tennessee, knowing it would make me angry. Knowing I’m not moving. Knowing this wasn’t the time or the place for that conversation.”


  “Tracey, you need to watch your tone.”


  “No, Dad, you need to watch your tone.” Daggers nearly fly at me when he narrows his eyes. Step back, Tracey, going too far here, I check myself, watching Dad fold his arms across his chest. “Sorry, that was a bit much. But I’m being honest. That conversation shouldn’t have happened at that dinner table, and you know it.”


  “And that is supposed to explain why you’re out here in the yard with Nathan’s tongue down your throat while he’s groping you?!” he snaps in a singsong voice, hands moving about as he complains.


  “He wasn’t groping me,” I object shyly.


  “Then what do you call it?”


  “Doesn’t matter. He is my boyfriend. I can kiss him if I want and he can touch me if I want him to. That’s what couples do.”


  “No, it is not! And not my daughter who’s supposed to have more respect for herself. That was more than kissing.”


  I look down at myself, making sure I still have on all my clothes. “Last time I checked, you have to be naked to do more than kiss,” I sass.


  “Young lady!” he shouts enraged, charging toward me.


  I throw my hands out, hoping to stop him. “I’m sorry, Dad. Sorry. I’m a little upset. I shouldn’t have said that. That was disrespectful. I’m sorry.” I step back, knowing I need to stick my foot in my mouth. He’s still my father, and I’d be mad at me too if I walked out and saw what he did.


  He halts and scowls at me in a way that lets off I need a good excuse if I don’t want to be chopped down from my high horse.


  I breathe. “Dad, in there, you made me upset. I believe that that conversation wasn’t held at an appropriate time and not with the right people.” I shake my head not wanting to say, but I need to cover all bases. “We came out here, so I could get some air. Nathan’s like my rock, my confidant, helping me cope with things. And our talk got a little intimate,” I say in a disapproving tone. “We were only kissing even if it looked like more. It just got a little intense. Which wasn’t appropriate for the time,” I say, squeezing my eyes closed. Thinking about it makes his taste tease my mouth. I bite it back, hating this aspect of the bond. “But I’d be lying if I said it has never happened or that it’ll never happen again.”


  Nathan comes beside me.


  You get your shit together, I scoff, a little upset he walked away, leaving me to fend for myself.


  Hush. He clears his throat. “My apologies, Mr. Warren. That shouldn’t have happened.”


  “I agree.” Dad’s short. He turns his back on us, heading for the house. “We’ll be leaving shortly, Tracey. Be ready to go.”


  “I’ll just have—”


  Whipping around, he barks, “Be. Ready. To. Go.” His tone, commanding and indignant, startles me. He’s never spoken to me this way, no matter how angry I’ve made him. Turning back around, he walks into the house, closing the door.


  “Shit! Just shit,” I grump. “What is this?” I ask, raising my hands in a way to surrender to the world. “National Catch Nathan and Tracey Day! Gah, Nate. What the hell has gotten into my dad? He’s so much better than he’s been.” I turn to the house, and Nathan grabs my wrist.


  “I’m going to be honest with you, Sparks. Your dad’s going to have to wait for that one-on-one.” Fingertips brush over my palm before his hand clasps mine. Pulling me nearer him, he says, “You can’t leave me like this.”


  Smiling, I confess, “I like this Nathan. Where has he been this entire time?”


  “Controlled, Sparks. Very controlled and extremely respectful.” He looks me over. “But you’re making that really hard tonight.” Pointing at me from my head to my feet, he says, “Maybe you should tone that down.”


  “You better stop talking to me like that. You’re trying to get something started.”


  He pulls me with him into the darkness on the other side of the house. “Un-uh. You already got something started. The moment you put that on.” He points to my outfit. “And curled this hair.” He leans against the wall, pulling me to him.


  “You’re going to get us in so much trouble, Nate.”


  His eyes swirl sandy-ocean blue, shining in the darkness. “Just give me a shot. I won’t drink the entire bottle.” He lifts me. I wrap my thighs around his waist and grab onto his shoulders. “Though, I really want to drink the entire thing . . . and lick the rim,” he utters with a husky rasp in his low voice.


  “Lick the rim, huh?” I already know where this is going to lead. Good now, bad later.


  “Yeah,” he answers too softly, leaning his head back against the brick wall of the house. I move my hands behind it to serve as a cushion.


  Staring into his lust-filled eyes, I kiss his parted mouth, my lips clasping onto his bottom, mildly grazing its smoothness with my tongue. Without separating, our lips stay planted as our tongues dance. A slow, warm waltz in the rain. I push my hand around his neck, squeezing it and then releasing, finding a wrath in a suite of tranquility.


  Nathan readjusts, and snakes his free hand up my back, touching me too softly. It glides past my neck through my hair and fists it. The pads of his fingertips and nails scrape over my scalp, and the counter reactions of his roughness and the effects of his ease drives me insane. I love when he does that. My fingers reflex with his shirt in my hand. I sail through our aggressive caresses. A soft moan escapes my throat against his mouth. The sound, a plea for more. I need more than a shot, feeling the heated trail his hand makes as it moves down my back, over my butt and kneads my sweetest spot.


  He twists us around. My back’s on the wall. His bodies shoved against mine. The aggression of our kiss hasn’t let up as we lick and suck at each other. He’s devouring my mouth, and I know I taste as good to him as he does to me.


  “Mmm. Sparks?” he groans against my mouth.


  “Yeah?”


  “You’ll let me give it you against this wall?” His hardness nudges me when I shift my hips. “See. It’s been like this all evening.”


  I giggle, knowing he’s joking. But. . . I take him seriously. “It’d be cool if you could vanish, like Olar, to your room.”


  “That’s a good idea.” He climbs the tree, and from the tree to the window of his room. We close it and quietly lock the door. And if but for a minute, we escape, we release, and we find a break of freedom in each other, putting a non-existing pause on the outside world.
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  Nathan and I have been MIA for a little over fifteen minutes. Little Nathan and Taylor are outside calling for us. We clean up as quiet as we can, making it, so the water doesn’t run too loudly in the sink and the lights don’t show from the window. Nathan’s all over me. I’m all over him. I muffle my giggles in his shoulder, not wanting to give us away if someone’s upstairs. And he muffles his laughs in my neck.


  We leave from the window, landing in the darkness. Little Nathan comes around the corner of the house, spotting us as if we were lights.


  “What are you two doing over here and in the dark?” He pauses, throwing up a hand. “Don’t answer that. I don’t want to know. Just come back. Tracey’s Dad is losing his shit.”


  Nathan laughs. “Come on. When you found us, we were coming from the trail, alright?”


  “Yeah, I got it,” Little Nathan responds, rounding the corner before us.


  Before we follow, I make sure are clothes look okay and fluff my hair. “Okay, we’re good. Let’s do this.”


  “I found them,” Little Nathan announces as we walk into the living room, where my parents, Natalia, Roseland, Scott, Glen, and Taylor have gathered. “They were walking the trail.”


  Dad stands, drawing all the attention to himself. “Is that what you were doing, Tracey?” he nags accusingly.


  I try to hold my smile and can’t. I feel it, growing, tightening my cheeks, displaying my teeth, pushing up my ears as it spreads wider and wider. I cross the living room to where he stands and wrap my arms around his lean waist. “I’m sorry about earlier, Dad.”


  You two were not walking a trail, Scott scoffs.


  I look around Dad to Scott and mouth, ‘Don’t, Scott. ’ I pull away, feeling Nathan come up behind me.


  “We are sorry, Mr. Warren,” he expresses in a kind, apologetic tone.


  “Why are you two sorry?” Mom asks, shifting her gaze between us.


  Not wanting her to mention anything extra, I hurry to say, “Dad walked out to Nathan and me kissing in the yard.”


  Dad whips around, awaiting Mom’s scold. Little does he know; Mom is on our side. At least, I hope she is. “Alright. I thought you were going to the bathroom,” she states rationally, unlike Dad.


  “Dear,” Dad enunciates as if she’s deceived him with her peace. “You’re not upset about this?” he asks too quickly and too loudly.


  “Should we have this conversation at home?” Mom doesn’t like arguing, and if she must, she never does so in front of other people.


  Dad’s shoulders lower as he deflates. “I’m sorry, dear. I’m interested in knowing your thoughts about this.”


  “James,” she starts calmly. “Tracey is eighteen, and he is her boyfriend. Do you expect them not to kiss? Not like you caught them in the bed together.”


  I tense.


  Dad sits back down, crossed, at the moment, by daughter and wife.


  “Dear,” Mom starts, “she is not a child, and we know she did not intend for you to see her partaking in those actions. However, you did, and for you to think that it would not happen would be insulting yourself. Calm down, dear; she’s growing up.”


  Whoohoo! Thanks, Mom!


  Dad looks at Nathan and me, then back at Mom. “You may be right. But I’m not ready for . . . that.” He shakes his head; I guess trying to forget the memory.


  “She’s right, Dad. I’m eighteen, like, adult age.”


  He stares. “Alright, Ladybug. Let’s go. We’ll finish talking at home.”


  I can work with that, but I’m not staying there tonight. “Okay, but Nathan’s coming to get me after.”


  “And what time do you plan on coming back?”


  Be a woman, Tracey. Step up to the plate and go in for the home run. “I don’t, tonight.” He throws.


  Dad’s eyes widen.—I swing.


  Mom seems to know where this was going, saying, “We’ll talk when we get home.”


  First base. At least he didn’t strike me out.


  Not yet, Nathan condescends. I punch him, catching everyone’s attention. “Sparky, it’s not nice to hit,” he jokes.


  My parents stand, and Mom kindly says, “It is very nice to meet you finally. Thank you for having us.”


  Natalia smiles. “It was our pleasure. I hope the opportunity occurs again in the near future.”


  “Oh.” Mom turns to Dad. “Before we go, Tracey has something she wants to show me.”


  “What would that be?” he responds sourly.


  She pats his chest. “We will be right back. Come on, Tracey.” She flicks her wrist, inviting me as if she knows her way.


  I lead with Mom and Natalia on my heels. “I didn’t think you were serious, Mom,” I tell her, climbing the stairs to Nathan’s room.


  She ignores me, asking Natalia, “Have you known about Tracey and Nathan’s relationship since they started dating?”


  “I have. Some days after their meeting, Nathan mentioned her. We met not long after.”


  “You are . . . okay with their relationship?”


  “They’re moving a little quickly in my opinion, but I know their feelings are genuine and enduring.”


  “She is only a teenager. The three of you sound so sure about this. I expect that from them because they are young and in love. I mean no disrespect, however, I did not expect that from you.”


  “I can understand your concern and how this may be different for you. In our family, when we find or are found by our mates, there is no doubt. And for my son, I know this is tangible for him. I see it when he looks at Tracey, and she returns it. Nathan would turn the world upside down for her. I can’t deny what it is. Or prevent them from living through their relationship. I wouldn’t dare.”


  “Hmm. I know what you mean. James and I met and married very quickly afterward. We have been together since. I didn’t expect for Tracey to love so quickly and be so. . .” She takes a pause and looks at me head-on. “Certain about it.”


  I let them chat as I continue into Nathan’s room. I peek in first, making sure everything is in place. Wouldn’t want to give away our secret getaway.


  Mom follows me in, mouth falling open. “Tracey,” she squeals. “His room is bigger than our master.”


  “It’s not that big, Mom.” She is where I get my over exaggeration. “But, this is where I sleep. Thanks for not going crazy. About this. I appreciate your understanding.”


  “You are not a child, Tracey, even though your father and I will always see you as our baby. I understand you are growing up and I know you are not going to be alone forever. And Nathan makes you happy. You two remind me of your father and me. Young and in love and nothing and no one able to take you from each other or change your minds about what you believe you have. I get it.” She crosses the room from the TV stand to the bathroom. “I have to respect that. Can I look in here?” she asks, pointing to the closed door.


  I smile. “Yes, it’s the bathroom.” She opens the door and quickly shuts it. “What’s wrong?” I ask nervously.


  She ignores me, opening the door again, and then nods. “Nothing, making sure I saw what I thought I saw.”


  “What? What’d you see?”


  “My gosh,” she gasps. “Why is Nathan’s bathroom this big?”


  Natalia chuckles. “It came with the room. Everyone’s room they start with is usually the room they keep until they leave or bring home their mates. Most of my children have convinced their mates to come here instead of them leaving the family, and they prefer to choose the bigger rooms for their comfort. But Nathan’s had this room since he could tie his shoes.”


  I eye her oddly for using the term so loosely.


  Mom nods, pulling the bathroom door closed. “Tracey, that bathroom is huge.”


  “No, Mom, wait until you see the closet.”


  “Would this be the same closet that has clothes in it for you?”


  “If you’re going to be weird about this, I’m not going to show it to you.”


  “I am going to be weird about this, but only because you did not tell me about this before you started progressing in your relationship to the point where you can have clothes at your boyfriend’s house.”


  I pull her to the closet. “You’re right, Mother. I’m sorry.”


  Entering the closet first, she melts. Mom is a clothes fanatic. True shopaholic!


  “Oh my goodness, Tracey Nicole. This closet is the size of your bedroom at home.”


  “I know right!”


  “Yes! You and Nathan have so many clothes.” She glides her hand over the dresses to our right. “He has it sectioned off like a his-and-her closet.” Her voice shakes a little and I veer to look at her face. She pinches her nose and averts, trying to hide her red turning eyes.


  “Oh, Mom. You are not going to do this right now. Don’t cry.” A thick lump forms in my throat, and I swallow hard. It bursts, burning on its way back down. I hate to see her tear up.


  She doesn’t respond immediately. “I’m not,” she softly croaks. “It is just a lot for a mom to take in. When her only child grows up, has a boyfriend, and she’s never had one before, invites him home, and brings me to meet his family. I’m suddenly made aware she has been sleeping over here, and then it kicks in. It all sinks in as I look at an organized closet with her stuff and his stuff as if you two are married.” A quiet sob escapes her. I wouldn’t have heard it had it not been for these ears.


  I wrap my arms around her, needing to embrace her, needing her to feel my loving embrace. She hugs me back, squeezing me tightly. “Don’t cry, Mom. I’m sorry I didn’t include you.” Her heartbreak ways heavy on me. She’s always been here, and I’ve always talked to her about everything. For me to leave her out of one of the most important decisions of my life shows just how selfish I’ve been. Or negligent.


  “It’s okay, honey. I’m glad Nathan has someone like you. Before, your father and I may have made it seem as if you were not enough for him. As if Nathan was more than you can handle, taking into consideration his age and endeavors and you know our concerns about maturity. But that’s not the case, Tracey. You are more than enough.” She pulls back to look at me and rubs her hands over my cheeks. “Perfect in every way. Nathan better make sure he treats you right, he would be hurting himself if he hurts you.”


  If she only knew how true that is. I step back as she dabs under her eyes. “You want to see the best part of this closet? Besides the clothes.” I smile, trying to lighten the mood. I don’t want to cry, and watching her blink away her tears will make me.


  A proud smile spreads across her face. “Yes,” she chirps.


  I take her shoulders, turning her around to face the door-sized mirror that sits on the back of Nathan’s closet door.


  Her mouth falls open. “Oh. My. Goodness,” she whispers.


  “I know. Every woman’s dream mirror, right?”


  “Tracey, yes. This is the best part about this entire room.”


  She cleans the tears and smudged mascara from her beautiful almond-shaped eyes. “Honey, I like Nathan. I love the light in both your eyes when you look at each other. You both have my blessing.” She looks at me through the mirror. “And yes, I will talk to your father.”


  I rise on my tiptoes to kiss her cheek. Hugging her around her shoulder, I smile at her reflection, saying, “Thanks. You’re the best Mom ever.”


  “I love you too,” she asserts, turning to kiss my forehead. “Let’s go. Nathan’s Mom is out there waiting for us.” We leave from the closet, finding Natalia sitting at Nathan’s computer playing solitaire.


  “Sorry we took so long,” Mom tells her. “It was a lot to take in.”


  Natalia turns off the monitor and stands. “No apology needed. You two ready to head back downstairs?”


  “Yes,” Mom answers, smoothing out her dress. “I have had my husband waiting long enough. Let’s go make sure your father has not scolded Nathan to dust.”


  “Good point,” I agree.


  To our astonishment, Dad’s sitting in a chair, silently listening to Nathan talk about his company and what they do. A nice, smooth conversation in which they’re both engaged. I don’t know why I didn’t think of that. Dad loves sole proprietorships. It’s one of the things he helps people interested in running their businesses establish.


  Nathan looks to us, and Dad follows. Mom rubs her hand over his back as he stands, taking her side. Nathan comes over to me still standing by the living room’s doorway. I take his hand, getting my fill up.


  “Did you see what Tracey needed to show you?” Dad asks Mom, pushing his hand over her back.


  “Yes,” she answers. “Now, we can go.”


  Guided by Taylor, they pass me, heading for the front door. “We’ll be in the car, Tracey,” Dad calls.


  Not a second from them leaving the room, Scott scoffs, “You guys were walking the trail, huh?” He just couldn’t hold it.


  Nathan laughs. “Yeah. That’s exactly what happened.”


  “I doubt it,” Scott retorts.


  “Where’d you two run off to?” Olar comes up behind us, bumping Nathan’s shoulder.


  Glen stands, pulling Scott with her. “They took a walk on the trail,” she says snootily.


  “What trail?”


  “Exactly,” Glen retorts.


  They leave Nathan and me in the room with Natalia and Roseland. “If you weren’t on the trail, where were you?” Natalia wastes no time digging into the truth.


  “We were, Mom. Glen and Scott were kidding. Sparks’ dad was irking her. We left to calm her down so she wouldn’t set the dining room on fire.”


  Nodding, she assents, “Good call. Tracey’s set enough things on fire around here.”


  “Am I ever going to live down the kitchen?”


  “No!” the three of them exclaim.


  I press my lips together as I roll my eyes. “Natalia, thank you for intervening with my dad. And for what you said to my mom.”


  “Of course, Tracey. I wanted to make sure they didn’t just hear it from you but from me too.”


  “Thanks.” I hug her and wave bye to Roseland.


  Nathan walks me to their front door and with our time we snuck away, and the blessing from Mom, I’m still in good spirits. Dad will have to work really hard to murder my mood.


  Nathan grabs my waist, snagging my attention. “Glad you feel better.”


  “You feel better?”


  “Much. Thanks,” he drawls with his mood mellow and calm, face blank and relaxed, and eyes a smooth swirl of hazel. His shoulders slack as he leans against the wall.


  “Thank yourself. And later, while we are sitting on the beach, you’re gonna tell me what’s been up with you.”


  He leans his head against the wall and looks down at me through his lashes. “Okay, Sparks, anything you want.”


  I turn away from him and pull open the front door. “I’m holding you to it.”


  As I’m heading out, he pulls me by my pockets back to him. “I don’t know, Sparks. We might have to throw these jeans out,” he whispers with his lips grazing my ear. “I’d suggest throwing out this ass . . . but I’d miss it.”


  I chuckle. Unable to move, I wait for the trimmer to stop trickling down my body. “Every time you’re this close. This innocently close. My body hums from the ends of my hair to the tip of my toes. Every inch of my body quakes for you,” I mutter every word, as though they were my last, hoping the immobility will pass soon.


  “Your body loves me as much as you do,” he drones. His mood alters. I can’t place it exactly, but its change concerns me.


  I twist around. “You’re okay?”


  “Of course.” He opens the door wider. “I’ll see you later.”


  I pinch my lips to the side, eyeing him. “You’d tell me if something was up, right?”


  I wait longer than I’m comfortable with for his answer. Scraping his nails against his beard, he turns down the corners of his mouth and nods.


  “So, yes?” I push him to answer my question verbally.


  “Yes.” Leaning forward, he plants a soft kiss to my cheek. “Call me later.”


  “Fine,” I reply. “See you later.”
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  THE SILENCE IS NEARLY unbearable on the ride home. Mom and Dad have said nothing but goodbye since we left Nathan’s house. The least we can do is get a head start on this talk Dad is so adamant about having. “Okay, Dad. What’s up?” I start, seeing neither of them plans on kicking this thing off.


  “I don’t know, Tracey,” he says, shaking his head.


  “Mom?”


  “We have already spoken, honey.” She’s right.


  “Okay, then turn back around, and drop me off.” I hate this game. One minute, Dad wants to express himself and then the next he has nothing to say. He must want me to apologize, to explain my actions, or agree with his rejection of my relationship with Nathan. That’s not going to happen. I don’t know what’s gotten into him. He’s been such an asshole!


  “Tracey, what has gotten into you?” he asks, tone clipped and high-pitched.


  “Nothing, Dad. I just think you’re overthinking and overreacting about all of this. I’m not a child, and you’re treating me as one.”


  “Tracey, you are also not an adult.”


  “What makes me not?” I fire back.


  “What you did back there was inappropriate.”


  “No! What you did back there was inappropriate. You brought up a conversation that needed to be held between us. Not in front of Nathan’s entire family. It would’ve been different if it were only a talk between his mother and us. If you hadn’t done that, making me uncomfortable, I wouldn’t have had a reason to leave.”


  “It was fact, Tracey. We are moving. What were you going to do, tell them at the last minute? Just leave?”


  “I’m not leaving period,” I declare, letting the weight of my words settle. “And they already knew. How else would I’ve known that she’d welcome me?”


  “Tracey, you cannot move in with their family. You don’t know anything about them! As you said, you don’t even know how to get around their house. How long have you and Nathan been together?” he questions rhetorically. “A week! Before you even think about taking those steps the least you can do is get to know the boy.”


  “Honestly, Dad.” I break in, ready to chop him down. “I spend more time at Nathan’s house than I do my own. But you wouldn’t know that because you’re never home!” The car speeds up, and we all slightly jerk forward as he pumps the breaks to slow.


  “Dear,” Mom interjects, “maybe we should finish this conversation at home.”


  He looks between her and the road. “And why do you not have anything to say about this?”


  She rubs her hands together. It’s the way she copes and manages her anger or frustration. “Tracey and Nathan are fine. I’ve spent time around them—”


  “And how often does this happen? Why didn’t I know about it?” he questions in disbelief, cutting her off.


  “Nathan is at our house frequently, and Tracey goes over there quite often. I have spoken with both of them privately. The three of us talk all the time. It’s her relationship; it’s what she wants. She is not a child, regardless of how we see her. Give her a little rope, dear.”


  “Sweetheart, this cannot be you talking. You can’t be serious,” he insults.


  I cut in, taking the heat off Mom. “What is the problem, Dad?”


  “The problem is, you haven’t had a relationship your entire life, and here comes some boy and after, what? A few days! You want to run off into the sunset and move in with him and his family.”


  “I would prefer to move in with him than to move to Tennessee with you. If you weren’t forcing us to move and being so mean, I probably wouldn’t make such a big deal over it.”


  “The move will benefit you, Tracey. You know nothing about the world around you. You’ve only ever lived in Bennington.”


  “If I want to see the world, I’ll go see it with Nathan. When I want to. Not forced to,” I say sternly.


  “Tracey, that boy doesn’t love you. You two don’t even know each other well enough. You don’t know any boy. You haven’t had the chance to experience a real relationship yet. And you’re jumping at the first opportunity of something temporary, non-lasting. It’s not worth you throwing your life away!”


  “Dear, you are taking this too far. Tracey, your father is just overprotective, fearing you getting hurt or letting go of home too soon.”


  “No, she needs to hear it. I’m trying to talk some sense into our daughter. You’ve just been sitting around, not saying or doing anything about it. Just letting her parade around like this is okay.”


  “There is nothing to say or do,” she asserts, raising her voice. “There is much you seem not to know or understand. You need to stop, and now.”


  Dad ignores her, eyes pinning on me through the rearview mirror. “Let’s not mention the way you two were kissing. Maybe I’m wrong.” His head jerks, as if he’s just come up with the answer on his own. “By the looks of it, he only wants you for sex, Tracey!”


  “James Warren! That is inappropriate,” Mom shouts. “That young man is more than respectful to our daughter. Stop this.”


  “No, Mom. It’s okay. Let him get it out,” I sass with all the sarcasm I can, turning up my nose.


  He quiets the remaining few minutes to the house. We enter our home, each of us waiting for the other to speak.


  I sit at the breakfast bar. Dad’s stare stabs me every time he blinks. “Go ahead, Dad. Continue to tell me how my boyfriend is using me for sex. And while you’re at it, tell me about what I don’t know about boys. Considering, I dated a guy for two years. I just didn’t tell you about it. Or the fact that Nathan would be the second guy I’ve had sex with, not the first.” I make an exaggerated gasp, throwing my hand over my mouth for extra effect. Dad’s eyes spread wide. Mom’s too. And seeing I finally have their full attention, I continue, “If you could’ve been understanding and accepting and talked to me, this would’ve happened differently. And because you’re always gone, that’d be the reason why you know nothing.” I turn away from him, fed up with my dad and his angst toward Nathan and our relationship. Nathan, come get me?


  Okay.


  “Tracey, you are trying to make me into the bad guy.”


  “You made yourself into the bad guy.” I turn around and meet his angered eyes. “Why would we waste our time going over there and meeting his family? Why would Nathan cook for everyone? Oh, right! So that he can just use me for sex—which he already gets for free—and leave me. That seems pointless. He didn’t have to prove anything to me. But he’s going to go out of his way, make sure his oversized family is all in the same place at the same time for a few hours, clean the entire freaking house, all just to impress my father so he could use me for sex, huh?” I stand from the barstool, pointing to myself. “I am not a child, Dad. And I appreciate the two of you care about me and want what’s best for me. I do. I’d also appreciate your understanding. But I understand I don’t have it,” I say, heading up the stairs and going to my room. “I’d swear I thought you felt differently,” I mumble.


  Lumbered footsteps follow behind me as I close my door. “Tracey, do not lock that door.”


  I’m done arguing. Instead of me closing the door I leave it open and go over to my chaise. Sitting on it with my knees pulled to my chest, I watch Dad. His piercing glare sweeps across the room before finding me and holds my stare as he sits on my bed. I break our silent bore, leaning my head back on the arm of the chaise. I close my eyes, saying, “Nathan will be here shortly. I don’t want to argue.”


  “Ladybug, you have to consider your options, understand what’s out there for you. I know what you said. I heard you.”


  I cut him off. “If you heard me, why are we still talking about this? There is no other option.” I leave my head back with my eyes closed. If we keep going and he keeps giving me the angry eyes, and I keep defending myself and my mate, I will break into a fit of tears. I hate arguing with my parents. I know they hate arguing with me too, so why can’t he just stop!


  “What makes you so sure about Nathan? What has you this wrapped up in him that you would feel this fragile relationship is lasting?” he asks, shifting on my bed.


  “I’ll have him tell you. Maybe it’ll sound better coming from the horse’s mouth because my words apparently mean nothing to you.”


  “That’s not what I’m saying at all, Ladybug.”


  I feel Mom’s presence enter the room. “Dear, can we talk for a minute?”


  “Yes, as a family. Anything we have to say about Tracey and Nathan I would like for her to hear it.”


  I peek my eyes open, looking for Mom. She looks to me as Dad turns his attention to her. I shake my head, unsure of what she’s about to say.


  “Dear, Tracey and Nathan are fine. If it works out it does, if it doesn’t, then a lesson is learned. It will be a learning experience. You telling her you don’t want her to be with him and forcing her to move will not do anything but worsen the situation for our family. We’ve been down this road before, and we know how it ends. Let’s not run our daughter away all because we wouldn’t give her options, responsibility, and a chance to make her own decisions without our instantly rejecting them or being understanding to her wants and feelings.” Mom, the peacekeeper. She knows how it feels to have a family reject your choices and decisions like hers did to her.


  “You honor their relationship, Karen?”


  “Some of it. They are good kids, and his parents have raised him well and with respect. You have seen the way he treats Tracey.”


  “That means nothing, Karen.”


  “When I caught them in the bed together this morning, they were both clothed, and there were no signs of sex. Tracey was even honest about his being here.” She casually informs in the most convincing voice possible, as if she didn’t just swat at a swarm of wasps.


  Aw, crap. I rise, knowing the stinkiest shit is about to hit the fan.


  Dad’s brows touch his hairline, and though I’m expecting it, I still jump when he shouts, “What! What were you two in here doing?!” He’s on his feet, enraged.


  “Dad. Sleeping, clothed, nothing else. Did you not hear what she said? We weren’t doing anything.”


  He looks from me to shocked-faced Mom. However else she expected him to respond, I don’t know, but apparently pissed wasn’t one of her top three. He’s already on squad No Nathan. This should’ve seriously been the reaction she was expecting. “And what did you say about this?” he blares, a thick coat of anger lacing his staggered voice.


  “I wasn’t as mad as you are,” she defends.


  “How could you not be?” he shouts louder, voice high-pitched. The confusion and befuddlement are thick on his face.


  “She told me the truth.”


  “How could you be so sure it’s the truth?”


  “Because I trust our daughter!”


  “Even after all the valuable information she provided in the kitchen. You still trust her?”


  “What would you like me to do, dear?” She folds her arms across her chest and puts all her weight on her right foot. “Scold her for telling the truth? How would you like me to respond, James?” she clips, hitching her eyebrow. “Yell and demand she never be truthful again?”


  “Get her a goddamn chastity belt and keep her from seeing that boy! Stop allowing him to come over here, and you three sit around like he’s a part of the family!”


  “Tell me what’s wrong with him, James. And I will.”


  “Tell me too.” I stand from the chaise. I know if he comes up with nothing, he will drop it.


  Sparks, I’m outside. Take your time.


  K. Give me ten.


  Dad eyes me, saying nothing for a moment. “There isn’t anything wrong with him. Something with him and his family doesn’t sit well with me.”


  “Well, Dad, I’m sorry to hear that. But he’s here, and I’m leaving. When you’re ready to have a reasonable conversation, let me know. And maybe we’ll hug and say we love each other.” I pass him to Mom and hug her. “Thanks, Mom. Sorry again.”


  “I know, Tracey. Be careful. We do love you and want the best for you.”


  I don’t look at Dad as I head out of my room. I hear them sit on the bed.


  The LED lights of Nathan’s truck slice across me as he pulls in the driveway. He gets out and meets me at the front of the truck. “Hey.”


  “You got your truck back!” I cheer without raising my voice.


  “I did. How’d your talk go?”


  “It’ll be better after we leave.”


  His lips press into a thin line. “That bad, huh?”


  I hug him around his middle. “No, but my dad is an asshole.” I pull back, meeting his eyes. “Said you were only using me for sex. And you can’t love me.”


  He smirks and his dimple winks. “I might be.” Backing away, he adds, “But considering you do all the convincing and making me do things I’m not ready for us to do, I’d say you use me.” He licks his lips. “Once again, our parents have it wrong.”


  “What are you trying to insinuate, Nate?”


  He smirks. “Nothing, Sparks. You ready?”


  “Tracey?”


  I roll my eyes at the sound of Dad’s voice. “Yes, I’m ready to go,” I answer Nathan, turning to face dad.


  Dad charges out of the house and off the front porch. “I’m not comfortable with you leaving with him.” He throws a point, finger waggling in our direction.


  “I’m sorry to hear that. Do not do this in front of him,” I threat with a look of warning.


  Stopping a good few feet from us, Dad crosses his arms. “Tracey, let’s go back in the house.”


  “Erm.” A familiar voice sounds behind Nathan and me. I feel Nathan’s defensive shield harden his body. Mine pricks with the harder he gets. I don’t have any kind of shield, but feeling him on me makes me believe I do. “I wouldn’t be interrupting something, would I?”


  I resist the urge to veer right and look past Nathan. But I know the voice. One I dream to hear, but dread to listen to at the same time. Roehl.


  Dad cracks a smile that hits each ear. “Now, here’s a young man of whom I approve. Oscar, I was wondering when you would come around to meet my daughter.”


  A younger version of Roehl struts past me. He’s costumed in more youthful skin, and his twenty-five-year-old looking image is gone. He looks to be my age; skin glazed in a beautiful, deep golden tan.


  Nathan pulls me closer to him.


  Dad notices. “Don’t handle her that way. She isn’t yours and is free to speak and become acquainted with others.”


  I touch Nathan’s hand to calm the rage revving him up.


  Roehl walks to Dad’s side, smiling. His teeth aren’t sharp but are perfectly straight and white. His bright golden eyes have taken on a dark tint that makes them look honey.


  It hits me like a boulder smashing against my skull. I knew something was off with Dad! It’s him! He is so evil―influencing my father!


  Mom peeks out of the door. “Who is that, dear?”


  “Come over here, sweetheart, I’d like you to meet someone.”


  Mom looks to me, and I shake my head for her not to come, begging her with my eyes. She shows understanding with a nod. “Tracey, are you leaving?”


  My eyes stay fixed on Roehl, as I say, “In a minute, Mom.”


  Roehl’s eyes lighten as he smiles at me. I suck in my bottom lip to keep my mouth from curling into the grin I’d prefer to form.


  “Okay, honey. Dear, cut this short. It’s getting late.” She walks back in the house, leaving the door cracked.


  Dad turns from looking at the closing door. “Tracey, come over here and meet Oscar. You’re not tied to Nathan.”


  “No, Dad. I’ll stay bound to Nathan.”


  “Let her go, Nathan,” Dad tries to instruct.


  “No, sir. She’s fine where she is,” Nathan replies.


  “I’m sorry. I didn’t realize Tracey was seeing someone.” Roehl sounds honest, playing his part.


  “Well, I am. So maybe you should leave. I’d never be interested.” I say, firm and hostile.


  His eyes narrow. “Really? I wouldn’t say that, sweet Tracey,” he leers, voice lowering seductively. My name is sweet on his lips, releasing with ease as if he were bred to speak it.


  I try to shake it off, moving closer to Nathan. His forced smile is small but apologetic. What do we do? We can’t leave them here with him, I say.


  I know.


  “Excuse her. She’s been shy lately. Tracey, don’t be rude,” Dad pushes.


  “No, Dad, don’t be cupid. Stay out of my business. This is really low for you.”


  His glee-filled face falters. Those thin eyebrows pull together, forming a fold between his squished skin. The corners of his mouth turn down, and by the looks of it, he’s unsure of what’s going on. “Well, Tracey, I just thought I’d show you there could be other interested guys that you may want to get to know instead of settling on Nathan.”


  Settling?


  “There will only be me. No other man will take her nor replace me. Her interest lies with me, no one else,” Nathan states.


  Roehl smiles. “I wouldn’t take her, Nathan. She’d come willingly. Like she shows she’s interested in doing now.”


  I look myself over. Do I? I couldn’t. . . I check my facial expression to make sure it’s a scowl and not a smile.


  “Oscar, I think you should take your exit, your short welcome has been worn.”


  “Nathan, you don’t come to my house and tell my guest when to leave.”


  A deep rumble sounds in Nathan’s chest.


  “No. That’s alright, Mr. Warren. It’s getting late. I stopped by wanting to see if what you were saying about your daughter was true.” He makes three long strides in my direction. “She’s more beautiful than you described.”


  As he nears us, Nathan pushes me to his side, restraining from moving me behind him.


  Roehl extends his hand for me to take it. “Nice to finally meet you, Tracey. I hope to see you again.”


  For me to do so, I’d need to step out of Nathan’s grasp, away from his controlling touch. I breathe deep, inhaling and exhaling as I fight with myself to not close the small distance between us and meet Roehl’s hand. To let my fingertips graze over his, soon find his palm, and then our anxious hands will clasp, and I’ll be able to fill this bit of space inside me where it feels like he is missing.


  Nathan’s grip tightens on my waist as he pulls me back the couple of steps I didn’t realize I’d taken. Appalled and embarrassed, I turn into Nathan and inhale deeply, washing away the remnants of the want I shouldn’t have.


  “Don’t push it, Oscar,” Nathan warns.


  “Just trying to prove a point,” Roehl condescends.


  Hoping to convey I’m exactly where I want to be and with who I want to remain, I step closer to Nathan, turning my back on both, Roehl and Dad. “Or waste your time,” Nathan responds.


  Footsteps near us as Roehl chuckles. “Not entirely, brother,” he quietly scoffs before loudly stating, “Have a good evening, Mr. Warren.”


  “You too, Oscar.” A long pause passes and I hear a car start and drive off. “I can’t believe you treated him like that. And Tracey, you wouldn’t even say hello. I raised you better than that.”


  I whip around. I see the fire in my eyes, and before it can surf through my body, I blink it away and calm my anger. “No, Dad. You crossed a line. That was unacceptable. I can’t believe you would treat me like that. And in front of Nathan. That was beyond low.” He prepares to speak, and I cut him off, “Enough, Dad. Just . . . enough.” Disappointed, I turn away from him and start for Nathan’s passenger’s door. I flip the handle and the door clicks open, swinging past me. Climbing the mountain to get in his truck, I realize, at this point, my anger isn’t with my father. And knowing this is all some grand scheme, I should be more patient. I just can’t. I buckle my seatbelt, avoiding meeting Dad’s eyes as he stands in the driveway, half-scolding us and half-blankly staring at us. His confusion is evidence it’s all been some scandal set up by Roehl, and we’ve all, unknowingly, played into it.


  In the driver’s seat, Nathan turns to me, his face cold and expressionless, eyes dark and swirling darker. He doesn’t have to say it. . . I already know.


  Dad heads for the door when Mom pokes her head out, telling him to come in. He tells her, “I don’t understand what’s wrong with her. She’s wrapped up in that boy.”


  “James, you cannot force her not to be with him. Why would you try to push another boy on her if you don’t want her to be with the one she has?” They close the door. “That was very low,” she adds.


  I don’t hear him respond.


  Nathan has his head laid against the headrest as he waits.


  “Are you okay?”


  “No, Sparks.” He leans forward with his hand on his keys to crank the ignition.


  “They’ll be okay, right? He won’t come back after them or anything.”


  Nathan shakes his head. “Roehl wants you. He won’t do anything that will hurt you.” The words leave his lips like syrup was made of acid, slow and burning. It might’ve stung him to say that, to realize that. And, it burned me to hear.


  He starts the truck and pulls out of the drive.


  I know he’s upset. I just don’t know if he’s upset with Dad, Roehl, or myself. Maybe all three of us. I sneak a few glances at him, trying to get some kind of feeling. He’s blocked off, so guarded I can’t feel him like I’d usually be able to. But I know him well enough to discern silence associated with the midnight swirl in his eyes is a bad sign.
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  “WHY WOULD HE GO after her father? That doesn’t make sense. That’s not like him at all,” Roseland says. He paces the floor; hand cuffed at his waist. His shoulders are slumped as he strides back and forth in thought, other hand cuffed at his chin. “This isn’t making sense.”


  “No,” Nathan says, forcing him to still. “That’s exactly like him. Using anyone to get what he wants.”


  “What do you think he’s trying to do?” Scott asks.


  Nathan lets the question hang around. He shifts his gaze to me, and I cross the living room to his chair. His body is hard, and I can feel his anger as I sit on his lap, taking his hand in mine. I kiss his cheek, and he wraps an arm around me, furthering his comfort. Subtly, his tenseness eases away like melting snow. Sighing, Nathan answers, “He wants Sparks to go to him willingly. He wants to be accepted by her, and me to be okay with it.” His forehead’s pressed against my shoulder. Heavy breaths pound against my naked arm, and he works his words out in a way a crank would oil. “But what makes it worse is. . .” Despair crawls over him, and he grits his teeth, containing the sudden discomfort. “. . .She wants to go,” he whispers, but the words explode in my ears.


  My heart drops, and for the first time being with Nathan, I feel a heartbreak that strikes me silent. He slides from beneath me and leaves.


  My lids fall over my eyes, slowly. As though I were one of those baby dolls, where, if she’s laid down, the lids close, pick her up, they open. They just drop over my eyes, and maybe I hope for a second, the darkness will erase me. Maybe, I’m hoping when I reopen them, I’ll be somewhere free from the . . . the . . . this. Free from the this.


  But deep down, beyond the denial, I know what Nathan said was true. I want Roehl in a bad kind of way. I’m not supposed to. I’m supposed to only want, desire, and crave Nathan. I’m meant to require only one man, one Sephlem, one beast. And yet, here I am, stuck in this stupid freaking love triangle I can do absolutely nothing about because, well. . . I want them both.


  I get it. I’m somehow tainted, but knowing that. . . Is this supposed to make it better, easier? Should I be able to control it? Can he have that much power over me where my will is extracted and now, my desire’s held in a stranger’s hand all because of this bonding? I understand the only reason I’m attracted to Roehl is that he’s somehow copied Nathan. But knowing that does nothing for my situation. I can’t use it to help me. I can’t convince myself that he’s not as diabolically entrancing, attractive, and exciting as my other half is leading me to believe.


  The room’s silent. Only soft breathing sounds in my ears. I’m stagnant, unable to avert my eyes from the corner of the chair as it blurs from the hot tears clouding my vision. I swallow hard, trying to push down the lump building in my throat. It’s stuck. No way am I going to let these people see me cry. My cheeks may flush, and my eyes may water, but I won’t let a tear fall.


  “Tracey,” Taylor calls. She was the only other person who knew my secret. Until Nathan just broadcasted it to everyone. I’d hoped to keep it between us, him and me, so his family wouldn’t think badly of me. So much for hoping.


  Cold hands rub my shoulders, and a figure takes up the space in front of me. “Come on, Cey. Let’s go somewhere. Scott, take us somewhere?” Glen’s soft and sympathetic voice.


  There is shuffling before Scott says, “Okay, we’ll go out with Olar. If that’s okay with you?”


  “Yeah, I’ll tag along,” Olar says.


  Glen pulls me up by my arms. My legs are limp as I apply my weight to stand.


  “It’s okay, Tracey, we’ll take care of it,” Taylor assures, brushing her hand across my shoulder. Someone smacks it away.


  “Don’t touch her!” Glen snarls. “This wouldn’t have happened if it weren’t for you.” She wraps her arm around my shoulder, coddling me close to her. “This shit is all your fault!”


  “Glen, calm down. It’s okay,” Taylor tries to reassure her.


  There is no reassuring Glen. Once she has her mind made up about who you are or what you’ve done, you’re on her ‘A’ list of hate. Glen’s voice scratches as she yells, “No. It’s not O-kay. Don’t try to comfort my friend knowing you did this.”


  “Glen, I’ve explained I was sorry. Tracey knows that,” she fires back, strong and direct as if she’s threatening Glen with kind words.


  “That means nothing,” Glen spits.


  “Glen, let’s not go there right now,” Scott cuts in. “We can go.”


  I’m able to find my calm, although the hurt I brought to Nathan doesn’t lift. He won’t admit it, but I know it pained him. I can’t explain what it is. I don’t understand it. Even if I weren’t with Nathan, I wouldn’t be the least bit interested in Roehl.


  Unless I would. . .


  He is fascinating, though. Very . . . captivating. His elegant voice and the alluring way he moves. A glimpse of him, from earlier, brings a timid rise to my cheeks. Those radiant brown eyes, straight, white teeth, and lack of sun made him so much more attractive. None of that golden stuff, just a man of pure normality, his beast at bay. I loved seeing him like that. I should’ve gone to him, touched him, felt his hand on my waist, and maybe kissed his lips as I looked into those glimmering eyes.


  I roughly shake my head. Stop this, Tracey! We’re supposed to hate him. We freaking hate him. Get him out of your head! Nathan. Remember! Not Roehl. Remember Nathan, Tracey.


  I blink away the remainder of the tears burning my eyes. Nothing will get solved if I sit around moping and crying. “I need to see Nathan,” I tell them. I need to let him know I’m sorry and that I don’t know why this is happening, that I try to control it but I just can’t.


  “I think you should let him take a breather for right now, Tracey,” Scott suggests.


  “I’m just going to tell him I’m leaving, Scott.” I head for the door, and Scott throws his arm out, blocking me.


  “No, Tracey. He’s not here. He’ll be back before we are. But for now, give him some space.”


  Nathan, I’m sorry. Okay? I’m not used to hearing give him some space. Nathan is my space. And I’m supposed to be his. We’re supposed to have this tell me, talk about anything relationship, and when I need him, he needs space. I’m not mad. I get it. But it would be nice if he was at my side, helping me through this because I know there’s something wrong with me.


  Nathan doesn’t respond, and an ache that’s not my own tightens my muscles. My hands shake, feeling his distress mixed with my own.


  “Tracey, I promise I never intended for this to happen,” Taylor tells me.


  “I told you not to talk to her!” Glen barks, looking daggers at Taylor. “Only because you’re Scott’s cousin is why I haven’t whooped your ass yet. But I promise if you keep pushing it.” Glen charges at Taylor.


  I grab Glen’s arm, pulling her back. “It’s fine, Taylor. Come on, Glen. I want to get out of here.” Glen thinks she can fight the world and win. I appreciate she has my back and will fight for me, but it’s not worth it.


  Glen snatches her arm from me, look of disbelief and disgust. “I can’t believe you, Tracey.” She leaves me.


  I roll my eyes, following out behind her. Taylor mouths “Thank you.” I nod giving her what I hope is a smile stretching my lips.
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  I’m forced to accompany Glen, Scott, and Olar to a get-together Olar knew about with humans and non-humans. He said that because there are humans here, no one will try anything. The whole risk of exposure thing. It’s a bonfire, about an hour from Nathan’s house, near the lake.


  It couldn’t be more people here, crowded around the fire and the cars and trucks pulled onto the grass to provide the music.


  I’m not in a partying mood and was quickly forgotten the second we got here.


  Glen’s dancing with Scott and hasn’t thought about looking my way since they started. Olar stays by me as he talks with every single person at this party. We’ve been here for over two hours already, and I couldn’t be more bored, lamely standing back, arms crossed, all my weight thrown on my right leg, watching Glen enjoy herself. And as if I couldn’t just lamely stand here by myself, guys, who I assume may be human, approach me trying to spark small talk. And here comes guy number nine.


  Mr. Blonde Hair and Blue Eyes extends his hand, greeting, “Hi. I’m Chris. You wanna dance?” He smiles, waggling his eyebrows.


  My gaze falls on his hand, then lifts back to his face. I kindly shake my head. He gives me puppy dog eyes and I turn away from him to find Olar.


  Chris expresses his dislike for my rejection with some unkind words to my back. I ignore him. It’s better for him that I do because I could definitely blast him in the face with him calling me a name. He doesn’t know that I’m saving us from a catastrophic event. See, I’ll touch one of these guys, and we’ll get the shock from hell, or I’ll tell them no, and they end up not being human and then I’m stuck with another Roehl. I’m flattered, really. It’s definitely a confidence booster. But it’s better to walk away.


  I take Olar’s side, leaning against him.


  “Ay, Olar. This your new girl?”


  I don’t respond for him. Something doesn’t feel right about speaking to them. Plus, if I open my mouth to speak, a scream would escape in replacement of my words.


  “No, this is Nathan,” he informs.


  And these guys aren’t human. I can tell by Olar’s response in ownership. This is Nathan. Not, she is Nathan’s girl. But this object who walks and breathes, who is currently standing next to me unable to speak to you because her mate is not here to give her permission . . . belongs to Nathan. So damn dominatingly cli-freaking-ché.


  The three guys standing in front of Olar noses flare. One, with more piercings than Olar, states, “Clearly,” conclusively.


  I guess I’m potent with Nathan.


  “I was wondering where Nate’s been? I haven’t seen him in a while. We thought he was laying low.” The tallest of the three, with long hair hanging around his face, glances at me then quickly away. He’s another Nathan has spooked.


  Olar laughs. “You know Nate doesn’t lay low.”


  I think to ask what’s going on that would cause him to lay low, but hold it as they continue.


  They chat, and no one speaks to me or looks back at me again. I try to ignore them as they scope out the girls and comment on their latest “bagging” encounters. I guess if women had more respect for themselves they’d treat us more like trophies instead of condoms—Cum in and toss away.


  Noticing the wavering glares that shoot at me from the girls passing, I realize I might be leaning on Olar too much. Because to them, it probably doesn’t look like I’m only leaning on my cousin.


  “Sorry,” I tell Olar, straightening. I also may be cock blocking.


  “It’s fine. Don’t worry about it. You were saving me from a few frequent flyers I’ve been trying to avoid.”


  No sooner than I walk away, a leggy brunette takes my place. Figures.


  I come up on Glen and Scott dancing near the fire. Grabbing her shoulder, I ask, “Can we go now?”


  She gives me the sad face, never stopping her dirty dancing grinding with Scott.


  “Why’d you bring me to a party knowing I can’t talk or dance with anyone? This isn’t fun for me,” I tell her. She pretends to ignore me. “You’re an ass, Glen.”


  “Hey! Don’t I know you?” comes from a voice all too familiar. Its owner taps my shoulder.


  I face loudmouth, Melissa—the girl with a habit of stopping by Nathan’s house and causing ruckus—and three other girls. One redhead, I recognize as Annabelle, with whom Melissa shared Nathan. They both have their fun with calling and texting Nathan at all hours of the night. “No. You don’t,” I answer, turning back to Glen, who’s now stopped dancing.


  “Yes, I do. You’re my ex-boyfriend’s new toy.” Toy!


  Turning back around, I peacefully reply, “I told you, you do not know me. And he was never anything to you.” This is about to escalate to something I told myself to avoid. But because I’m already on my last straw, I can’t just turn the other cheek and walk away. I need to release the anger, and I wouldn’t mind releasing it on her.


  Her tan-bed bathed arms fall to her sides. “That’s not what I remember him saying. And I guarantee you he’ll remember me long after you’re gone. And I know he thinks about me while he’s with you.”


  Girls must think lines like that work when they’re old news. I laugh. She doesn’t make me mad, she just gets under my skin. I turn away, leaving her before I do something I’ll later regret.


  “That’s right you stupid wench, walk off.”


  “Oh no, she didn’t,” Glen mutters.


  Whipping around, I spit, “You weren’t shit, but pu—” A sledgehammer of a fist crashes down on my mouth. I stumble back, grabbing my chin. My blood boils as my hand falls away from my mouth, splatters of crimson tenting my blackening palm. Dammit, this girl packs a punch. I lick the corner of my mouth. I taste metallic, and it stings. Fuming with anger, I eye her, weighing my options. She picked a great day to make me mad.


  Lifting my foot from the ground to go after her, I retract. “Don’t do it, Tracey,” Olar warns, pushing down my drawn back fist.


  “Well, if Tracey can’t do it, I sure as hell will,” Glen says from my side, pushing past Olar. Before she can gather two steps, Scott has his arm wrapped around her waist. “You won’t either,” he tells her, pulling her back.


  Loudmouth talks good stuff on the other side of Olar. I press my palms together, pleading, “Olar, you need to let me do this. Please?”


  “No, Tracey. You might kill that girl. And you’re mad about other things too. Let Nathan know you’re okay even if he doesn’t respond.”


  I ignore his request. If Nathan cared, he’d be here.


  Glen tries to pull away from Scott. “Olar, move. She hit her first and deserves to get her ass handed to her.”


  Loudmouth laughs, saying, “She will be handling nothing.” Her friends follow in her titters. “Too short, tell my man I said to come find me when he’s kicked you to the curb.” She winks and flashes her whitening stripped smile.


  Turning to Glen, I nod, saying, “I’m gonna blast her.”


  “Do it,” she encourages.


  “Tracey, do not do that here,” Olar says, chuckling.


  Goosebumps pinch my skin as my mates demanding presence takes over this area. I alternate between feeling happy, angry, and sad because I know he will find a way to talk me out of introducing loudmouth’s face to my fist and then the ground.


  As Olar’s turning, I veer around him, watching Nathan approach Melissa. “You couldn’t leave well enough alone, could you?” he says to her. “How hard is it for you to back the fuck off?” Melissa peeps a rebuttal, and Nathan waves her off. “You were just a good blowjob and a quick fuck. That’s it.” Pointing past her to me, he says, “She’s a heartbeat.”


  Melissa stands silent. I can’t see her face, but she shifts her weight and her right hand whips back. Before it can fly at Nathan, I grab her wrist. “Don’t make tonight worse on yourself,” I warn her. She’s a hair shorter than Nathan and decided today that she’ll take it easy on the make-up, but dressed like a Barbie doll. I have every intention of jumping up there and jabbing her right in that perfect plastic surgeon structured nose.


  Melissa snatches her wrist from my hand, smiling at me. “What are you, like, four-two? You’re an elf, darling. No comp.”


  Although I should ignore her and walk away from this, she hit me first. And it’s only right to stand up for myself.


  I stop a slap flying toward my face and jab my fist in her jaw, hurting my hand. She flies back, hitting the ground. I tried not to put that much force behind it. Once on her feet, she charges at me. We go jab for jab before we hit the ground. She falls on top of me, and I flip her over. With my knees planted in the dirt, I kneel over her, and I try my hardest not to crush her face under my punches. I hear a couple of cracks, and before I can draw back again, Nathan pulls me away.


  Leaking blood from her mouth and nose, Melissa fumbles to her feet, helped by the blonde who’s wearing the same outfit as she is.


  Looking me over, Nathan wipes my face and pulls grass, hay, and whatever else from my hair.


  Glen stands behind me, dusting off my back and encouraging my horrid behavior. “You needed to whoop somebody’s ass today, Cey. It was either going to be Nathan’s, Roehl’s, or that giant woman. Don’t feel bad.”


  “Nathan!” Melissa shouts. I hate hearing his name come from her. I twist around. “I called Nathan, not you!” Her jaw’s swollen but her bleeding has stopped. Knowing she’ll be okay, I don’t feel as bad.


  “I don’t care who you were talking to. The next time you speak to him, I’ll make sure you can’t open your mouth period.”


  Nathan nudges my arm. “That’s harsh, babe. You sound like me.”


  “It’s the bond. I don’t like her talking to you and being all, he’ll come back to me after he drops you.” Looking away from him back to Melissa, I chaff, “Do you have something to say, Melissa?”


  She analyzes my threat as her friends pull her to walk away. Rolling her eyes, she follows suit.


  I turn back to Nathan, digging the dirt from under my fingernails. “Dumb broad.”


  “Feel better?” he asks, nodding for me to follow him.


  “A little. Thanks. You?”


  “I don’t want to talk about it.”


  I drag my gaze away from him, listening to the noise of the crowd lessen as we add distance between the party and us.
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  REFUSING TO RIDE BACK to Nathan’s house with the friends I came with, I convince Nathan we should walk back. It’s quite a walk, but we need the time. Though, strolling hand-in-hand for the past twenty-five minutes in complete silence has been awkward and uncomfortable.


  “I love you, Nathan.” My icebreaker.


  “I know, Sparks.”


  “I’m sorry.”


  “It’s not your fault.”


  “It is. You just don’t want me to feel bad about it.”


  “No, that is not it. I could’ve prevented all of this a long time ago.”


  “That may be true. But you made the decision you needed to at the time.”


  Evenly he drones, “That is not an excuse.”


  “Don’t beat yourself up about it.”


  “You’re beating yourself up.” He flicks his gaze to me then away. By the peacefulness of his voice, I can’t tell he’s upset, but he feels like it.


  “I am. But with good reason.” I study him, searching his face for some kind of answer. A hint of doubt lies heavily in a slight twitch of his right eye. “I don’t want him.”


  He sighs and time slowly ticks by before he says, “Sparks, you do.”


  “Nathan, I don’t,” I reply too loudly.


  “Tracey,” he barks my name in the dominating tone he uses that I hate so much. Daunting words stick behind his dark eyes. He breaks his gaze away from me, stuffing his hand in his pocket.


  “What?” I pry. “What are you not telling me?”


  “Nothing.”


  “Tell me, Nathan.” I have the slightest idea of what it could be, but a stinging hurt lies behind his deep brown eyes along with whatever the truth is or whatever he’s holding back. He drops my hand and cold washes over me. I shiver, rubbing my hands over my arms.


  Gaining a few steps ahead of me, he huffs, thrusting his hands through his hair. They rub down over his neck and grab at his inner shoulders where he usually holds most of his tension. Turning back around, he lets his arms fall to his sides, but his lips remain sealed.


  I’m growing impatient, watching him literally juggle telling me or not. Heavy, deep breaths further his stall. It must be bad. This is the longest he’s ever stalled. What could be worse than him telling me he’s part demon and killed innocent people for the hell of it? Worse than what I’ve seen him do?


  “Sparks, don’t,” he states aggressively.


  “Well, tell me what’s going on.”


  He breaks our gaze and continues walking, turning his back on me. “I don’t want to talk about it, Sparks.”


  “Nathan, tell me,” I say as calmly as I can. I can’t figure him out. I get it; he has a lot going on, and I probably make it no better because I have a lot going on. But he needs to stop being so sheltered, so blocked off from me.


  He looks over his shoulder with a face void of all expression. “You do want him.”


  “Are we arguing about this? You know I don’t,” I defend, angry and high-pitched.


  Twisting around, he admits, “You dream about him, Sparks. Often.”


  “I don’t,” I snip in distaste. “The only time I even acknowledge him is when he’s in my presence or has just left.” Mostly. . .


  “You wouldn’t know.”


  “Why wouldn’t I?”


  “I take them away,” he calmly confesses, as if we’re talking about scrambled eggs for breakfast.


  He’s bullshitting me. There’s no way I can dream about Roehl. I only remember dreaming of Nathan and me or nothing at all. I think. . .


  “I erase them,” he says with the hurt he feels thick in his voice. I watch as he rubs his hand down his face, wiping away the hint of discomfort he held for that split second.


  “Why haven’t you told me this?”


  “How do I tell my lady she’s dreaming of another man? And that when she dreams of him, she’s happy about it. That I don’t cross her mind, not once. And only to keep her from worrying about it or thinking about it while she is awake because I can’t stand seeing it, I erase it from her mind completely.” The anger in him plays with his words as he tries to remain calm. A low rasp’s in it I can tell wants to escalate into a growl and release his animosity.


  I could say he’s lying for argument’s sake, but I know he isn’t. Though, I wish he was. Honestly, I can believe every single word. I know Roehl’s frequent pop-up visits in my mind while I’m awake, sitting in class, while I’m in my room, or eating dinner. He makes me daydream about him, instilling within me a desire to touch or see him. It’s all true. I just don’t want to admit it to Nathan.


  “So, what, Sparks?” Nathan jerks a shrug, grabbing back my attention. “I told you!” he snaps. “You feel better now?!” His anger’s set deep in his face with his tightly scrunched eyebrows and constant bite of his bottom lip. Gnawing on his lip is how he controls his anger with me, the pain keeps him from spazzing out and forgetting I’m his lifeline.


  I’m surprised by his anger, my realization of Roehl’s truth in my life, and exactly what it is this means.


  I part my lips to speak, and he raises his hand, saying, “Don’t, Sparks. It’s not your fault. Don’t worry about it.” His anger passes and his voice returns to its modulated tone as if he didn’t just practically blow up a second ago. I don’t like him using that block the world out attitude with me.


  Again, he turns his back on me and continues down the path. I follow behind him, biting my tongue. I don’t want to ask any more questions, nor do I want to feed into his impassive mood. I want to say sorry, but that doesn’t seem right. He’s right. How does a couple talk about one of them dreaming of someone else?


  We’re nowhere near the house. Rather, I just don’t know my surroundings. With a my-size body width space between us, we don’t touch. We only walk in the night with each other’s confusion and anger bouncing between us like a Ping-Pong.


  The half-moon sits lonely in the barren dark blue. It’s the only light we have to illuminate our desolate forest path. The thick trees to our right and left shake as the wind blows a cool breeze that chills my arms. Besides the small sounds of night critters, it’s the only other thing that comforts the silence. Lightning strikes over the mountains in the distance and a quiet rumble of thunder shake my eardrums. The clouds are thick and darker than the night blue sky as they roll in, nearing us. Judging by the speed of the wind, it’ll be a bit before they make it over our heads.


  Nathan’s mild-mannered tude annoys me. He refuses to let me in his head, and my life would be so much easier if he did.


  “Sparks, you don’t want to be in my head,” he responds to my thought.


  “Well, you are clearly in mine.”


  “Not now,” he warns.


  “Nathan.” I reach over, grabbing his hand, stealing the anger from him. “I love you. No one can change that or take me away from you. My heart in your chest only beats for you.” I pull him to stop. “I know right now it may appear otherwise, but believe me, I only need you. I’m sorry doesn’t justify for what has been done but if I could do anything to change this, I would.”


  He looks down at me, remorsefulness and annoyance resting in his deep brown swirl. “It’s not something you can control, Sparks,” he says, cold and composed. He speaks to me as if I’m one of his victims he’s taking it easy on, and I hate it.


  “Then help me control it and stop turning away and leaving me. I don’t know what to do in this. I don’t know what’s going on. I don’t want this!” I try to ignore the aggravation flaring in me, not wanting this to escalate into an argument.


  He shakes his head. “I’ve done what I can.”


  “What do you want me to do?”


  “There’s nothing you can do. Just time.”


  “Well, you do something, Nathan! Gah, you’re hurting this situation more than you’re helping it!” I say hostilely. I’m angry he has no better answer than just time. Whatever the hell that means. He breaks away from me, leaving me once again. “Nathan, stop walking away from me!”


  “I just can’t right now, Sparks,” he says from his throat, still containing that rumble in his chest and the tension in his neck. There’s more he isn’t telling me.


  “Nathan,” I jeer, enunciating his name the way he hates, leaving him no other option but to respond. A mate’s calling that can’t be ignored. I picked up on it earlier.


  He halts, shoulders high and tight. Slowly, he turns on his heels, glowering at me. “Sparks, I’m not going there with you right now.”


  “No! You tell me what it is. And tell me without all that damn breathing and stalling,” I order, pointing. He silently stares at me, not at all faltered by my attempt at intimidation. “Now, Nathan, dammit!”


  He throws his head back, scraping his nails across his beard. “Last night.” He shrugs, rubbing his hand down his neck. “You called out to him . . . strongly. Your body craved for him.” Bringing his head forward, I meet his sober eyes. “He came for you, and once he called your name, you jumped out the window to get to him. I was out right behind you. He caught you, and I yanked you from him.” Nathan stalls, knitting his brows. “You fought me,” he says the word in a whisper. “Really fought me. Blasted me and everything.” His left hand pushes over his chest. And no sooner than his distress shows, it wipes away. Shrugging, he clears his throat, and unaffected, relays, “He laughed and held me still. No one can do that. I was so damn distracted. You smiled at me, happy I was stopped, glad I could no longer take you from him. You willingly left me for him.”


  I throw up my hands, waving them in front of me. “Stop, Nathan, don’t say it. Don’t say anything else,” I cut him off. My stomach can’t take much more truth.


  “No, Sparks!” he shouts. “You wanted to know! You wanted to hear.” He hesitates for a moment, willing the words from his lips. “You kissed him. Like you kiss me, you wrapped into him. The pleasure. . .” He forces the word out as if it took all of him. “The pleasure distracted him and, again, I yanked you away. Dropped you so you wouldn’t fight me. I practically ripped his fucking head off. When I threw him, he vanished.”


  I’m stone and silent as the air around me.


  Nathan continues, “I erased it while you slept and put you back in bed. Now come on, let’s keep walking.”


  No way. I did not kiss that man. I wouldn’t.


  The thunder booms closer, reverting my attention to the oncoming storm. The clouds have swept over the deep blue firmament making the moon no longer visible. Nathan’s words grind at my mind like an annoying song. Kissing Roehl. . .? “Nate,” I choke up. “If you would’ve told me. I don’t know; I wouldn’t have—.”


  He shakes his head. “It’s not your fault, Sparks. I’m dealing with this shit. Sorry you’re getting the sour end of it all, but it’s not easy for me. Come here so that we can beat the rain.”


  I stare at him, stopped with his arms out to welcome me into them.
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  WE HEAR THEIR SHOUTING before we make it into the house. Nathan pulls open his front door, and they’re louder than I interpreted. Everyone, yelling at the top of their lungs. I can’t tell who the victim is and who it’s not.


  Nicholas meets us in the doorway. “What happened?” Nathan asks, touching his head. Unconcerned about our urgency for his response, Nicholas shoves Nathan’s hand away and goes back to his handheld video game. “Glen is gone. She left with some man.”


  “What?!” I blurt.


  “Wait, Nick.” Nathan stops him from walking away. “What happened? How did that happen?”


  Nicholas throws his thumb over his shoulder, pointing toward the shouting crowd in the hallway. “That’s what they’re trying to figure out.”


  “Okay. Go to your room. We’ll figure out what’s going on.” Nathan and I approach the angry mob. “What happened?” His voice booms over theirs.


  Scott shakes, shifting between unruly and normal. “She’s gone! They took her, and we need to leave right now to get her back!”


  “Who took her?”


  “Monahan! He came for Taylor. Glen lost it, as always. Taylor did nothing!” he fires off. “I wasn’t around. There was yelling, and when I came back, she was gone. Gone!” he shouts. “Right out that door you just came in.” Scott stops shaking and morphs red. “You should’ve gone, Taylor!” he growls, visually holding himself back from attacking her.


  “That’s not fair, Scott. When they come for Tracey, you don’t tell her to just go!” Justin defends, matching Scott’s anger.


  “Tracey doesn’t just let them take her either. She looks out for herself and the people around her. All of this is her.” Scott points at Taylor. “She needs to go.”


  “She doesn’t need to go anywhere. You know that.”


  “Who was around when Glen was taken?” Nathan asks, talking over Scott. He and Justin go back and forth, ignoring everything but their opinion of who should take the blame. Nathan’s turned his attention to Taylor.


  She flicks up her green eyes from her downcast gaze, a cold shame glimmers in her stare. “I was, and Justin,” Taylor answer shyly, guarded by her mate.


  “So, how was Glen taken?” No one answers. The hall’s silent until Nathan says, “Call Mom, Taylor.”


  “No!” she shouts. They bicker like young siblings, fighting over who’s going to tell on who.


  I rub Scott’s diamond hard shoulder. “We’ll get her back.”


  “I want to kill that girl right now, Tracey.” He balls and un-balls his fist as his body shakes, controlling his change.


  “Just calm down, we’re going to figure this out.”


  “What is going on in here?” Natalia yells over her children. Mrs. Waturstrom comes in, a few steps short of her.


  “Glen was taken. And your family did nothing,” Nathan scoffs with antagonism lacing his tone.


  “What do you mean Glen was taken? How could that happen with a house full of Burdened Sephlems.”


  “That’s what I’m trying to figure out?” Nathan states.


  “Where were you?” Natalia asks him.


  “Talking to Sparks.”


  “You told her?” she questions, looking from him to me and back.


  Nathan nods.


  Oh my gosh! About last night? Roehl? My face flushes, going warm with embarrassment. I can’t believe he would share that!


  “Tracey, I’m sorry,” she tells me with pity in her eyes.


  I look away from her. Overcome by shame and regret, unwanted tears fill my eyes. I move behind Nathan, placing my face to his back, and I quietly let them fall. Nathan brings his hand behind his back, and I take hold of it. His thumb soothingly rubs across mine as he eases my depression. I don’t understand what’s happening and why I am doing these things. Kissing Roehl. . . It makes me sick to my stomach. And worse, more than just Nathan and me know about this.


  Nathan’s back flexes against my head as he orders, “Go ahead, Taylor, tell Mom what happened.”


  “I was witness to Glen being taken,” Taylor admits. “The one who took her did come for me. I’m not sure how he got in the house, but when he entered the living room, Glen asked who he was. Immediately, his focus went to her. He was fast. Too fast. There was no time, just screams and she was gone.”


  “How do you know it was Monahan, Scott?” Nathan asks.


  “Tell him, Taylor. How do I know?”


  There’s shuffling before Justin says, “Because, he stopped long enough for us to see him.”


  “Stop!” Natalia shouts. Everyone shouts over a crash that sounds as if people went tumbling to the floor.


  Nathan attempts to move, but stops, backing back to me. Letting him go so that he can help, I turn away to wipe my face before facing the tussle.


  Scott’s tossed Justin aside trying to make it to Taylor. With the help of Nathan holding him back and Natalia being a guard for Taylor, he can’t make it to her. Olar keeps Justin back, whose hair has grown longer, and skin’s gone pale. They shout and yell for each other to calm down and shuffle with getting Scott and Justin under control.


  Mrs. Waturstrom takes my side and hands me a handkerchief. I appreciate her silence and the small notion of sympathy―her wrapping her arm around mine. But I’d prefer she didn’t. At least it would make me think she didn’t know about my problems.


  “Move, Nathan!” Scott growls.


  “Scott, you need to calm down,” Natalia bemoans in a motherly tone.


  Scott shoves his hands over his head, breaking the elastic holding up his ponytail. “Aunt Nati, she let him take her! We’re all standing around here talking while. . .” His words fall flat as his face contorts and eyes gloss over. They swirl black, and a pool of tears crowd them. They fall. Large drops of tears, one from each eye, splashes against his cheek and rolls to his chin. “W-we,” he stutters. “We. . . We’re too late.” His voice cracks as he tries to force out each word. He crumples, but Nathan catches him before he can smack the floor.


  What happened. . .? Glen can’t be dead because he’s alive. She can’t be hurt because he doesn’t show any pain other than distress.


  Nathan moves Scott to sit against the wall with him being unable to do so for himself. Once he gets Scott settled, he glances at his sister, scoffing, “You never cease to amaze me, Taylor.”


  Natalia moves from Taylor, allowing Justin to take his spot at her side. He rubs her shoulders, comforting, “Baby, don’t stress about it.”


  “Don’t stress about it?” Mrs. Waturstrom blurts in revulsion. “Did you tell her not to worry about this?” She stands in the middle of everyone. Standing at my height and age peeking out behind her tired eyes, I’d swear this situation has worn on her in this split fifteen minutes. She’s never looked so befuddled or old. “Do none of you see the seriousness in this? Not once now, but twice, Taylor has let this family down. Twice, she has brought danger upon two of our new additions.”


  Scott slides over, and Olar pushes him up so he can lean against his leg and not hit the floor. Though Scott’s eyes are unfocused, he seems aware of his surroundings, or maybe Glen’s.


  “We need to find Glen,” Nathan tells me. “We’ll have to talk about Taylor later. I’d suggest Tracey stay here, but knowing she’s in more danger in our home than she is out there with me, she’ll be joining us.”


  Olar lifts Scott from the floor and relays we’re leaving to find Glen. Scott nods, seeming not to care one way or another. “Scott,” Olar loudly calls, grabbing everyone’s attention. “You need to focus so we can find Glen. Where is she?” Scott stares out at nothing, blindly looking around unfocused. “Scott.” Olar slaps his cheek. “Where is she?” he asks louder.


  “Far. . .” is all Scott says. It takes him a minute. “I can’t think straight,” Scott utters.


  “Scott, take three minutes to pull yourself together. If you want to save Glen, we need to go now,” Nathan tells him. “We’ve already lost too much time. You know if we wait any longer she’ll really be too far gone, and we’ll have to work even harder to get her back.” He doesn’t wait for Scott to respond, pulling me with him to the kitchen.


  I stand by the table, watching him grab a couple bottles of water from the fridge. “Okay, Nate. Can you sum up what just happened in these three minutes? And I know things aren’t right with us right now, but can you hold me while you do?”


  His dimple dents his cheek when he smirks. And I breathe, finding rest in his reassuring expression. “Come here, Sparks.”


  We sit on the floor in the corner of the kitchen with the wall to his back. I lay my head against his shoulder, indulging in the relieving feeling I get being wrapped in his arms.


  “Monahan took Glen. After she spoke and attracted him, he used what he learned from her, to attract her and she pursued. I can only guess what he’s doing with this attraction.”


  “Like with Roehl and me?” I hate to bring this back up, but. . .


  “Yes, but you fight it. Or try to. Glen went too quickly. No, I can’t say that because I don’t know how long Glen’s been gone or the level of effort Monahan’s putting toward overcoming her bond to Scott. That’s why Scott looks like he does.”


  “What happened to him?”


  He finishes his water before answering, “God, right?” There’s a pause. “God took out the time to make one person specifically for each of us. The heart thing—my taking on your heart after we mated, seals us. But when someone tells you what you want to hear, shows you what you want to see. . . An inception of love with the influence of your mate’s perception. They make it appear like they know you, and you become engrossed because they attract you with your wants, with what you believe you need. They use fragments of information they obtain from you and slowly reel you in until they hook you for good. Think of it like a Siren, playing with your mind. The reason it’s essential we find Glen soon is because providing Monahan the extended time with her allows him the opportunity to reel her in, making her choose him over Scott. And if she takes the bait, it can mentally break their bond. But it’s not real, and the confusion can kill her. It’ll become too much for her to handle.” He pulls me closer, tightening his hold.


  I turn my head and kiss his jawline. The expanding bubble in my chest eases. Why it expanded, I know it’s because of my embarrassment. But I have too much pride to admit it.


  Nathan kisses my forehead and mumbles, “I love you, Sparks, and I’ll take care of it.”


  “I hate that it even happened. I feel so bad about it, and I hate the calm distance in you when you feel as if I’ve betrayed you.”


  “I’m ready.” Scott comes in the kitchen, more aware and focused than moments ago. “I know where she is.”


  “Good. We’re right behind you.” We rise and lock eyes. “You ready?”


  “Yeah.” We need to find Glen before she gets herself and Scott killed.


  “Sparks, I don’t know what’s going to happen when we go out here. We’ve never dealt with anything like this before, and we’ll pretty much be improvising. When we get to where Scott’s going to lead us, don’t talk and stay near me. If I walk away from you, even for a moment, stay put. Please?”


  “You’re nervous?”


  “As hell.”


  I see it in his eyes. Not fear, not disturbance, not uncertainty, but pure nervousness.
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  SCOTT LEADS US TO a mountain. We’re under the impression Glen’s being held against her will, and we’re anticipating the worst, which I hope doesn’t include death. It would’ve been nice of Scott to tell us this is where we were going so I could’ve grabbed a jacket. It’s freezing out here! And to mention, on our way over, the rain clouds burst, pouring down its rage.


  We make it to a plateau of the alp and Scott stops, observing the area. I take the elastic from Nathan’s wrist to pull up my drench hair. Because of the heavy wind and massive downpour, it’s been smacking me in the face and the cold strands, striking my skin, stings. And it’s hard to see battling my hair and the rain. I wish my ears could give their enhanced senses to my eyes and help me see clearer.


  None of us are prepared for the cold weather, but I’m the only one dying from the raining ice. We tread along the rocky ledge about a mile from the top and way too far from the bottom for me to look down. I trail behind Olar with Nathan at my back. He keeps his free hand on my waist, and I keep mine on the wall of the rock as we creep along the edge. With the rain pushing me down, I frequently slip. Like, how great would it be if I just slipped and fell, rolling down this rocky beast of a mountain? On the brighter side, if I died, I wouldn’t have to worry about Roehl anymore.


  Nathan’s grip on my side tightens, and I watch Scott jump from this edge down to one wider. Olar follows, and before I can think it, we’re jumping. The rush is immediate. My heart’s hammering in my chest from the mix of adrenaline and panic. My legs are jelly as I try to calm down, but I don’t have time to as Nathan’s hurrying me to follow. At least, down here, the rain isn’t as bad with the high cliff above us serving as an umbrella. That’s until the wind blows and smacks me with waves of freezing water.


  Nathan wraps his arms around my shoulders. The warmth is minimal, but almost enough. “Thanks,” I say, teeth chattering. The heat is short lived when Scott stops, attention drawn to something out of my view.


  Nathan leaves to his side, and they stare into the mountain. A dark, scary hole stares back at them. To me, the hole says Do not come near my entrance, death lies within my darkness. But to them, I know they hear Come, oh Burdened ones, let us rival in the night as you wander through my crevasses. Someone’s going to suggest going in there. I know it.


  We need to go in there, Scott says, kick-starting rolling boulders in my stomach.


  I don’t know, Scott. We can’t see in there, Olar says. I agree with him. I don’t want to go in there.


  Tracey can. Scott volunteers me. Looking to Nathan, he continues, She can guide us through.


  He cannot be serious. Bug-eyed and mortified, I shake my head.


  Are you comfortable with that? Nathan asks me solo. I can tell by the distance his voice sounds in my head. When it is only him and I talking, it’s close and clear. When it’s more of us in a conversation, the voices a clear but they’re hollow and echoic.


  No, Nathan. What if something is in there?


  I’m pretty sure something is in there, Sparks.


  What if it gets me?


  You have three Burdened Sephlems with you. Nothing’s going to happen to you.


  But something might crawl on me. I rub my arms, trying to remove the feeling of creepers crawling on my skin.


  Sparky, Glen could be in real danger with someone who could actually hurt her. And you’re worried about bugs? He turns me around to face the mountain and says to all of us, Come on, Sparks, do that night vision thing with your eyes, stay quiet, and lead Scott through the darkness. Scott will be in front of you, lead him by his shoulders. I’ll be behind you and Olar behind me. Okay? Everyone nods except me.


  I prepare myself, blinking so the film can take over my eyes. My sight tints, darkening the night, but also allowing me to see in the dark.


  Scott walks into the black hole of the mountain, and I carefully follow behind him. Once the gloom swallows us, I grab his shoulders and smoothly guide him through the blackness.


  Besides Scott, there’s no red anywhere, only complete murk. And unlike night vision goggles that show green, making things extremely clear, my cloaked vision shows in gray and black. I can see the shadows in black and the edges in gray. And unfortunately, it’s not that clear, though it serves its purpose. Only Nathan can see what I see, and he leads Olar behind us when we need to duck or move aside to avoid a protruding edge.


  The hole is never-ending. Just space before us and rock aside and above us. Scott’s supposed to be using his senses to find Glen. I don’t suppose it’s working because he hasn’t said anything. The silence is maddening, and my mind wanders between Roehl and the mountain caving down on us. Or Roehl somehow making the mountain cave down on us.


  Nathan squeezes my side. Sparks, focus.


  I’m trying to; it’s just this stupid brain making me think about other things.


  Our steps are quiet, the enclosed space of the cave’s tunnel leaves no space for echo, and Olar and Nathan all but have to duck and squeeze through the tight area. A bright red figure comes in view, deep in the dark distance. With the frame of a male, it paces a wider area of the cave, from left to right. I can’t make out his face, nor what he wears, just his body shape and that he’s full of heat, letting me know this guy’s probably a beast.


  I pull Scott to a stop.


  What do you see? he asks.


  Something—someone is there, I answer. He’s huge, maybe taller than Olar and stocky.


  I can see him, Nathan cuts in. Take care of that, Night Eyes, he says only to me.


  Dust him? I ask.


  Yeah.


  Just like that, no words?


  Anyone living in a mountain this far in the dark is an enemy. And we can confirm Glen’s down here. They aren’t family, so yeah, just like that, dust him.


  But—


  We’re running out of time here, Sparks.


  What’s going on? Scott asks impatiently. We are wasting time.


  I concentrate on the pacing figure, trying to tap into whatever it is that annihilates people.


  The figure turns. His head moves to the left and then right as if it’s analyzing something. Analyzing us. . .? He stalks in our direction, footsteps fast, loud, and heavy.


  Now or never, babe, Nathan pushes.


  I try to tap into whatever wills this ability, but I don’t know what triggers it.


  The figure cringes a foot away from Scott and then he’s gone. But not because of me. I tried, Nathan.


  I know. We rarely work on it, so it doesn’t come to you as quickly as everything else.


  I nod and push Scott to walk again.


  If she’s somewhere here, we can’t be far, Scott says.


  I hope not, because I’m tired of walking through the darkness, Olar carps.


  You know, Nathan starts inquisitively, a hint of amusement circling his words. The darkness can drive a man insane.


  Olar titters, drawling, Yeah. Great idea for a way to torture someone.


  Exactly, Nathan intones. We could seal ‘em off in a dark hole. Leave ‘em down there for a few days.


  Maybe we’d leave ‘em down there for a week? That’d make ‘em crazy. I wouldn’t need to make them rip their skull open. They’d do it themselves.


  Would you two shut up? Scott stresses irritably. You two are torturing me with your excitement of torture and dark holes, like I’m not currently being tortured and in a dark hole. Dammit, this shit is killing me. Where the—. Wait! She’s right here. He stops. Right here.


  Umm, Scott, no she’s not. There’s nothing here. I tell him, seeing nothing but walls at our sides and emptiness to our fronts and backs.


  No. Listen to me. She’s here. I can feel her, right here, he argues.


  Sparks, look up, Nathan tells me. See if you see anything.


  I do and hope I don’t see anything because I don’t want this to get any creepier. The ceiling of the hole is less than a foot from our heads. Four lines of dark liquid’s smeared on the rock; maybe made by fingertips. Nathan, I say only to him. Do you see that?


  Yeah, I do. Don’t say anything yet. Follow it with your eyes. Does it stay on the ceiling?


  Looks like, in a few steps forward, they descend the side of the wall and stop midway down.


  I’ll tell Scott. He’ll be able to tell if it’s her blood.


  You think it’s blood?


  Maybe. We’re about to find out. Scott, he says to everyone, if you take a couple of steps forward, there’s a blood trail along the wall to your right.


  A cold despair takes over Scott’s presence, and his head falls forward as he shakes it. Not dwelling on the depressing news, he straightens, and I guide him to the wall, placing his hand on the trail. A chill runs over him as he hardens under my touch. It’s hers, he states serenely. Where does it lead? he asks.


  I can’t respond, shocked he’s confirmed it is Glen’s blood. Glen was bleeding and dragged down here?


  Scott’s body is shaking. He draws his arm back, forcing me back, and throws his fist into the wall. I jump, falling into Nathan. The sound of the impact and crumbling rocks echo through the cave.


  Light beams out from the hole, freeing us from the darkness. Nathan hardens when Scott looks back at him before stepping through the hole with caution. Olar follows behind him, leaving Nathan and me alone.


  “Sparks, remember what I said. No matter what happens.”
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  THE COZY AREA LOOKS as if we’ve stepped into someone’s house, entering into a living room from the front door of an apartment. It appears empty. I can’t feel anyone here.


  “Okay, Scott. Where do we go?” Olar asks, complexion darkening a deep crimson and his hair spikes out.


  Scott turns to the left where a closed door sits in the wall. He’d taken on his demon before we had entered through the hole.


  I try to steady my breathing that seems to be coming out rough and nervously.


  The door opens to a bedroom. Water’s running. If someone’s here, I’d assume the person would’ve rushed out here after hearing the explosion from Scott’s busting in the wall. But we’re alone.


  Entering a dimly lit bedroom, Scott continues our search for Glen. My heart’s pounding so hard my skin shakes in pulse with its beats. And my legs shake as I follow. The room’s furnished with two beds, a king and a full. The black sheets draw my attention away from the dirtied, orange painted walls. Besides the two beds, a tall lamp sitting in a corner is responsible for the dim lighting. And two doors, almost blending in with the walls, sit across from each other, sharing the same path.


  The one to our left opens first. An empty closet.


  The other door slowly swings open. There’s chatter. I can’t make out what’s being said nor can I tell who or what’s talking.


  Scott creeps to the door, sure to make his steps soundless.


  The three of us cautiously follow, and I’m hesitant with each step. Nathan patiently rubs his thumb over my hand, pushing confidence through me. The four of us enter to a flight of stairs. They lead us to a loft-like setting, with an angled banister and high ceiling.


  Before Scott reaches the top, where he can be seen through the posts, he looks at Olar.


  Olar nods and vanishes. I’ve seen him do it a hundred times and it still shocks me. He pops back up and scares the crap out of me. She’s up there. There are two; Monahan and another I don’t recognize. Umm, she’s. . . He pauses for a minute. Comfortable.


  Scott charges up the remainder of the stairs. I let my hand heat, and the film covers my eyes as we quickly follow behind him. He goes straight for a man I assume to be Monahan. A muscular man sitting on a chair spots Olar and punches the air. Olar flies against the wall behind us. Nathan moves me behind him, and I hear the guy who just air-punched Olar grind his teeth.


  Go to Glen, Sparks, Nathan says. If she tries to fight you, back off.


  I peek around him, taking in the scene first. Scott and Monahan fight, neither of them winning. Glen’s on a futon bed, watching the boys go blow for blow. She shows no recognition of us. The guy in the chair cringes, trying to fight against the hold Nathan has on him. Seeing Olar pulling himself from the floor makes me feel better, but he looks infuriated. Heading to Glen, I raise my hands, hoping to convey I mean her no harm. I can’t speak, and I don’t know how I’m going to talk to her. She smiles at my approach. I can’t read it but I return her smile, and she stands. I stop, unsure of what I’ll be walking into if I close this distance.


  Her head tilts to the side as she studies me through squinted eyes. “Hi. I know you, right?”


  I smile sweetly, nodding.


  “What’s your name again?”


  Tracey, I say in my head. But I know she can’t hear me. I don’t want to shake my head, that’d tell her, no, and nodding isn’t answering her question. Maybe I could sign it. . . Crap! I don’t know how to make a ‘Y.’


  Glen tucks her chin, saying, “Monahan told me people might come for me, to take me away. Are you here to take me away?” Uh, yes.


  Nathan shakes his head. Turning back to Glen, I mock the action.


  “Okay, then we can be friends.”


  I nod, agreeing with her. This isn’t Glen. She doesn’t even sound like Glen. This girl with Glen’s body is bubbly and sweet, voice light and cheery.


  “I don’t like them fighting,” she chirps. “But this has happened a couple of times since I got here. I think they’re playing, but it looks so painful. Right?” She looks for me to comment.


  I nod slowly, crinkling my nose and pulling my eyebrows together.


  She sits back down on the futon and pats the space beside her. “Come over and sit down. You don’t do a lot of talking, huh? Equelle, turn around so you can meet my new friend,” she says to the guy sitting in the chair who Nathan has taken over. “What’d you say your name was?” she queries, beaming brightly.


  I shake my head, hoping she won’t take it the wrong way.


  She shrugs.


  Scott’s airborne, flying past us, crashing into the banister. He falls over and tumbles down the stairs. Glen flops back on the bed, back arched as if she were struck in the spine. She cries out, and I cringe, assuming the immenseness of her pain. Monahan rushes over to Glen, yanking her from the bed to his side. I back away.


  “Come here,” Nathan instructs.


  As I pivot, Monahan snatches me around my chest. He’s fast as light, yanking me back so hard my feet lift from the ground. His arm curls around my neck, sending the shock from hell jolting through me. I bite down on my bottom lip to keep from screaming. It hurts, it hurts so badly.


  Monahan’s nose or chin presses into my hair. I grimace. His body’s to my back, and I hear his erratic heart pumping. He’s too close, and I can feel him breathing along with the constant shock of his touch furthering my discomfort. “Nathan, why have you come here?” he asks, and his warm breath moves between my hairs, forcing me to feel it against my scalp. “And if you will so kindly let go of Equelle.”


  “You let go of her. I’ll let go of him,” Nathan bargains.


  “How can I be sure once you have her you won’t take over him again?”


  Nathan’s right brow rises and falls as he quips, “You can’t be.”


  “Then why should I let her go?” Monahan’s grip tightens around my neck, and the shock worsens. I touch his arm in an attempt to grab it from me and my touch against him shocks. He doesn’t mind it.


  Scott ascends the stairs. “Because if you let them both go we may leave here with the two of you still alive.” He stops at the landing, skin flushed, eyes dark.


  “I doubt I have to worry about my life,” Monahan confidently retorts.


  Scott’s eyes flitter over everyone and lands on Nathan. Nathan nods and in the same second, Equelle’s body bursts into ashes, sprinkling onto the floor.


  Monahan’s ripped from me, flying backward.


  My hands fly to my freed neck, rubbing away the pain.


  Glen whips around to me and a gust of wind shoves me into the air, ramming me against a wall. I hit it hard and smash to the floor. Ugh, I grumble.


  Nathan helps me up. “You okay?”


  Yeah. It just hurts like hell.


  Glen glowers at me as if I’ve betrayed her. “Glen,” Monahan calls. She happily trots across the floor, walking into his embrace. With pride, as if she were Queen Elizabeth, she faces us with her chin high and her blonde haired prince at her back.


  Now, what? I ask Nathan.


  She has to choose, he replies.


  Can’t we just kill him and get it over with?


  No.


  This is so confusing. Why? Because she’s choosing Monahan?


  Right.


  Well, this is getting good, I state.


  Not yet, I don’t think. And you may have to speak, which is going to make this a hell of a lot more interesting.


  I draw my lips into a pinch and shake my head, hating the idea.


  “Glen, let’s go home,” Scott says, soft and serene.


  “I am home,” she responds.


  “That’s right. She is home,” Monahan seconds.


  Monahan couldn’t be less of Glen’s type. Judging by his dark eyebrows, he chose to color his hair the same as Draco Malfoy. Lacking the height to see his face over Glen’s head, he’s no match for Scott. He’s skinny and has a face with a ton of freckles. I’m totally convinced he’s tricked her to reel her in. No way would she choose this guy over Scott. No way! Not with how she swooned and crazed over Scott all this time, long before they bonded; the stories she’s told me. . . There’s just no way.


  Glen leaves Monahan, walking in Scott’s direction.


  Aww! That didn’t take much. She knows what’s right. The plea for her glimmers in Scott’s burgundy eyes. But to our surprise, she passes him, going down the stairs, never even acknowledging her mate.


  I look at Nathan.


  Go ahead. I’ll be right behind you. Talk to her once you’re downstairs.


  I follow Glen out each door. She makes it to a door that’s near the entrance Scott created, and I call her.


  “How do you know my name?” she spits.


  “We’re friends. Best friends. You love me.”


  “How can I love someone who betrayed my family?”


  “Glen, we are your family.”


  “No. Monahan is my family.”


  “Scott is, remember!” I use what Taylor used on me the night Roehl showed up at my house.


  As soon as recognition flashes, it disappears, covering with anger and then hurt. “Scott,” she recalls.


  As if her statement were a question, I offer, “You love him. He loves you. He’s your mate.”


  She swings open the door, leaving the living room area of the mountain home. Cold rushes in, freezing my face. Reluctantly, I follow behind her, back into the icicle rain.


  “I know Scott. He let me go,” she says over the wind.


  “He didn’t, Glen. You were taken away. Monahan stole you.” Abducted her may be more of the truth.


  She twists around, blaring, “He did not steal me! Scott let me go! I loved Scott, umm?” She gives me a questionable eye.


  “Tracey.”


  “Tracey.” She smiles as she reaches over to hug me. I hug her and am beyond confused about what’s happening here.


  “Yes,” I drawl as she pulls away.


  “You are my good friend.”


  “I am.” Her moods are changing too quickly for me to follow.


  “Scott and Monahan,” she utters to herself, locking eyes with me. We stand on a steep ledge that may lead down the mountain by what looks to be a path. She looks between me and that path and says, “I love Monahan.”


  “You love Scott,” I object.


  She nods. “I love Scott.”


  “You remember Scott?”


  She nods. “Scott loves me but . . . I can’t be with Scott.”


  “Why not?”


  “It’s not real.”


  “No, Glen. What you have with Monahan isn’t real.”


  “It isn’t?” she asks, peeking over the edge of the ledge, her sadness thick in her voice. Only the tops of trees and darkness dress the land before us. The rain’s pouring down through it by the boatload, seeming never to find the ground. “I’m sorry, Tracey.”


  Nathan, get here now. Bring Scott.


  “I loved Scott,” Glen says with an edge of remorse in her voice. The rejection for her feelings is sewn deep in her beautiful hazel eyes.


  I reach for her, wanting to pull her away from the edge. Her head whips around, and she shoots me a look, warning not to touch her. “Glen, you still love Scott. You’re just confused right now. Let’s go in and talk to him.” The rain picks up around us and lightning strikes too close to where we stand, cracking the far side of the mountain. Booming thunder isn’t far behind it, vibrating the large rock. We’re pummeled with water and leaves blowing in the twisting wind. “Glen, please? Let’s go inside. It’s getting bad out here.”


  “It’s getting bad in here,” she mumbles low, to herself, gaze cast on her feet or the ground. She lifts her head, and woeful eyes meet mine. “You know, Tracey. If Scott and I were like you and Nathan, we would probably be better off. Happy like you two are.” She sounds like herself now. Stuck up Glen, with jazz to her voice. Her words, however, are soft and meaningful; spoken too calmly.


  “You and Scott are happy.”


  “No, we aren’t,” she denies. “There’s always death. In his mind lies hate and wants I can’t provide. I can’t accept that. I liked him better before, when I didn’t know. He may have pushed me off and lied to me, but fear didn’t consume me from the possibilities of what he may be capable of doing to me.” With her saying that, I consider if it may have been better for Glen to remain in the dark. “I thought I wanted to know. Wanted to know who he truly was.” She faces me, full-bodied. “But I don’t.”


  “Glen. Please?” Scott shouts over the wind from behind me.


  Glen flicks her gaze to him and steps off the ledge.


  “No!” I yell, watching her body fall backward.


  Scott screams her name and jumps after her. I spring forward, trying to grab him. With nothing to hold me back, panicking, I flail. An arm wraps around me, ripping me out of the air. I turn into his chest, crying. It’s dry now and smells of the house we were in, instead of rain. We drop to the floor.


  “It’s going to be okay, Sparks. He’ll catch her. They’ll be okay. I promise.” His words mean nothing. Nathan lays his head against mine resting on his chest. His breaths are heavy and hopeful like mine, and that makes it easier not to take his word for this one.


  Now, not once, but twice I’ve wept over the potential loss of Glen. I hope he’ll catch her, but I’ve lived in the real world for all my life, and that shit doesn’t really happen. I pull away from Nathan, saying, “She just walked off the edge. No thoughts, no words. She just threw it all away.”


  “I know, Sparks.” He takes my face in his hands. “But everything will be okay. They are going to be fine.”


  I shove his hands from my face. “Nathan, everything is not always going to be fine!” I shout. “My friend is dead! She was so freaking confused and lost in her own life, in her own mind that the only out she thought she had was to kill herself. And I just let her, just stood by and watched her. There are a million things I could’ve done to help her, Nate! I should’ve been paying more attention to her than you! I should’ve done something!”


  Olar and another’s disturbingly confident presence enters the room in which we sit. I turn around to them; Olar and Monahan. Enraged, looking at Monahan, I stand too quickly. He smiles at me, and I set him on fire.


  “O-kay. . .” Olar says, observing Monahan’s burning body. He tips his chin and walks out the room.


  Monahan hits the floor.


  I’m flooded with anger as I stare at Monahan’s burning body tainting the once wood smelling home with his roasting flesh. I fan away the fire with a whip of my hand, and he’s, unfortunately, alive. He quivers until passing out.


  Olar returns to take him into another room. He grabs at Monahan’s body and yanks his hands back. “Ouch,” he yelps, shaking out his hands. “He’s still hot. I’ll just let him cool off for a second.”


  “Bro, just get him out of here. He stinks,” Nathan orders.


  “Okay. Okay.” Olar nods and waits before grabbing him again and quickly pulling him out.


  Nathan pulls me to him. “Sparks, look at me.” I stare into his brown eyes. “Scott caught Glen. They’ll be okay. Just give it some time. She’s not dead.”


  “Can we leave?” I want to cry again and would prefer not to do it here.


  He nods with sorry eyes. “Olar, wait here for Scott and Glen’s return. If you need anything, let me know.”


  “Cool,” Olar calls from another room.


  Nathan picks me up and rushes out the opening that leads to the mountain. He races around it and through a path. Twenty minutes later, we make it to his house, drenched by the pouring rain, freezing from the icy air.


  “Did you find Glen?” Mrs. Waturstrom asks from the living room the second the front door closes.


  We sit on the couch opposite of her. “Yes,” Nathan answers grimly.


  “What happened?”


  “I’d prefer not to say right now.”


  Taylor, Justin, Little Nathan, and Natalia walk in and take seats.


  “I have some things I would like to address now,” Mrs. Waturstrom says, relaxed, with her hands clasped together in front of her as she surveys her niece. “Taylor, your actions may be forgivable because you are a part of this family, but your actions against our family cannot be ignored.” She jumps right in. “What is your response to these accusations?” Mrs. Waturstrom’s tone is odd, both demanding and mesmerizing.


  Taylor looks to Nathan and then me. Clearing her throat, she states, “I have risked others for my well-being. I’m ashamed of it.”


  “And what are your true feelings, Taylor?” Mrs. Waturstrom demands.


  “I am sorry things happened the way they did.” She pauses and looks directly at her mother. “But, I do not regret them.”


  Oh. My. Gosh!


  Nathan’s hand hardens in mine. I move closer to him.


  “Taylor,” Natalia starts quietly. “What are you saying?”


  Mrs. Waturstrom turns back to Taylor. “What are your intentions, Taylor?” Her voice remains commanding. I don’t understand where it’s coming from; this sounds nothing like the kind Mrs. Waturstrom I know.


  “I will not go to Roehl. Not willingly.” Taylor’s answer is resolute. Nathan wraps his arm around me. I wrap my arms around his. “He will get Tracey before he gets me.”


  “Keep me down, Sparks,” Nathan whispers in a venomous voice.


  How in the hell can I keep him down when I am turning up? Did she just say what I think she did?


  “Everyone needs to stay calm,” the school nurse instructs. The disbelief in Natalia’s eyes burn. Mrs. Waturstrom continues, “Taylor, what happened when you saw Roehl?”


  “I asked for his assistance in killing father. He immediately declined.” Justin turns to her with shock stealing his face. “I asked what I could offer to get his help. He responded that there was nothing. After asking again and being declined again, I informed Nathan had a mate.” Nathan freezes hard as a glacier. “We made a deal that if he’d help, I would help him get Nathan and Tracey. He took my deal,” she informs with her head held high, no shame in her tone and no regret for her actions. “But the time to deliver Nathan and Tracey had passed after father died. And when he came to take them, Nathan killed his entourage and tried to kill him. So, he started to come for me, for repayment.”


  “Did you let Glen get taken?” Mrs. Waturstrom asks.


  “I did,” Taylor answers honestly.


  “So, you never offered yourself to Roehl?” Nathan asks after an exaggerated and uncomfortable silence.


  “I did, Nathan. You and me.”


  My mind is a whirl of questions from her changed confession.


  Mrs. Waturstrom glares at her. “That is not the truth, Taylor.”


  “That is the truth,” Taylor defends.


  “What is my ability, Taylor?”


  “To force the truth willingly,” she answers as realization flashes over her face.


  Now the ugly truth is out.
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  “NATHAN, NO!” NATALIA YELLS.


  A loud slam shakes the floor. Natalia’s frozen in mid-step, tears rolling from her face. Nathan’s had it and is overwhelmed with anger. Justin’s face planted to the floor, unconscious, in his attempt to protect Taylor. Nathan takes two steps back after he approaches his sister—a mere inch from his attack, he restrains. “Come on, Taylor,” he growls, taking on his demon. The back of his hair spikes out, his complexion tints red, and his skin looks impenetrable.


  “Nathan, please don’t do this,” Natalia pleads, able to speak but unable to move.


  “You will allow this to happen,” Mrs. Waturstrom commands. “Taylor will fight for her right to remain in this family. She has done too much to be forgiven without proving herself.” She looks at Nathan. “Don’t kill her,” she tells him with a single nod.


  Nathan matches her nod, acknowledging her without looking away from Taylor.


  “This isn’t a fair fight, Nathan!” Taylor yells, stepping away from him.


  Taylor needs her ass whooped. She not only lied to us, but she offered us to the slime of the Earth. Glen was right. This entire situation is her fault. “I’ll go against you, Taylor.” I step to Nathan’s side. “That way you’ll have the upper hand.”


  Nathan shifts back to his human form. “You sure you want to do that?”


  Eyeing Taylor, I say, “Yes.”


  She furrows her brows, turning up her nose at me, daring my challenge.


  Nathan looks between Taylor and me before nodding and stepping back. “You better not hurt her,” Nathan warns.


  Taylor glares as I move to stand in front of her. I let my rage consume me. I am so angry at her, Roehl, and this situation I’m in with him. I’m mad about Glen and her Monahan and Scott situation. I’m angry about my dad. I’m angry these ugly vines cover my arms. They cross my ear, and it warms. Through my rage, I can even feel the feather appear on my cheek. I’m infuriated about that. I hate that ugly burning feather.


  Taylor’s expression is scandalized. No one says anything against my decision to fight her. From my peripherals, I see Natalia’s mouth moving, but there is no sound. Nathan may have taken away her speech.


  “Tracey, I—”


  I send a heated blast to her face, cutting off her meaningless words. She flies across the room and hits the floor on her back. “Don’t talk to me, Taylor. Sorry is only a word, and your words are null and void.”


  She gathers her footing, rubbing her hands together.


  I’m not sure of what Taylor can do besides what Nathan’s told me about her being able to tell if someone is possessed and release them. But at this point, if she has some super awesome ability to rip my skin off, I don’t care. I just want to set her hair on fire and walk away.


  Once on her feet, she claps once. Something rough smacks against my neck and chest, sending me flying into the wall behind me. Before the pain can set in, Nathan’s at my side, taking it away.


  Okay. So, we’ll add that to Taylor’s abilities. Whatever the hell that was.


  Going in for my attack, I throw heated punches in Taylor’s face, hitting her harder than I had hit her father. My fist connects with her cheek and eye, leaving burnt flesh on its drawback. I twist, backing my punch with all the strength I have. Inches from ramming into her face the fifth time, she grabs my hand, snatches me up by my neck, and slams me to the floor. I take her down with me, flipping over as we land. She’s much bigger than I am, allowing me an advantage in maneuvering around her. Flipping her onto her stomach, I get her in a headlock. The vines on my arms move, growing real, thorny lianas that leave my arm and wrap tightly around her neck, digging deep into her, what should be, impenetrable skin. Mixed colored liquid leaks from her puncture lesions and her face reddens with my vines crushing her windpipes.


  Whoa, this is new! And I like it!


  The last vine leaves my arm. I jump to my feet and ram my foot against her back. Her spine crushes under my impact, and I’m not nearly finished with this snake. I turn her over with another kick. Blinking, my eyes cloak, shadowing her stricken image. Her body’s already healing, but my vines give her no room to breathe as they constrict tighter and she gasps for air. I want to turn her into dust, but they said not to kill her. Having a better idea, I lift my black palm and blow over it as if I’m blowing a kiss. A kiss of fire. A blaze leaves my hand as I blow, flaming Taylor’s clothes and hair.


  Satisfied, I turn away from her, walking to Nathan’s side. She screams and the smell of burning plants fills the air. The vines curve and move along my arm again. Looking back at Taylor’s flaming body, the vines appear to be gone from around her neck. I’m enjoying watching Taylor burn without dying. That is until Mrs. Waturstrom snaps and points at her niece, ruining my fun.


  Reaching out to Taylor, I demand the fire to come back. It whips through the air back into my palm, leaving her clothes burnt. She lies on the floor, taking short breaths with her eyes closed. I look her over, feeling no remorse or sympathy for my sister.


  Nathan tugs my hand. “Hey. That vine stuff is new. When did you start blowing fire?”


  I answer with a shrug, watching Justin get up and rush over to his mate. Natalia is released too, running to her. Seeing her cry makes me feel bad. Not for Taylor, but our Mom’s been through enough.


  “That was unexpected,” Mrs. Waturstrom starts. “Is anyone not satisfied with Taylor’s punishment?”


  “I’m not satisfied, but I’m sure that’s as close as she’s going to get to death,” Nathan scoffs sourly, leaving the living room.


  I say nothing. I don’t feel anything. I’m empty. Broken. . . I want to wash this entire day from my body and sleep.


  Nathan goes to his bathroom, cutting on the water. It plows in the tub, splashing as it fills.


  Distraught, I stand in the middle of his floor in my wet clothes, somehow trying to process what all happened today—tonight. Nathan pulls me to the bathroom, undresses me and I sit in the filling tub. Bubbles form around me as the hot water rises, suppressing my chill. He pulls my hair down, and it falls wet and cold around my shoulders.


  Grabbing two towels from the rack, he takes the bigger one, rolls it, and sets it behind my neck. Gently, he pushes my head to lean back, and as the water rises over my chest, I close my eyes, letting myself relax.


  The water laps against my skin as he dips his hand in the tub. A towel wrings out and is placed over my face. He hasn’t yet changed out of his wet clothes, and I know he has to be just as uncomfortable as I was. But I appreciate his attention right now; I value his putting me first.


  Breathing in the heat from the hot towel, I fight my tears. Glen, Scott, Taylor . . . Dad. Let me not add on my finding out I kissed Roehl and utterly deceiving Nathan. It all bombards me, fights against me, forces me to feel the fear and the misery. Nathan was right. This life is far more than anything I expected.


  I sink further into the tub until the water meets my chin. Lying here for over thirty minutes, it all rests heavily on my mind, and none of it makes any sense. None of it was real. Glen’s infatuation with Monahan was a hoax, Roehl infecting Dad and causing him to hate Nathan to the extent of being a complete douchebag was a hoax, and Taylor was the biggest deceiver of them all.


  What brings to life a land of lies rained upon with broken truths. . .?


  There has to be a sensible answer to this question, besides lives are bred from secrets and lies. Realizing that, I figure I should probably tell my secrets to my mate. I can’t be a hypocrite myself.


  Nathan returns and unplugs the tub. Sitting up, I pull the now cold towel from my face. He’s changed, and I hope he’s comfortable as I’ve hogged his bathroom and he’s been unable to use his shower.


  With the tub nearly empty, he cuts the water back on and turns on the sprayer. I stand, and he gets in with me. In our silence, he washes my hair, and then my body, and I get out when he finishes.


  His room is cold. Oddly cold and stiff.


  I towel dry my hair as best I can and dress to go to sleep.


  The closet provides the room with a soft light, keeping me from being swallowed by the darkness. I lay in the bed, just thinking. It’s quiet and my mind races from images of Glen jumping off the mountain to a torched Taylor. I don’t want to hate the girl, but she makes it hard not to. My lids droop, becoming too heavy to hold open. “Ugh,” I grumble, sitting up. I don’t want to doze off and dream about Roehl. Damn him. I want Nathan. There’s no doubt about that. Roehl and what he has done to our family disgust me. And now I know the confusion brings uncertainty and death. The last thing I want to do is kill myself. I squeeze my eyes shut, wishing I could unsee some stuff. And there he is again, Roehl, with his golden sun and bright eyes, smiling at me with this enticingly sharp teeth and smooth lips. He taints the images in my head, replacing thoughts and experiences I’ve shared with Nathan with himself. Regrettably, I enjoy it, and I can no longer sit here. I have to fight this.


  I’ll watch TV, and that should keep my mind busy if I focus hard enough. Sitting on the floor, I turn on the TV and tune into two episodes of Family Guy before Nathan gets out of the shower. He passes me, heading to the closet, towel wrapped around his waist. Picking me up from the floor, he flicks off the TV, and we lay down. I’m grateful for his comfort when he wraps his arms around me and helps me to sleep without my thoughts of his brother.
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  ANGRY LIONS ATTACK MY dreams. Their roars thrash through my haze, trying to wake me from the sleep I finally caught. I grab the nearest pillow, shoving it against my head. “Shh. Damn lions.”


  “What’s wrong, babe?”


  “The lions. They’re too loud,” I grumble, drifting off.


  “What lions?”


  “The ones roaring, Nate.”


  “Sparky, there are no lions. That’s Scott’s snoring.”


  “Oh,” I scoot closer to Nathan, burying my face in his rib cage, shoving the pillow harder on my ear to block out Scott’s snoring. “Scott’s snoring?” I realize, jumping up on my knees.


  Nathan wraps his arm around me the instant I move. “Don’t wake them. They just got in a couple of hours ago.”


  “Okay, I won’t. Just let me look at her.” He moves his arm from around me and rolls over on his back.


  I crawl to the end of the bed and look at the floor. Beyond the foot of Nathan’s bed, on a pallet of comforters and pillows lies Scott with Glen nestled tightly in his arms. The way he holds her, one arm sealed around her body, the other clutched around her head; he’ll never let her go again. I nod, satisfied they’re well.


  “Why didn’t they go to their room?” I ask, lying next Nathan.


  “Glen insisted. I told them it’d be okay.”


  “It is.” Scott’s snoring is annoying but it brings me contentment at this moment, knowing Glen is okay.


  “I told you everything’ll be fine, Sparks. Go back to sleep.”


  I smile to myself. “You did.”
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  “Tracey, get up.” Glen’s too soft of a whisper wakes me. I peek through my lashes, seeing Nathan’s chest. “Tracey?”


  I slowly turn over, not wanting to wake Nathan.


  Kneeling at the side of the bed, she’s eye level with me. She places a finger to her mouth and motions me to come. I peek over at Nathan, now turned onto his back. He seems asleep, but you never know with him.


  I nod at Glen, and she steps back so I can get out of the bed. Maneuvering from beneath the covers, I gently swing my leg from the bed. As I move the other, an arm wraps around my stomach, pulling me back. He sits up behind me, pressing his head into the back of my neck. “Where are you sneaking off to?” he drawls in a quiet, groggy voice.


  Glen shakes her head, bugging her eyes. I don’t know what’s up with her or what she wants, just that she doesn’t want Nathan or Scott to know.


  I’m not sure, I tell him. Glen wants to go somewhere to talk about something and doesn’t want to wake or talk in front of you two.


  He moves his arms from me, lying back down. Okay. Just don’t leave the house.


  Glen gives me a look with high brows that asks, what was that about. I shrug, scooting off the bed.


  Before I follow her from the room, I peek out of the window at the barely lit sky. Glen must be bothered by something. “What’s going on?” I ask, closing the door behind me.


  “Can we talk somewhere they can’t hear us?”


  I nod, turning to walk toward their room.


  “No, Cey.” She grabs my arm, turning me back. “Somewhere away from here. Like my house,” she whines, pouting.


  I feel bad, knowing she will hate my next words. “Glen, you know we can’t do that.” Her eyes fill, ready to run over. “I know somewhere we can go.” I wrap my arm around her back and guide her to the family room. We, unfortunately, have to walk past their old room, but unlike me, she’s unaffected. I refuse to look at the wall as I open the door to the family room. It’s clean and fixed, although the TV hasn’t been replaced.


  I motion Glen to sit on the couch with me.


  “Do you think they can hear us down here?” she asks, sitting.


  “Honestly, Glen, if they wanted to hear us, they could. But if you’re trying to keep Scott from hearing you, there is no avoiding that.”


  She throws her head back, grumping. When she brings it forward, her tear-filled eyes are running over. “I can’t do this, Tracey.” Her voice shakes, and I hear the lump in her throat rattling.


  Concerned, I take her hand in mine. “What’s wrong, Glen? What happened?”


  “I was finally happy. It all finally felt right, made sense. And you took that from me.”


  Despair washes over me, unbeknownst how I might be the blame for her unhappiness. “Glen,” I call softly. “That, what you felt last night, it wasn’t real. We saved you. You’d been influenced by imaginary feelings.”


  “No, Cey! What I feel with Scott is unreal. It can’t be. It’s all forced. I love him, yes. I can’t help but love him, and I guess it has something to do with this whole him and I being meant for each other. But what I felt last night was real.” Her tears fall onto our hands. “Monahan was genuine. When he took me, of course, I was scared. He didn’t take me gently only because I was fighting him at first. But he comforted me and soothed me. He introduced me to his small family and sat me down to explain everything. From the beginning, he was open and honest.”


  “Glen, I know what—”


  “No, Tracey. Scott never did that for me! He’s hidden things, and something is always missing. I do not feel right. I’m not complete. I want Monahan because it felt like I belonged with him and he cared for me too. Then I’m confused because every time he’d kiss me, my heart jumped for Scott, and my memories of him would flash through my head. It all hurt too badly and the confusion was overwhelming. I was an ant with the weight of the world on its back, and my insides were burning with too many requirements. I just needed an out. I was left with no other option to get rid of this pain. It hurts too badly for me to bear it, Tracey. I had to make it end. To quiet the voices yelling in my head, telling me to do something.”


  “And that’s why you jumped?” I ask with sudden clarity.


  “That’s why I jumped,” she admits, ashamed. Her eyes close. “But then, looking in Scott’s eyes as I was falling.” She reopens her shaky, red eyes, holding back the tears. “He jumped after me, Cey. He risked his life to try to save mine.”


  “Doesn’t look like he tried, Glen.”


  “Maybe. But why would he do that? Why couldn’t he just let me die, knowing how he actually feels.”


  “How do you mean?”


  “Everyone acts like I don’t know what’s going on. I’ve seen in Scott’s head. He resents this. He loves me profoundly but only because he has to, the same as me.” Glen throws herself back on the couch. “Why did you all have to take him from me, Tracey?” She cries frenziedly, throwing her hand in her face and wailing.


  I open my arms to her, and she falls onto my shoulder, letting it out. “Glen, you have to calm down. You’re going to wake up Scott.” I rub her back. “I thought things were better with you two.”


  “I hate this, Tracey. I’m lost and confused, and I just want it all to go away. Nothing is clear to me. My feelings and all that has happened. I can’t figure anything out.” She cries harder, making her body shake.


  “Shh, Glen.” I try to sooth her. “It’s okay. We just need to figure how to break the tie and the confusion will go away. You’ll be better, and everything will be back to normal. Promise.”


  Someone bangs on the door before it swings open. “Glen!” Scott busts in, louder than necessary.


  “Scott, she’s fine. Just give her a moment.”


  “Glen, why are you crying? What’s wrong?” He completely ignores me, gently pulling her to him.


  Nathan will be in here soon enough I’m sure.


  “Glen, talk to me.”


  “Scott, I can’t. Okay? I can’t do this. I just need a day or two.” Glen pushes him away from her.


  His face twists, taken over by a befuddled expression that gives off his confusion. “A day or two to do what?” He grabs her arms, stopping them from shoving him away.


  I move from the couch. He’s a little forceful with their push and pull match, and I’ve been caught in their crossfire one time too many. I stand by the door in case I need to make a run for help.


  “Scott, please?” Glen’s voice shutters as she takes in a sobbing breath. “I just don’t want this right now.” The lightening sky makes it easier to see them both. By the soft turn to Glen’s head, avoiding Scott’s eye contact, she can’t stand to look at him. And he only stares at her.


  Nathan walks in, finding me the moment he steps foot in the room. “Hey. What’s going on?” he asks quietly, watching Glen and Scott.


  “It’s all bad, baby,” I say just as quiet.


  Glen and Scott dive back into their push and pull quarrel. She pushes, he pulls. “Glen, stop this.” He shoves her arms to her sides; hands clamped around her wrists. “You cannot think what you felt between you and him was real. It wasn’t! This.” He slams her hand to his chest. “This is real. That back there was nothing but him trying to steal you away from me. He doesn’t love you. You don’t love him. You’re just enthralled by him because he showed you what you wanted to see.”


  “And you show me nothing! You lie and make me forget. You keep me at a distance and in the dark with everything. You don’t even want this, Scott. You resent me.”


  Scott’s face falls, flushing with truth.


  I gasp, looking for Nathan to jump in and object, to defend Scott and help me battle this like he usually would. He stares at them, not at all shocked by the news. What the hell?! He meets my eyes, and as calm as I can, I ask, “You knew about this?”


  He pushes his hand through his hair. A certain sign he knew. His tell.


  Looking away from him, I throw my hand in his face when he opens his mouth to speak. I can’t believe this. He knew this entire time there was still an issue and he’s said nothing. He nor Scott has mentioned things haven’t gotten any better than they were before, only tolerable. Tolerability doesn’t fuel relationships; they’re built on freaking trust, communication, and affection!


  “Glen, stop. I do love you. I do not resent you.” Scott tries to reassure her. But if I were in her place, I wouldn’t believe him either.


  “Scott, I’m in your head, I know things you’ve hidden from me. Things you’ve made me forget. The fact that it’s meant for us to be together, you don’t think so. You envy Nathan because he has it all figured out and you want what he has.” Little do they know, Nathan does not have it all figured out. “I can’t be what you want. I’m not what you want although your heart may want me, you don’t.” She stands.


  He follows. “Glen, do not do this. Don’t say this.” She backs away from him as he reaches out for her. “Glen, I love you, I do. I promise. I just. . .” His words are jumbled, and he roughly forces his hands through his hair, bringing them back forward. “Shit! Glen, just, please don’t do this.”


  She halts, tears rolling down her cheeks. “Can you tell me it’s not true, Scott? And can you be honest about it? Can you tell me anything I’ve said isn’t true?”


  Scott’s head falls forward, and he rubs the back of his neck. “I can’t. But let me—”


  With bated breath, Glen’s knees buckle, but she holds it together. She trudges across the floor as if there were mud slowing her steps. Sparing none of us a glance, she leaves the room.


  I avert, to follow her, and Nathan grabs my arm. “Where are you going?”


  My gaze flicks down to my arm then up at him. He let all this go on and knew what was going on with Scott. “Nathan, stop.”


  “Sparks, Scott needs to handle that.”


  “Right. Like he’s been handling it? Or like you have?” I hate secrets, and I hate them, even more, when the one person I live to trust is keeping them from me. “Why didn’t you tell me?”


  “Don’t start, Sparks.”


  “Let me go, Nathan,” I hiss. He reluctantly drops my arm, and I leave from the family room to find Glen.


  “Sparks, don’t leave this house,” Nathan demands from the family room.


  “Okay, Dad!” I gripe, annoyed by his intervallic dominance he tries to use with me.


  I pass Scott and Glen’s old room, seeing the door open. This is never open. I brace myself before I walk in. Smacked with images and the pain from the memories, as if I’d walked into a glass door, I stumble back out of the room. “Glen?” I can’t take that. “Are you in there?”


  “Yes.”


  “Can you come out?”


  “Scott tried to kill me in here.” She knows.


  “It was an accident.” I lean against the wall in the hall.


  “Did I do something?” she asks from within the room.


  I wished that day had never happened. “Do you want to know the truth?” Nathan’s beating around the bush is rubbing off on me.


  “Yes, Tracey. Please?” she begs softly.


  “Nathan and I were coming from the family room and happened to walk into you and Scott. You admired him.”


  “Admired him how?”


  “He was shirtless, and you looked him over and told me good job.”


  “Oh. . .”


  “Scott kind of lost it.”


  “Kind of?” She leaves from the room and takes up the spot next to me.


  I wince. “Maybe more than kind of.”


  “You can’t walk into the room?”


  I shake my head.


  “He tried to kill you and Nathan too?


  I nod, preferring not to talk about it.


  “Your eyes show it to you again?”


  I nod.


  “I bet that sucks.”


  “You don’t know the half of it.”


  “Can we leave?”


  I breathe. “Not alone.”


  “And that is what sucks. This life sucks.” A little. “We can’t do anything without a tag along.” She leans against the wall and pulls us down to the floor. “Remember how much fun we used to have before all this. We were always outside hanging out. I could drink,” she disparages. “We came and went whenever we wanted. I was happier. You were happier. We didn’t have to worry about people trying to kill us, or keeping our boyfriends under control.” I ponder over what she says, feeling the weight of her words and understanding. “It was much better before.”


  “Maybe.”


  “Come on, Cey. Be for real. You like this life better than the one we had before we got with Scott and Nathan?”


  I let my gaze rest on her, unsure of how I want to answer. “Glen, I—.”


  “Be honest, Tracey.” She gives me a serious look with pinched lips and narrowed eyes.


  “I love Nathan.”


  “That isn’t an answer to the question I asked. Or can’t you answer the question because you know Nathan is listening?” She faces me. “Speaking of that, that’s a headache too. No privacy! They’re always in our heads. Even if you wanted to feel different, you wouldn’t, only because you don’t want to hurt him. Or else, he has you fooled like Scott had me.” I stare at the beige painted wall in front of us, hearing her. She adjusts, getting nearer my ear, whispering, “Maybe you need to spend some time with Roehl so you can see the truth.”


  Taken aback by her suggestion, I slowly face her. With her hitched brow and pursed lips, she’s serious. Standing on her feet, she keeps my eye contact. I can’t believe she just said that.


  I feel Nathan approach, and I stand, seeing the malevolent look on his face. His piercing scowl passes me to Glen.


  She crosses her arms, rolling her eyes. “What, Nathan?”


  “Glen, what the fuck is your problem?” His low voice struggles to stay calm.


  She retorts in a sassy nature, “I told you, Cey. No privacy.”


  Nathan hardens, and I step in front of him. He steps forward, moving me with him, almost sandwiching me between them. With a growl in his throat, he says, “Just because you’re confused and upset because you think the guy who stole you is dead, and you think you loved him because he was able to influence you and wheedle himself into your mind, confusing you about your true mate. That does not mean you will sit here and tell Sparks that she should be with someone else. Had you not been taken, understand, there would be no confusion in you. And if you were accepting of your mate in the beginning, then he would have no reason to resent you.” I try to push Nathan by backing away, but he doesn’t budge. “And the next time you attempt to tell my mate to go to another man other than me, it won’t be confusion that sends you diving off a mountain.”


  Whoa! I whip around, placing my hands on his neck, and pushing him back with my body. “That was too far, Nathan.”


  He looks down at me. “And you just allowed that? Letting her say that stuff to you? Answer the question, Sparks.”


  I retract, suddenly uncomfortable with this turn of interrogation.


  Nathan leans against the wall, face expressionless—smooth and non-caring.


  “I don’t want to talk about this right now.”


  Glen steps to my back and over my shoulder, she says, “I guess you know what that means, Nathan. Sounds like answer enough.”


  “You don’t speak for me,” I fire back defensively.


  “I’m just trying to help us all be honest.” She casually shrugs. “You couldn’t answer me because you don’t want Nathan to know how you really feel. You can’t answer him because you don’t want to hurt him.” Backing against the opposite wall, she continues, “You know I’m right, Tracey. You hate this just as much as I do. And our life before them was better than this one. And you know it. You may love him, but you hate this.” She shrugs again and strides down the hall toward the kitchen. “Let me know when you’re ready to go.”


  “Nate—”


  He swats my hand away that I reach to him. “Know what? If you do, that shit’s cool because you come down on everyone else about them lying and their secrets when you cater to your own. If you want to hate everyone else, start with yourself, Sparks. Because you lie to you more than anyone.”


  Slighted, I blurt, “What the hell, Nate?”


  “Don’t worry about it.” He cuts me off, straightening. “I’ll be back later.” He ambles down the hall to the stairs. “And do not leave this house. Glen or no Glen,” he barks louder than needed.


  “You’re an asshole!” I shout at his back.


  “I’m done, Sparks.”


  I stand in the hallway, alone, wanting to scream.
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  I WRESTLE WITH THE sheets, detangling myself. I sit up on the bed, looking into darkness. A slither of trimmers rushes over my skin and squirms irritate my stomach. “Nathan,” I call.


  There’s no response.


  The pitch-blackness of the room tells me it’s his, but my being alone concerns me. He was upset, but he wouldn’t have stayed away all day without letting me know.


  Sliding out of bed, I carefully cross the floor to the bathroom. I hit the light and look around the room, seeing nothing.


  “Tracey.”


  My stomach falls. A mixture of emotions forces me to suck it in and hold my breath.


  “Tracey,” calls again, like the first; low and song-like.


  I grumble to myself, fighting back the urge to follow, to answer. Thrusting my hands through my hair, I huff a breath and head for the door. Hesitation keeps me from grabbing the knob. Inches from wrapping my hand around the silver handle, I try—try—to talk some sense into myself. My heart’s pounding, daring me to move forward. Or, maybe, it’s the anxious squirms of my stomach that are restless and making my heart beat erratically.


  Before I know it, my telling myself Roehl has nothing good for me, he’s just a pile of coal wrapped in what seems to be gold and diamonds, I’m out the door, creeping down the stairs and easing the back door closed. Ignoring every call of better judgment, I run across the backyard and out the gate.


  “Where are you?” I ask low enough not to tip off those in the house. I know I’m doing something wrong, I do. . . But I can’t help it.


  I spot a figure coming up from the beach. My steps retract when I see the reflection of the moon dance on lines of a half circle and squiggly triangles of gold on the side of his face.


  “Don’t be scared, Cey. Nathan understands.”


  And he’s right. He does. I meet Roehl half way. “Hi,” I greet, smiling.


  His arms spread out to his sides, and I walk into them and wrap mine around his back. He doesn’t return my embrace, but when I go to step away, he hugs me to him. “Hey.”


  Leaning back, he meets my eyes. Standing just a few inches above my height, I don’t strain my neck to look at him. “Um. I don’t know what to say.”


  He smiles.


  I wince. That golden grin will never grow on me.


  He rips himself away from me and whips around.


  “What?” I ask, reaching for his arm.


  “Nothing,” he says, turning back. I smirk. Oscar. The man Dad knew as Oscar stands before me. No gold, no sun, warm honey-colored eyes. He’s normal and this I like. Almost love.


  I step to him, cupping his face.


  “Let’s take a walk,” he offers.


  The night’s cold. The air’s tart, not fresh like the water usually leaves it after a storm like last night’s. The grass beneath my feet is squishy, and I regret not putting on shoes.


  “This is yours and Nathan’s path, huh?”


  “It is,” I answer confidently.


  “Where is he?”


  I shrug.


  “Have you put much thought to why he’s not stopped me from claiming you? I mean, I don’t mean for that to sound too aggressive. But, I want you, Tracey. Not selfishly, but you’re too good for Nathan.”


  “What do you mean, why he hasn’t stopped you?”


  “Let’s be serious here. You hate yourself for wanting me. I know it; you know it. But you can’t fight what’s real. We know that too. If Nathan wanted me out of the picture, before things got this serious, he would’ve told you how to stop me.”


  “How to stop you what?” Our hands had clasped at some point during our walk. I’m not aware we’d been entangled until I stop and he follows.


  Roehl shrugs. “If you and Nathan want me out of the picture so bad. Why hasn’t he killed me?”


  I consider that. “I don’t know.”


  “Because he can’t. Can I be honest with you?”


  “Definitely. Please.” Honesty would be a breath of fresh air.


  “If you want this to end. If you love Nathan and honestly want me out of the picture. Tracey, all you have to do is kill me. Nathan can’t kill me because you’re falling for me, and if he does, he’ll hurt you. Mated Sephlems can’t see their mates hurt from a broken heart. So, they’ll let them go off with their true love than risk the opposite.” He takes my hands in his and brings them to his neck. “I’m okay with you killing me if it’s what you want.” His small hands, wrapped around mine, clutch at his neck by his doing. “Squeeze, Cey. Kill me.”


  “No,” I say, trying to take my hands from his.


  “If you hate me. If you want me out of your life as much as you tell Nathan you do. I don’t want to live anyway. I don’t want to exist with you hating me one moment and loving me the next. So, kill me. Right now. There’s more than one way you can do it, but you’ll benefit more from stripping my life from me by your hand. Believe me. It’s the best feeling ever.” He drops to his knees, squeezing harder. “Get it over with, Cey.”


  I yank my hands away. “No, I said!”


  Rising, he asks, “Then you want me?”


  “Yes,” I mutter, gaze dropped to the ground beneath my feet.


  “Can you say it? Can you say you want me to live for you?”


  I step toward him. Just as I go to speak, the words get stuck in my throat. I literally can’t say it, but I want to. Nathan, he lives for me. I live for him. But there’s something here. “Can we get out of here?” I say instead. “Take me out of here.”


  “I can’t. Not yet. Nathan’s gotta okay it. You’re still his mate.”


  I chew on my bottom lip and step away from him. Multiple steps back. My heart thrums. The entire space of Earth is closing in on me. My breaths quicken as I try to catch one, but it’s harder than ever.


  “Wait.” Roehl hurries to cuff my arm, stepping in front of me. “Don’t panic!” His lips enclose around mine, and his arm slips around my back. He kisses me like Nathan. Everything feels the exact same; butterflies, the tingle against my lips, the savoring sweet taste of his tongue. He tastes exactly like my mate—honey laced with a taste of ginger that stimulates my senses. He smells like him too—an oaky musk that relaxes my muscles. The only difference is the length of the reach I extend my arms to wrap around his neck, and how high I need to raise on my tiptoes.


  “I’ll come back for you later, okay? When Nathan’s around. I don’t want to take you away without his knowing and make you hurt from him. He deserves a lot, but not his mate disappearing on him.”


  I shake my head. “I’m not going to hurt Nathan. I love him far more than I want you.”


  “Ah, come on, with this you love him bullshit. Who loves people they met just a day ago. Yeah, whatever, you two might have mated, but you were forced into love. What love holds secrets? Huh?”


  “What do you mean?”


  “You have your secrets, and he has his. Believe me. Nathan is keeping quite a large secret from you?”


  “Like what?”


  “Just know I’d never do that, and if you decide to come with me, he has no other option than to let you go. Your bond will falter and break with him, setting you free from his hold, giving you what you want. And you being free will give us time together without him hurting. You can bond with me, Tracey. If bonding is what you require. I’ll give you the freedom you crave and the life you desire without looking over your shoulder. The only reason everyone is after their family is that they left us. They’ve done damage even I can’t remember or count. He decided to change. And in your words, you’re either all or nothing. I rule, I’m followed, no one comes after me. They may want me dead, but they’re too scared to come for me. With me, you’ll have that space and openness you want.”


  “Not telling me this secret Nathan’s keeping is us starting off with a secret.”


  “Tell you what?” he smirks. “You tell me something. Tell me about your visions.”


  “No.”


  Laughing, he says, “Wow, you shot me down fast. Let me show you something.” Roehl places his forehead to mine and his sight drifts into my vision. He reveals a glimpse of the future. What I assume is the future. I stand with him, arms wrapped around his middle, us walking away from Nathan. We stand not far from where we are now, and I say bye to my mate, leaving with Roehl. Nathan just let me go, face smiling as he watches me leave as if he were happy I did. Relieved in some way that I’m no longer his problem.


  Breaking away from Roehl, I feel a slight pinch in the back of my neck, but I don’t let him know that. “How’d you do that?” I ask.


  “It’s an ability. It’s like this vision thing,” he says, gesturing toward his eyes. “I can only control it sometimes, though.”


  Slighted, I admit, “I know how you feel. That’s my problem, but I think I had my issue before mating with Nathan. I used to have these horrible hallucinations when I was a kid. They weren’t real life, but it felt like they were, and it wasn’t like telling the future because none of the events ever happened. But it was more like an instant, or moment being lived out differently. Like, you’re standing there, thinking about kissing me, but you don’t. I’d actually experience you kissing me although it wouldn’t be happening. It was really bizarre and freaked me out. It took an enormous toll on me, and I had to visit doctors and what not because my parents couldn’t understand why I was so afraid to close my eyes. Most of the things weren’t good, and I had dreams that were worse.” I shrug. “Getting older, though, things got better, and they stopped.”


  “Until you mated with Nathan?”


  “I’m not just mated with Nathan. We’re bound.”


  “Oh, I know. I wouldn’t have met you if you weren’t. And you are a special meet, Tracey.” He grabs my hand, and I feel his goodbye before he says it. “Thanks for sharing this with me. It makes me feel good you finally trust me. I’m not out to hurt you, I swear. Remember how it feels when you’re with me, okay? The freedom of not being weighed down by a controlled Burdened Sephlem. Control is overrated. Freedom is what you need; freedom is what I can provide.”


  “Tracey!” Olar disappears in the distance and reappears in front of me, shoving Roehl and me away from each other. “You’re breaking rules being here with her alone,” Olar warns.


  “You have no place in this, Olar,” Roehl spits. He pushes him, shoving him into me.


  Olar catches me before I can hit the ground. Angrily, he faces Roehl. “You’re into her that much that you wouldn’t consider her well-being before attacking me?” he asked, pointing over his shoulder at me. “You’re a snake. You know what you’re doing.”


  “Olar, you’ve not owned the right to speak to me.”


  Olar jumps at Roehl and Roehl vanishes. Fear, maybe. Turning around, Olar grabs my hands, flipping them palms up.


  “What?” I ask.


  He examines me. “Could you think of Nate while you were with him?”


  Shrugging, I say, “A little.”


  “Don’t believe his shit, Tracey. He was manipulating you.” Olar raises my left hand, showing me a bruise on the tip of my ring finger.


  “What the hell is that?” I snatch my hand from him, pressing my thumb against the painless spot.


  “He got to you, maybe while you were sleeping. At any point, did he touch your hands? Did you kiss him? Did you wake up wanting him?”


  I have no intentions of being that truthful with Olar. Finding a pin-size hole in my finger, I squeeze it, and we watch clear, puss-like fluid seep from the opening.


  “Eww. Does that hurt?”


  Wincing, I stop squeezing it. “It does.” I hand my finger over. “Do it.”


  His upper lip curls. He takes my hand. “It’s going to hurt if I do it.”


  “I know. But I don’t care. I don’t want any more of him in me. I know that’s why it was so easy for me to fall for his crap and me to. . .” I stop myself. “Just do it.”


  Olar starts at the crux of my arm and pushes downward, toward my hand. I grit my teeth, holding back my scream. Fisting his shirt, I bury my face in his back, wishing it’d be over soon. I feel my finger leaking and the more pain I experience, the angrier I get. A drop of black leaks out with the clear liquid and Olar finally stops forcing the fluid from the small hole in my finger.


  “Dammit, Tracey. He must’ve put that in you hours ago.”


  “That mustard seed-sized drop of that black stuff is what you were looking for?” I ask, shaking out my hand. My entire arm hurts.


  “Yes. We had to get the little bit out or who knows what will happen. I saw you kiss him.” He admits. “Nate won’t know until you’re around him. Because of the influence, Roehl was able to cut him off. That’s why I came to look for you when Glen and I didn’t find you in your room. You have to fight this, Tracey. Don’t let Roehl get too close, don’t let him manipulate you. Fight it for you and Nathan.”


  “Olar. I swear I thought I was trying. I thought I was fighting it, but every time I think I’m doing this right, I find out I’m getting deeper and deeper. What makes it worse is that I’m starting not to care about Nathan. I mean, I care about Nathan when I’m with Nathan and hate Roehl. But when I’m with Roehl, I care about hurting Nathan, but I don’t mind it.” I sigh, throwing my head back. “I wish I could easily figure this out,” I say to the moon. “I wish this never happened to me.” I hate this whole thing. I hate this life I’d chosen my way into, I hate this battle I can’t understand, and I hate Nathan has been gone all day and every time it seems like he cares he shows he doesn’t. “I hate it all.”


  “Come on. Let me drop you and Glen off at your house. I’m sure Nate will come around later. He’s just gotta work some stuff out in his head. He doesn’t want to come down on you for some shit you can’t control. Just keep trying to control it. When you say fuck it, that’s when you’re screwed. The truth is, Roehl’s just going to use you to get to Nathan. There isn’t anything you can do or give to him but your mate. None of us know what he wants with him, we’re all sure he doesn’t want to kill him, which confuses all of us. He’s fucking obsessed with Nate. And Tracey, I guarantee you, if it means stealing you away to get Nathan to come after you, he’ll do that. He’ll feed you every lie, and even make Nate seem like the bad guy. Just remember, Nate’s your mate; you know him better than anyone. Never let anyone change your mind about your mate.”
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  My parents greet Glen and me when we walk into my house. I go straight to my room ignoring them. Glen follows after me, saying, “Hello,” to them.


  I throw myself onto my bed and let it all go, crying my life away into my Nathan scented pillow and wrapping me in my Nathan scented sheets. Glen says nothing. I only hear the door close and the TV. It hurts, the burden of this man messing up my life. I’m torn in threes; a piece for me, a piece for Nathan, and the third for Roehl. I’d be ashamed, but. . . It’s complicated.


  Sparks. How could you? Nathan’s voice comes softly. You promised. I needed a small break. I stepped away just for a couple of hours, and you go making out with another guy! Telling your personal shit you haven’t even built up to tell me yet! He fucking manipulated you, and you’re mad at me for being gone?! If you choose to leave with him, Tracey. I’ll have to let you go. You know that right? If you decide you’re going to fall for his shit, there’s nothing I can do.


  Nate?


  No! I told you this shit would happen. I told you everything about this was a bad fucking idea. And now, I’m literally battling for your love! You’re right, dammit! This isn’t some fucking love triangle! It’s a single dot, baby. You at my back or me at yours! You’re supposed to be fighting his shit, Sparks. And you’re making promises to leave me?


  You let me go, Nathan.


  It’s not happened, Sparks! How could I let you go? Remember when I said he’ll be able to latch on to you? He used your ability against you and manipulated the shit out of it, and you fell for his shit.


  I’m not doing this on purpose! He was honest.


  Fine, Sparks. I’m. . . I’m. . . Fuck it.
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  I WAKE UP WARM to a dimly lit sky.


  “Are you going back to sleep or staying awake?” Nathan utters.


  I blink. “Why?” The word spits out with more attitude than I intended. Even with him here, I can’t find my peace. What a cruel world to play such a trick on a broken girl.


  “So I can leave and come back to pick you two up for school.”


  I look around my room, spotting Glen sleeping on my chaise. She looks peaceful. “Leave, Nathan. We don’t need you. I can drive us to school.”


  “Let me drive you to school, Sparks.”


  Rolling my eyes, I give. “Just let me know when you’re outside.”


  He sits up behind me, and I refuse to face him. He gets up from my bed and stands in front of me. “I’ll see you in a little bit,” he says and lays a kiss on my forehead.


  Glen’s annoying alarm sounds. She jumps up, turning it off. Our eyes meet, and she asks, “You feel better today?”


  “Don’t talk to me,” I snap. Sighing, I climb out of bed. I know that was mean, but I just want to be left alone.


  When I come out of the shower, she gets in. We get ready for school and meet my parents downstairs. They speak, and I respond in a way that seems I didn’t want to. And I didn’t, but I don’t mean to come off as a bitch either.


  Ten minutes later, Nathan’s letting me know he’s outside.


  I guess I’m not surprised to see Scott absent, and I don’t know if I should take that as him saying to hell with it, or him giving Glen the space for which she’d asked.


  We drive the fifteen minutes to school in silence. Glen’s jumping out of the car before Nathan can get in the parking spot. Nathan shifts the car in park, and I adjust to get out. His firm grasp wraps around my free arm, stopping me. Reluctantly, I sit back against the seat, irritably sighing. Nathan’s gaze burns a hole through the side of my head.


  I refuse to glance over at him.


  “Fuck it. Go ahead and get out, Sparks. I’ll pick you up after.”
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  SCHOOL IS AWKWARD. GLEN avoids Scott the best she can. It isn’t easy considering they had their classes changed. Neither of them speaks to each other, though they steal frequent glances.


  Throughout the day, I try to keep my mind blank. It’s a futile effort and results to me spending most of my school day sticking to myself. It’s better than me being a bitch to everyone, because what I’d prefer to say is fuck off. But me being angry at the world isn’t solving my problem. I’d just be forcing everyone to join my misery party, and that’s not fair.


  Going through this day worked up has my hands shaking and the black vines making appearances. I know someone has probably seen them. As I feel them pop up, I do my best to make them go away.


  Roehl’s scent floods my nose the entire day and the need for him consumes my thoughts. Maybe if I could just see him or touch him. Experience the kiss I felt with him again; it’ll calm me down.


  Ugh! I know I shouldn’t want him. I know I can’t want him. And gosh, do I know I need to get this stuff out of my head. . .


  Arguing with myself all day and not winning is exhausting. I wish I could just make up my mind and be certain about something. I want out of this triangle and if that means deciding who lives, Nathan or Roehl. That’s just what I’ll need to do.


  Nathan picks us up in his car. I’m sure he’s happy he doesn’t need to be in Taylor’s anymore. But I don’t care enough to cheer or support. He drives in the direction of my house and seeing he’s pushing me off again fuels my anger. My hands get hot, and the thin film blankets my eyes.


  “Sparks, you need to calm down before you set my car on fire,” he states with a scornful edge to his voice.


  “I’m not going to set your precious car on fire. Don’t talk to me.”


  “What’s wrong with you?” he asks, fretted.


  “I believe she said don’t talk to her,” Glen instigates in her sassy, tempered tone.


  “I wasn’t talking to you,” he fires back with a threat behind his words.


  “Yeah, well, you need not talk to her either. Because I don’t want to have to escape a moving car when she does blow it up.”


  Nathan’s teeth grind with a low growl rumbling in his chest. The car speeds up, and I can feel his anger.


  Before he can park the car in front of my house, Glen’s slamming the door closed, stalking up the driveway, and barging through our front door. Nathan shifts the car in park, and I grab the handle, stopped, hearing, “Sparks, don’t open that door,” he demands, deep and commanding.


  With the dominance of his tone laced with a power that takes me over, I have no choice but to sit back against the seat. It annoys me. Being obligated to do exactly what he demands and not having a choice to get out of this car and walk away from him like I want to do right now.


  “Tell me what’s going on,” he requests, concerned.


  I stay quiet.


  He moves in the sight of my peripheral vision. “You don’t want to talk?”


  I face him for the first time since yesterday morning. My heart skips several beats, and my expression softens, shifting my anger into distress.


  The muscles in his face relax, softening his eyes. “Sparks, tell me,” he begs.


  “I told him my secret,” I mutter.


  Betrayal creeps over Nathan’s eyes, but he doesn’t relay it with any question or rebuttal. For a second. Maybe longer. His eyes wash me in those questions, but the one he asks is, “What do you want me to do?”


  “Fix it,” I tell him.


  “Okay. I’ll be back later.”


  I turn away, nodding as I grab the handle. Walking into my house, I listen for his car to drive away. It doesn’t immediately, not like he usually would, and I wonder what he’s thinking. Why today, he’d sit out there longer.


  “Tracey?” Dad calls.


  “No way,” I mumble under my breath. I’m not dealing with this right now.


  He emerges from the family room’s opening. “Ladybug, I’m calling you.”


  Big Bad Dad, ready to mess up my day further. “And I hear you.”


  “Why didn’t you answer me?”


  “Because I didn’t want to.” Why isn’t that obvious?


  “I need to discuss some things with you.”


  I start up the stairs, figuring to walk away is better than to be a disrespectful douche to my father. “Maybe later.”


  Lumbering footsteps follow behind me. I don’t know how Dad could be so skinny but walk so hard. “Just Saturday you had loads to say. You didn’t come back home, and you didn’t call. You come in last night with Glen, completely ignoring your mother and me, and now, you have nothing to say?”


  “Nope.”


  “I need to speak with you today, Tracey. I’m leaving tomorrow and with you having only two more weeks until graduation; I think we have some things we need to discuss and decisions that need to be made.”


  I enter my room with him hot on my heels. “Go ahead and talk, Dad.” I lie on my bed, facing the wall. I’m sad, and with it showing, I don’t want him to see.


  His footsteps cross the room and the cushion of the chaise sounds as he sits. “How was school?”


  I don’t answer.


  “Where is Nathan?”


  Silence.


  “I told you it wasn’t going to last long.”


  I’m not entertaining him and his blasphemous theories about Nathan and me. I think we have enough issues of our own without adding Dad.


  “Tracey, there’s usually two participants in a conversation.”


  “You said you wanted to speak with me, not have a conversation. I’m listening.”


  “If I speak with you about Nathan will you provide feedback?”


  “Nope.”


  “If I speak with you in regards to the move, will you provide feedback?”


  “I’m not moving. That is my feedback.”


  “Have you found a school you’re going to attend?”


  “A school in the area.”


  “Which one is this?”


  I’m not answering. I decided to go to Bennington because it’s in state and I’ll be majoring in social science. Nathan and I already got started and completed registration. I make great grades and have a good behavior record, so I’ve been accepted. Nathan helped me write a bomb essay that got me a scholarship and we start in the fall. So, school? Hole in one! There’s no way I’m telling him this, though. I’m unsure if he’s my real father or still influenced and I don’t want Roehl to know any more about me than he already does. Remaining standoffish will keep him at a distance.


  “If you don’t have a school, you’re going to move.”


  “I doubt it,” I mutter.


  “If you stay here, aren’t you going to miss your mother and me?”


  I turn over. His voice’s softened and a heavy emotion sticks to his question. His throat quenches, causing him to clear it. “Yes,” I utter.


  “But you won’t come with us?”


  “No.”


  He comes over and sits next to me on my bed. “We’re going to miss you, Ladybug.”


  My eyes widen. “Are you saying what I think you’re saying?”


  “Are you giving me a choice to say otherwise?”


  I’m not, but. . .


  Mom comes in, and I sit up in my bed. “We still don’t agree with you living with Nathan. However, knowing that you will be here and he will be here with you, there is no way to avoid you two possibly staying together, considering what has already been going on.” She sits at Dad’s side.


  “It’s not right for you two to live together out of marriage, and you will not have children until you’re thirty. Don’t do anything to speed that along,” Dad states sternly.


  A small hope thrills in me. They’re giving in! “I don’t have to move with you guys?”


  Dad shakes his head. “You do not have to move with us.”


  “But you have to visit and accept that we will visit you. Often,” Mom seconds with a kind voice.


  I wrap my arms around Dad’s neck. He embraces me and one emotional rock lifts from my shoulders. “Thank you.”


  Mom joins our hug. “We love you, Tracey. We just want you to be careful and not get hurt if you decide to stay in a relationship with Nathan or not.”


  “I understand.”


  We break apart, and I look in their eyes, studying them. I blink, so the thin film covers my eyes, just to make sure they’re them, and they are. But I still need something to confirm, just in case. “Remember when I used to have my issue, and I would spend my nights crying when they’d get really bad?” They nod, both their faces morphing sorry and sympathetic. “Dad, you’d pick me up in your lap, telling me I’m not weird or a freak as the kids at school and people in the neighborhood had made me believe.” He nods again. “Do you remember what you did to make me feel better?”


  Dad smiles; a bashful smile that has a way of rising his ears. Standing, he snaps and sways from side to side. “Friday night and the lights are low. Looking out for a place to go. Where they play the right music, getting in the swing. You come in to look for a king.” He spins on his toes and bellows. “You can dance, you can jive. Having the time of your life. Ooh, see that girl, watch that scene. Dig in the dancing queen. Then I’d pick you up and spin you around in my arms.” He reenacts, pretending he’s holding an invisible me by the pit of my arms, spinning in a circle twice. “I remember those days like they were yesterday, Ladybug.”


  “Honey, you’d be laughing by the time he finished Abbe’s song. Your bad day would be forgotten, and we’d be eating ice cream before bedtime.” Mom’s chuckling—me too—recalling Dad’s horrible dance moves.


  It’s them! My real parents. “I love you two.” I throw my arms around Mom’s neck.


  “We love you,” they say together, voices harmonized.


  Mom rubs my back. “When did you start allowing people to sleep in your room?” I assume she’s referring to Glen and last night, already knowing about Nathan.


  Wanting the confirmation to lighten my mood, it doesn’t really. I still feel smothered by a foggy bubble. “I don’t really feel like talking about that right now.”


  “Okay, honey.” She stands. “Glen is sitting in the family room. Will she be sleeping over again?”


  “Yes.” I guess. I don’t think she can go home with only her there and no one to watch out for her.


  “Okay, come down in a couple of hours for dinner.”


  “I will.”


  “For the record, Ladybug. This was your mother’s convincing. I still think you should move with us, but I know you’re growing up and you’re not going to live with your mother and me for the rest of your life.”


  “Good to hear, Dad.”


  “I want you to know I love you and I apologize for my actions this past weekend. I guess I’m just not ready to see my ladybug fly away.”


  “It’s okay. You were just being a dad.” And unfortunately being influenced by the enemy. He’s a dick for coming after my father to get me.


  “I was being a dad and will remain as such. Don’t do anything to make me come here and enforce that dad to you or Nathan.”


  I smile. “I won’t.” I meet his eyes. “I promise.”


  He sits back beside me. “Good. Can you tell me what’s bothering you?”


  “Just dealing with life.” The life I chose.


  “How is that treating you?”


  “Better. Starting with this talk.” I do feel a little better. With Dad finally on my team, things may be looking up. He’s never been the type to be a hard ass. But I guess with having his only daughter mated with some guy, and the influence of a stranger, he may have a lot going on too.


  Dad smiles. “If you want to talk about it, let me know.” He gives me a side hug and stands. “I’ll be leaving tomorrow and will not be returning until Sunday for your graduation. We plan to move a month after.”


  “Okay, I’m sure we’ll have another talk before then.”


  “Yes, we will. You, me, and Nathan.”


  I chuckle as he walks from the room.


  Lying back in my bed, I call, Nathan?


  Yes, Sparks.


  Busy?


  You need me?


  Yes. Come over?


  Door or window?


  Window.


  Okay.


  I push my door closed and turn the lock. Crossing the floor to the chaise, I sit and wait. Nathan’s coming through the window as I’m lying back. He strides over to me. That strong walk—left foot, right shoulder, right foot, left shoulder—making the rest of the world nonexistent as I ogle at his approach.


  He pulls me up, sits down, and then sits me across him. “Hey.”


  “Hi.”


  Pulling me toward him, he places a soft kiss on my forehead. “Wassup?”


  I lean back and take his hand in mine. His is warm and heavy, and his stress has caused his veins to bulge under his skin. I trace them, willing a calm to expel from my fingertips and sink into his hand. “I don’t have to move,” I tell, feeling the tension in his muscles loosen.


  “That’s good news,” he states calmly.


  “Yeah. They’re still not thrilled about the thought of me living with you, but they didn’t reject the idea, knowing it’s probably going to happen.”


  “Is it?” he asks, uncertain.


  “Do you not want it to?”


  His brows knit as he stares at our hands. “It’s not me, Tracey.”


  “Can you be open with me? Give me a direct answer?”


  He lets out a breath. “I want you at home with me. But do you? Do you want to be with me period?” The blank look on his face and the emptiness in his words make his spill come off emotionless and non-caring. But I know Nathan well enough to read his words and not his body language. Because I know he cares about my decisions, but for whatever reason, he doesn’t want me to see that.


  Sitting up, I say, “Yes.”


  “Only me?”


  “Nathan, don’t do this. Please.”


  “It’s really hard, Sparks. Olar told me you two talked,” he reveals in a tone lower than he’s been using. “I’m heartbroken over this. I thought you were further away from choosing him. But you tell him things you won’t tell me. Things we’ve argued about and you swore you’d never release. I’m second to him for you, and that’s a stab in the gut.”


  I knit my brows, considering the outcome of my confession. “My illusions were—are—something I can’t control. They scared the crap out my parents and me. Things I thought I was seeing used to be real. Like they are now. And because we didn’t have an excuse for them, they hired a psychiatrist. Dr. Phisher. She was nice. These hallucinations would pop up anywhere, Nate. It was embarrassing. The fact that no one believed me and thought I needed help made it worse. I’d be taken from this world and placed into a different reality no one else could see. People . . . did things to me and other people no one else felt. It was real; I’d swear it was real. But then I’d blink, or someone would shake me, and I’d snap back. It was scary . . . it’s still scary.” I bring his hand to my neck and lean into it. “I didn’t mean to put Roehl before you. To reveal my deepest secret to him before you. To betray you. I had no control over it. He showed me things. He does things to me. I want him in a terrible way, Nate. And I’m sorry.” Recalling what Roehl had mentioned about me being the one to kill him, I continue, asking, “Am I the one who has to kill Roehl?”


  Staggered, Nathan’s eyes bulge but they quickly sober. “Where did you get that from?”


  I look away, slighted by his questioning answer. “Answer the question.”


  “You are.”


  “Why didn’t you tell me?”


  “I didn’t want to.”


  “What else are you keeping from me? And why?”


  “No, Sparks.”


  “Give me something. I’ve told you.”


  “You only told me because you told him first, and now you feel bad about it.”


  “I don’t feel bad about it. But I think you should know. I decided to tell you before telling him, but our night was just so hectic, sleep was better than words. But, something just made me tell him first.”


  He nods. “The important stuff you know.”


  “And I being the one who has to kill Roehl is not important?”


  “Not right now.”


  “Why not?”


  “Because you’re not going to kill him right now.”


  “Then when were you going to tell me?”


  He shrugs. “Later.”


  “Nate, stop!” I push him, only moving myself. He couldn’t get more annoying with his half-ass answers. “That’s okay, Nate. Just. Just leave. I’ll see you tomorrow.”


  I stand, but he pulls me back down. “No, wait. I’m an asshole. I’m sorry.” He takes a long pause and an even breath. “Thanks for telling me. I know how hard it is for you to bring it up and that it makes you beyond uncomfortable.”


  “Nathan, you have to understand where I’m coming from here. I was dropped into this world of yours.”


  “Dropped?” he grumps, offended.


  “Not dropped, I chose it. I chose to be a part of this life with you. But Nate, I have so many different changes and things going on I’m still trying to understand. With these abilities that I’m still learning how to use, your family I’m still getting used to being around, I’m finishing school and my parents on top of that. And please don’t miss understand me by thinking I’m saying my burdens are worse than yours are, because I’m not. But on top of everything else, we add Roehl. And honestly, with him, all the other disruptions I can toss aside because he takes the cake. I get that sometimes I can be the root of your frustration and I’m sorry. I’m only asking, Nathan, that you give me a little bit. I can tell you’re hiding things from me. Talk to me. Let me know what’s going on. Make this easier for the both of us.”


  He stares at me, studying my words. With a discreet nod, he says, “You’re right. I have been keeping things from you. But only because there are things I don’t want him to know.”


  “What does he have to do with me?”


  “You’ll tell him if he wants you to.”


  Oh . . . right. Like last night.


  “You’ve chosen him, Sparks. All you have to do is go to him. You’ve done so once; we have to believe that you’ll do it again.” His brows draw in, and he squeezes his eyes shut. He wipes his hand down his face to remove his distressed resolve. “I don’t want you to, and I won’t willingly let that happen. But if there are things he wants to find out from you, you will be willing to let him know. Just like with me. I told you this would happen and you promised you’d choose me, Sparks. Don’t break your promise.”


  “I don’t want this.”


  “I know.”


  “I want it to be over.”


  “I know that too.”


  “I don’t understand why we have to wait. Why can’t we take care of it, get it over with?”


  “You ready to kill him?”


  I’m silent. I’m . . . unsure. “I don’t want him, but I don’t know if I can kill him.”


  “Why didn’t you tell me there was an issue?”


  “What do you mean?”


  “You hate this right?”


  “I hate this situation with Roehl. I don’t hate you and me, and you should know that.”


  “You know you and Glen’s predicaments are not the same.”


  “I know that she was forced and I chose. But I also know you and Scott both hide and hold information from us. And make us forget things.”


  “The only things I make you forget are your dreams of Roehl, and I clear your feelings for him. That is selfish of me. But with the way you act when you realize it, or you wake up from a dream, you should be grateful I do.”


  I feel a little guilty as if I’m cheating on him. This has to be the worse for him. “How do you feel?”


  He looks at me, despair taking over expressionlessness. His right hand glides over his forehead and thrusts through his hair. He huffs once. “It’s messed up, Sparks, and I can’t do anything about it. It goes beyond just you and me. Yes, that’s not at its best right now either. I sit back with you and try to seem okay. But I’m not okay with the fact that my mate, the woman who is supposed to only be meant for me, is being enraptured in another man. And it has to be the man who has caused my family so much damage already. The only way I have to stop it is by taking it away from you, and that’s not really stopping it, ‘cause you’re still going through it. But this is every day, every night this happens. And I have to feel you enjoy it as you think about him and what you want to do with him. Feel your confusion and want shift from me to him, and most of the time he trumps me. That’s what kills me. I don’t want to lose you, Sparks. Then I have to worry about my sister. She doesn’t care, and she is more selfish, risking other’s lives to save her own. I can’t understand what has gotten into her; she was never like this.” He shifts uncomfortably, regaining the tension I’d eased. “We fix Glen and Scott, just for them to get worse. She tried to kill herself and thinks Monahan really loves her, thinks she’s in love with Monahan. Scott is ready to rip his heart out because not only has his mate chosen another man, but she actually loves him and is willing and ready to leave Scott. No, she’s left Scott. I cannot get to that level.” His words are rushed and forceful although he keeps his voice low. “I can’t become that damaged.”


  I interlock our fingers and pull him with me to my bed. Leaning against the wall, I move him to lie against me. Nathan wraps an arm around me and rubs my thigh with the other. I massage his neck and shoulder, relieving him by my touch as he comforts me with his.


  “We’ll fix it,” I assure him, listening to his sigh.


  “We will,” he confirms. “At least your parents are no longer an issue.”


  “Are you still planning to move?”


  “Yes.”


  “Why?”


  “Do you want to stay, and continue to deal with the same shit?”


  “After we take care of Roehl, it should be better, right?”


  “That’s the same thing we thought after we got rid of my father.”


  That’s true. “I’m sorry, Nathan. I don’t want to hurt you.”


  “It’s not your fault, Sparks. Don’t apologize.”


  “Is Monahan dead?” The question has been itching at me since he confirmed I had to kill Roehl.


  “No.”


  “Figures. What do we do about that?”


  “Just as you need to kill Roehl, she needs to kill him.”


  “Do you think that will happen?”


  “Not today or tomorrow.”


  I slouch further to get more comfortable. “You feel a little better?”


  “Yes, Sparks. Thank you. Do you mind clearing my head? Maybe, showing me your future of us?”


  I smile. “Yes. I can do that.” I let a familiar dream coast through my mind. One of Nathan and me, years from now; us married and in a house of our own. There are three kids, two girls and a boy who favor us without question. We sit in our backyard, overlooking a large lake-sized pond. The kids are out on a boat and our dog, a shaggy little monster drops on the ground, laying in front of Nathan and me. His fur’s drench from playing in the water and we block ourselves when he shakes off the excess. Nathan complains, and I laugh. We’re older, maybe Natalia’s age now. Nathan holds me in his old arms, kisses my cheek, and thanks me once again. And I smile; it never gets old. There’s no worry in our children, in us, in this life. It’s so real; we can smell the water and our wet dog, hear the laughing in the distance, and feel the breeze against our skin. A hallucination of which I wouldn’t dare be ashamed.


  Not short of it closing, Nathan’s dozed from the help of me running my fingers through his hair. He’s peaceful, and it feels good to comfort him for once. When the time comes, I will kill Roehl. I have to.


  Focusing on Nathan, his thoughts travel to me, fading first before I’m able to see them clearer. First, there are images of the dream I showed him, then me. I’m all over his mind, shots of me happy, sad, angry, and calm. A distant anger surges in him and sadness runs him over. It gets me down. His family sits back in his mind, fading in and out, as he’s trying to forget. More images of me push past them, blocking out the anger and sadness. It’s as he said, if I looked in his head, I’d only see me.


  I’m his coping mechanism in a way I didn’t realize.
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  SOMEONE KNOCKS ON MY DOOR.



  Nathan jumps up, glaring at me, eyes red and tired. He must not have realized he’d fallen asleep. I touch his cheek and lean up to kiss him. He relaxes and indulges in my caress, pulling me down under him.


  “Hey,” I whisper.


  “Mmm.” He kisses me again. “Hi.” He matches my quiet.


  Mom knocks again. “Tracey, are you coming down for dinner?”


  “Yes, Mom. I’ll be down in a minute.”


  Her soft steps sound as she leaves from my door and heads down the stairs.


  Getting lost in Nathan’s swirling eyes, I ask, “Good sleep?”


  “Yes, thanks. I see you were up to something while I slept.”


  “Just curious.”


  “And what did you see?”


  “Me.”


  He nods, leaning down on me. “Told you.”


  “Shut up,” I joke, wrapping my legs and arms around him.


  “I’m sorry, and I love you. We’re good?”


  “Absolutely. Let’s no longer keep secrets from each other.”


  “Well then, we have a lot to talk about.” He sits up.


  I follow, eyeing him. “That scares me.”


  “Not yet.” Leaving a kiss on my cheek, he then says, “Go to dinner. Want me to come back tonight or should we break for a bit?”


  I grab his arm as he’s heading for the window. “No, I’m not ready for you to go yet. No way are we breaking. You’ve been gone from me almost two days.”


  “I know.”


  “Why?”


  “I needed to get my head together.” He moves to my front, and I reach under his shirt, pushing over his back to hug him. “It’s a lot going on. And yes, it hurts, and I don’t know how to deal with it. Remember, just like this is all new to you, it’s new to me too.”


  I didn’t think about it that way. “I see.”


  “I don’t do well with feelings—my feelings. And it’s better for you—for me—to walk away because I don’t want to end up saying something I don’t mean. Or lashing out at you for something you can’t control.”


  “I make you that upset?”


  “You don’t, but the situation does. It takes me a minute, at times, for comprehension to kick in. And I know it’s not right for me to leave you alone, but I’m always going to come back.”


  I press my face to his stomach, breathing him in. I wish things were different. Better, like before. “I guess it’s a test to our relationship.”


  “Maybe. Go, head downstairs. I’ll come to the door and stay around with you for a bit.”


  “Okay,” I chirp. “See you downstairs.” I leave my room and sit at the dinner table still lacking an appetite. A knock sounds against the door as I spread my napkin.


  Dad rises.


  “I’ll get it,” I say, waving for him to sit.


  “It must be Nathan,” Glen sasses.


  I ignore her, heading for the front door. If she’s going to be like this, she’s going to have to find somewhere else to sleep.


  Opening the door to Nathan, I greet, “Hey,” in mock surprise.


  “Wassup?”


  “Getting ready to eat. Want to join?”


  He closes the door behind him. “Where’re your parents?”


  “In the dining room.”


  Walking in behind me, Nathan greets, “Hello, Mr. Warren, Karen.”


  “Hi, Nathan. If I had known you were coming, I would have made you a plate.”


  “No trouble, Karen. I’m not hungry.”


  “Hello, Nathan. How are things?” Dad asks in a light voice. Much different than the one he’s been using with him over the last few months.


  “Well. Thank you for asking, sir. You?” Nathan takes the seat next to me after scooting my chair up once I’d sat.


  “Things are fine. I’m assuming Tracey has told you the news?”


  “No, sir. What news?” He looks at me with expectant eyes. His acting ability is frightening.


  “We have decided she can stay here when we move.” Dad smiles, anticipating Nathan’s happiness in their decision.


  Nathan beams. “That’s news. When were you going to tell me?”


  A bright smile takes over my face. “Later,” I answer, turning to Dad. “Thanks again.”


  He nods, starting back in his plate.


  “Nathan, are you in school or do you plan on going to school?” Mom asks.


  “Yes. I’m going to Bennington with Sparks.”


  “So that’s the school you’re planning on going to!” Dad exclaims as if finding out allowed him to crack the Tracey secret school code.


  Nathan’s brows join. “You didn’t tell them?”


  “Tracey hasn’t done much talking today. You should know that, Nathan,” Glen states sourly, saying his name as if it’s a disease.


  Nathan leans forward, eyeing her sat on my other side. “Not right now, Glen,” he states sternly.


  Dad studies them. “Is everything okay?”


  “Everything is just peachy, Mr. Warren,” Glen says with sarcasm thick in her voice. She then rises from her seat and comes to stand between Nathan and me. “If you’re going to be over here for a while, can you drop me off at my house?”


  Nathan’s face falls in a way that relays he’s going to give bad news. “I’m sorry, Glen. Scott dropped me off. Looks like you’ll have to walk,” he kindly recommends.


  I shake my head, closing my eyes before slowly reopening them.


  “Right,” she retorts. There’s always an issue when your best friend doesn’t get along with your boyfriend.


  Dad’s staring at Glen and Nathan, acknowledging the tension building between the two of them.


  “Glen, if you’re finished eating, maybe you should go sit in the family room. Watch a movie or something.” I try to defuse it.


  She rolls her eyes, leaving.


  After she’s left the room, Dad asks, “Nathan, is everything alright?”


  “Yes sir, everything’s fine.”


  “Glen and Scott aren’t doing well right now, and with Nathan being his cousin and me being with him. Eh. . . It makes things . . . uncomfortable,” I finish his answer.


  “Should we make arrangements to drop Glen off at home?” Mom asks.


  I shake my head. “Scott’s over there. To keep down the drama, it’s best she stay,” I say, hoping to make them think she’s going to Nathan’s instead of her home.


  Dad nods, turning down the corner of his mouth. “Okay. So, Bennington is a good school. Why didn’t you want to tell me? How was it going to get paid for?” He glares at me through his lashes, adding, “And you better not say Nathan is going to pay for it, or I’m changing my mind about you moving.”


  I laugh. “No, I got a scholarship. You know, good grades and good behavior do pay off.”


  He lifts his head completely, a proud expression spreading across his face. “I am glad to hear that, Ladybug. Good job!”


  “Thank you.”


  “That is good, honey! I’m proud of you.”


  “Thanks, Mom.”


  “What’ll you major in, Ladybug?”


  “I’m starting off with my Bachelor’s in Social Science.”


  His eyes widen. “Watch out, Nathan, she may try to use some of that psychology on you,” he jokes.


  “Tell me about it,” Nathan follows.


  “What about you, Nathan? Do you have any more room under your belt for another degree?” he asks, laughing.


  Nathan joins his laugh. “A little. I’m going to get into graphic design so I can stop paying people to make my websites. And maybe help in 3D designs. I get a lot of calls requesting my advice on building plans and structures. It would be nice if I could turn my words into visual aids and stamp ‘An NCB Industry Design’ on the window of a completed skyscraper.”


  “My man!” Dad cheers, clapping. “I like the way you think. Keep some money in your pocket and expand your business!”


  “Precisely.”


  “Right, Dad. You have to make sure you stack your pennies, though. Bennington’s only the beginning while we wait for Nathan’s Washington plans to come together. Nathan and I are also planning to study abroad.”


  Nathan laughs as Dad asks, “Where?”


  “Belgium,” Nathan answers.


  “Wow. That will be a culture change for you, honey. Very exciting.”


  “It is,” Dad agrees with an admirable grin. “Glad to hear you’re interested in exploring other ventures!”


  “Right. So French is a second language Nathan and I share, and we thought it’d be cool to study in another country or two after we go to school locally.”


  Dad’s a face full of smiles; small, big, cheesy, bashful, proud. This is my father who I’ve loved and raised me. It’s a breath of fresh air to have my real dad back.


  We sit around the table talking for a while until Mom starts cleaning. We leave the dining room to the family room with Glen. She’s balled up on the loveseat and looks to be having a nightmare. I should wake her.


  “Let her sleep, Sparks. She’s fine.” Nathan’s probably happy she’s uncomfortable.


  “Nathan, I’m trusting you’ll take care of Tracey while she is here. I don’t want to have to come back here to take care of you.”


  I glare at Dad as if he’s lost it. Wow, threatening much?


  “I understand,” Nathan answers. “You can trust I will take care of her. You have my word.”


  “Don’t hurt my daughter, Nathan. I love her dearly.”


  “I guarantee you that will not happen.”


  “Good. Now, I still don’t feel comfortable with her living with you and your family.”


  “I understand that as well. I’ve been considering moving.” Here he goes.


  Dad smiles but knits his brows. “Why? I thought you were the family man.”


  Nathan doesn’t return it. “I am, but my family gives me a headache, putting stress on me we don’t need right now. Plus, Sparks’ used to the small house, small family lifestyle. I understand you’re not comfortable with her living with me. But if she isn’t able to get a dorm room on campus, I was going to get a place.”


  “Oh.” Dad seems surprised by his response. “How do you feel about that, Ladybug?”


  I don’t want to answer truthfully. I know how Nathan feels about his family, but it looks as if there is no avoiding him wanting to leave them. “I agree with what he said.”


  “That’s a short, not thorough answer.” Dad’s right. But I need to talk to Nathan about it first. Try to convince him not to leave.


  There is no convincing me, Sparks. We aren’t living there. Bottom line.


  Fine. “I’m comfortable with or without his family. I’m sure they’ll still be around; we just wouldn’t be up under them.”


  Dad sits back, analyzing this new information. Nathan was honest with him. Just an okay, or we’ll work it out wouldn’t have sufficed, I assume. He wanted to give the whole truth.


  You know you will really hurt your mom if you leave, I say.


  Yes. I know.


  But you still want to leave?


  Yes, and accept that.


  I shake my head, diverting my attention back to my thoughts.


  “I have to figure out how I feel about that. Being honest with myself, I do trust you, Nathan. But there are other things that concern me.” Don’t say it, don’t say it. “And those things can lead to other headaches and stress that you two equally do not need.”


  “Um, let me cut you short, Dad. We”—I point to Nathan and me—“do not plan on having kids running around anytime soon.”


  “Ha! But notice how she did not say they don’t plan on not having sex,” Glen states coolly, drenched in sarcasm. Dad’s eyes bug out, practically popping out of his head.


  I can’t believe she just said that! “Glen, what is wrong with you?”


  She jumps up from her lying position. “He”—she points to Nathan—“is my problem. Why is he here?”


  “Because he can be. And if you have something you need to say to me, we can talk somewhere else. But don’t sit here and insinuate things to my father. That was not cool, and you know it.”


  “No, Tracey, I can tell you a few things that are not cool.”


  I bite my tongue, holding back the bitch itching my lips. Looking at Dad, I say, “Excuse us, Dad. Can we have this room for a minute? I need to talk to Glen.”


  “Yes.” He stands. “Come along with me, Nathan. I’d like to talk with you privately.”


  “Okay, sir.” Nathan stands. Stay calm and do not set that girl on fire . . . or the family room, he tells me, following Dad out.


  Glen comes over to sit beside me. “Why are you still under him?”


  “Why wouldn’t I be? You’re the one who has the problem with Scott, not Nathan and me. You need to figure out your relationship. Just because you and Scott are not cool right now, doesn’t mean I have to be pissed at Nathan all because you want me to be.”


  “Did you not hear anything I said to you this morning?”


  “I did.”


  “And you care about none of it?”


  “What, Glen?” I shrug, figuring she needs a serious reality check. “To be honest with you, I agree with him. You think what you felt for Monahan was real and it wasn’t.” She looks at me as if I’ve insulted her. “And if you would like me to prove it to you. . .” I lower my voice. “Whose chest does your heart beat in, his or Scott’s?” There’s no argument as to with whom we’re supposed to end. It’s already written and planned out. It’s only confusion, but the answer is right here, in the chest of our mates. So our pointless, annoying, god-forsaking love triangles should be voided, forgotten, and incapable of happening ever again.


  “I don’t trust that,” she responds serenely.


  “Well, that’s you, not me. I know what I want, and I know what I have. I know what and who makes me happy and it for damn sure is not Roehl. Any man who needs to steal you away and try to convince you your own heart is lying is a snake. I know when Nathan wraps his arms around me I’m filled with peace and reassurance that that’s where I need to be. I don’t need to question it. Yes, things in our life are messed up right now. But the messed up part is only temporary until we can figure out how to fix it.”


  She rolls her eyes, peeping her dispute, but I throw my hand up, continuing, “And to be honest with you, the things that are messed up have absolutely nothing to do with you. You just got caught in the crossfire. There should be no real reason that you doubt you and Scott’s relationship. And considering all the efforts Nathan and I have put into trying to make you two happy, all for you can go off choosing some other guy, just shows you didn’t appreciate it.” She tries to speak again, and I continue, “Do you not remember you begging me to talk to Scott for you? Crying over him when you thought he didn’t want you. He may not have wanted the whole bonding thing and obligation, true. Hell, neither did Nathan. But Scott has it, and he loves you. He jumped off of a freaking mountain for you not knowing if both of you were going to live, and you still doubt his love.” I shake my head, frustrated. “Scott’s caring. He’s just battered and bruised because every time you two take two steps forward, you’re backing out, drawing him ten steps back. He’s done some really messed up stuff, but I’ve watched you battle him, battle us, I’ve had to witness him try and try again to tell you his secrets, to reveal to you every side of him, but you don’t want him just as bad as you may think he doesn’t want you. You two belong together. Fine, take your break, wait for the reality of all this to settle in. But you will not be disrespectful. If you don’t like Nathan around, then you can leave. Not him.”


  Her wide eyes stare me down for a long time before she turns up her nose in disgust. “No!” She points. “You’re still blind.”


  “No, Glen, I am far from blind.” And with these eyes. “I see more than I need to. Including that, it’s time for you to go.”


  “So you would choose Nathan over me? And we’ve been friends as long as I can remember.”


  “You would choose that guy over Scott, someone you don’t even know. And we have known Scott for as long as we can remember.”


  “I can’t believe you, Tracey!” she blurts too loudly.


  “Then come back around when you can.” I know that’s harsh, but she’s crossed a line saying what she did to Dad. She, of all people, knows that’s not something you’d say to Tracey’s father. He’s just turning back normal, and she’s willing to throw me under the bus because of her animosity toward Nathan and Scott.


  She stands. “What are you getting at?”


  I stand. “When you get your crap together and realize what’s really going on. I’ll still be your friend.”


  Through her thick lashes, she glares at me, asking, “So we are no longer friends? And you are going to side with them instead of backing me up?”


  I sit back down, crossing my legs, redirecting my attention to the TV.


  “You are such a bitch, Tracey.”


  That hurt coming from her. “I’m sorry you feel that way, Glen. Call me when you get over yourself.” I meet her evil eyes glowering at me as if she wants to hit me or maybe shove me with her wind gusts. She flips her hair and barges off.


  Honestly, I feel bad. I didn’t want to make her feel worse, but I know I did. It’s just a little tough love, and we’ll make up later.


  “Don’t leave the house, Glen,” Nathan advises from the living room.


  “You’re not my dad, Nathan!” she shoots back.


  “You’re right. Just make sure you don’t leave this house,” he follows coolly.


  “Why can’t she leave?” Dad asks.


  “It’s not safe for girls to walk around alone at night, sir. You know that.”


  “Yes, that’s true. It’s not safe for anyone to walk around at night for that matter.”


  “I agree.”


  I hear Glen’s footsteps walk from the tile by the front door back over the wood floor to the stairs, up them, and then my room door closes. “Whatever,” I mutter, looking around the family room for the remote.


  Mom takes the seat next to me. “Hey, honey.”


  “Hi, Mom.”


  “What’s wrong with Glen?”


  “Long story.”


  “Make it short.”


  She’s going to force me to talk about this. I don’t know how to put it in non-Sephlem terms. How do I try to make the situation human? “Um.”


  “Whenever you’re ready.” She pushes.


  “She and Scott are on the rocks.”


  “Is this permanent or temporary?”


  “Temporary.” I hope.


  “You don’t sound too sure about that.”


  “I’m not.”


  “What do you and Nathan have to do with her and Scott?”


  “I’m not exactly sure. I just think Glen wants me to be upset with Nathan because she’s angry with Scott. And I think because Nathan and Scott are cousins she doesn’t want to be around him either. But she’s forced to be around Nathan because both of them are around me.” I pause, before adding, “Everything is just really complicated.”


  “So, you choose Nathan over Glen?”


  I sit forward, defending, “That’s not what I’m saying. I’m trying to convince Glen that there is no need to choose between the two of them. She needs to get over herself and realize she is meant to be with Scott, not some other guy she doesn’t know.”


  “How could you be so sure she is not supposed to be with this other guy?”


  “You wouldn’t understand, Mom.” This conversation isn’t going to end in my favor, and it makes me look bad that I’m choosing my boyfriend over my best friend.


  “Help me understand.”


  Dad and Nathan walk in saving me from answering that question. “What’s wrong with Glen?”


  I grumble, throwing my head back. Just why, Dad? Why?


  “We were just discussing that,” Mom answers. “Tracey?”


  “Glen wants to be with somebody else, and none of us wants her to.” Period! That’s as far as I’m going with this.


  “Why not? She can be with whoever she wants,” Dad defends her.


  “Okay, Dad.” I will not get into that argument. I close my eyes, leaning back against the couch. Remembering Dad’s “private” talk, I sit up asking, “What were you two discussing?”


  “I’m sure Nathan will fill you in on that later.”


  Nathan nods with a smirk.


  “I’m turning in, Ladybug. I have to be up early in the morning for my flight. You two be smart. I’ll be back for your graduation.”


  “Okay, Dad. See you when you get back.”


  “I’m going to bed as well.” Mom follows after him.


  Nathan sits beside me, and I rest my head on his shoulder. “How are we supposed to convince her she is supposed to be with Scott?”


  “She has to kill Monahan.”


  “That would be even harder to convince.”


  “Maybe.”


  “How is it that you don’t have to convince me that you are who I want?”


  “I cheat, and you’re not that confused nor have I given you a reason to doubt us. Like you said, the answer is in the beat of your heart in my chest.”


  My brows relax, and I glare at him. “You are always listening in on my conversations.”


  “Sometimes.”


  “Do you even know what my dad was talking about?”


  “Not really. Something about not having sex. Then he said something about making sure you don’t get hurt, and I remain respectful.”


  “As long as you were talking, that’s all you got?”


  “Yeah.” He nods once. “The important stuff.”


  I chuckle, leaning against him. “You said you cheat?”


  “Yes.”


  “How?”


  “No.”


  “I thought we just agreed not to keep secrets from each other anymore,” I say with my feelings catching up with me.


  Nathan breathes. “Once he’s out of the way, we’ll start on that.”


  I let that settle and accept this no. A deep pull in me wants me to push him to tell, and that’s why I’m choosing not to. It may be him. Leaving it alone, I ask, “What is it with you lately and this don’t leave the house?”


  “It’s not safe. And since Scott is not looking out for her, I have to. But understand, I’m only doing it because she’s your friend. I, personally, don’t care.”


  “Don’t be like that, Nate.”


  He gives me a look that says, ‘I’m not bullshitting’ then turns back to the TV.


  I yawn. My eyes grow heavy. “I’ll see you later, K. I’m going to bed. Go keep Scott company and make sure he doesn’t do anything crazy.”


  “Okay. Come walk me to the door.”
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  GRADUATION’S LESS THAN TWENTY-FOUR hours away. Since my talk with Nathan, we’ve gotten much better. But Glen and Scott are still on the rocks, and they look horrible. Their parting is physically weighing on them. Glen could use a major makeover and Scott looks as if he’s been put through the wringer. They’re both being stubborn. Sometime last week, they stopped stealing glances at each other, and they’re now ignoring the other’s presence completely.


  Glen hasn’t been speaking to me either, even though she’s been living with me since she decided she didn’t want to be with Scott. She can’t go to her house because her mom is a bitch and told her that since she wanted to move out to be with a boy, she needed to stay with him. It was the worse fight I’d seen between the two of them. I try to talk to her, but she just gives me the cold shoulder or ignores me.


  We haven’t been back to Nathan’s house, and I’m missing his bed. I’m missing him. . . He’s been gone most nights with Glen sleeping over. On a lighter note, being home is a good thing. There have been no Roehl appearances. Although, a few of his minions have been stopping by Nathan’s house in search for Taylor and me. Those who’ve come are dead now.


  Though Roehl’s missing in the physical sense, he is very much present mentally. It’s getting worse, but often when I’m around Nathan, I try to keep my head clear. Though, now, when I’m not around Nathan, I find myself not fighting the unseen forces that pull me to Roehl.


  I throw my bag on the floor and climb onto the barstool next to Glen. She leans her elbows on the counter top, looking away from me.


  We’re just making it in from graduation rehearsal. Our class was supposed to be practicing in the school’s gymnasium, but it turned into a senior party when someone cranked up the music on their phone. “One last party for old time’s sake isn’t going to hurt anyone,” said Principal Hollander. The teachers even joined in. I’ll miss my school, my friends, but I’m ready to move on. I look forward to starting this new chapter of my life, college, a part-time job, living alone. It’s so exciting; it starts a little squirm in my stomach.


  “Are you two excited about graduating tomorrow?” Mom asks, walking into the kitchen.


  “You can say that,” I answer.


  “Will your mother be there tomorrow, Glen?”


  “I’m not sure,” Glen’s short.


  Mom notices but ignores it. “Did you invite Nathan’s family, Tracey?”


  “Yes. Most of them are going to be there with Scott graduating too.”


  “Oh yeah, that’s right. I keep forgetting about him.”


  I huff. “Yes, I guess he’s easily forgetful.”


  Glen snorts. “You’re pushing it, Tracey.”


  I ignore her. “Where’s Dad?”


  “Getting you a graduation cake. We figured we would celebrate today.” She beams a smile that relays her excitement. “We got you something.”


  Giddily, I ask, “Ooo! What’d you get me?”


  “It’s a surprise. You’ll see when he gets back.”


  Glen stands. “I’m going to take a nap. I’ll be down later.” She’s been sleeping a lot lately. I understand why; sleep’s the only thing that relieves us from that heart-wrenching pang we get from not being around them. And I guess she’s getting hit double time because she misses both, Scott and Monahan.


  Once the door closes to my room, Mom asks, “Is Glen feeling okay? She does a lot of sleeping.”


  “Yes, she’ll be fine.” Subject change! “Can you give me a hint of what it is?”


  She laughs. “No, Tracey! You’ll see when your dad gets here.”


  Pinching my lips to the side, I stare at her for a moment, pretending to be upset she won’t budge. “If you insist.” Sitting back on the barstool, I peel an orange. I don’t plan to eat it; it’s just something to keep my hands busy. “I’m going to miss you, Mom,” I say, thinking about her moving away. I’m used to Dad always being gone, but Mom is always around.


  I see the sadness in her eyes as she sighs. “Tracey, I know. I’m going to miss you too.” She reaches over the counter to hug me. “You know you don’t have to stay here. You can always move with us.”


  “I’m okay with staying here.” I pull out of our hug, nodding. “I’m comfortable.”


  “You and Nathan are going to try to get your own place instead of moving in with his family?”


  “If I don’t get a place on campus, we’ve brought up that idea.”


  “Cut the crap, Tracey. We both know you have no intention to move on campus. That may slide with your father, but I know you two.”


  I smile bashfully. “Maybe.”


  She chuckles. “You two just be responsible and make wise decisions.”


  “Of course, Mom.”


  “And tell him to keep his shirt on.”


  I laugh out loud. “Good one, Mom.” That probably won’t happen. I like Nathan without his shirt on. He’s doing better although he is still under a lot of pressure. A lot of which, I have been putting on him. I have made it his obligation to make things right and fix my messed up situation, although, I know there’s nothing he can do. But I feel like there should be.


  “How would you feel if your father and I got you your own place? A small apartment near the school. Make it, so you’re not living off Nathan or living with him. And you’ll get a little part-time job to cover some bills. It will prepare you for being out there on your own.”


  “Something to consider, I guess.”


  “I think it will be a good idea. Let’s make some time to look at a few places next week. We’ll want to move quickly to snag you a place before they’re all rented out for the school year.”


  Loud knocks sound against the front door.


  “Who could that be?” Mom asks.


  I shrug, getting up from the barstool. “I’ll get it.” I know it isn’t Nathan, he’s at his house trying to stop Little Nathan and Taylor from fighting. Then he’ll check on some things with Olar dealing with some guy named Lunis who’s apparently out to kill Olar.


  I feel Scott before I make it to the door. Lately, Scott has an insecure presence; it’s draining and depressing when it overtakes me. I’ve been trying to avoid him. I open the door, speaking extremely quietly, “Hey, Scott.”


  “Hey. Is Glen here?” he asks in a normal tone.


  “Yeah. Where else would she be?”


  “She’s not answering me. I want to talk to her for a minute. At least make her feel better.”


  “Come in.” I move from the doorway, letting him pass. He looks horrible with deep, dark bags under his eyes and his eyes have been black, and bloodshot red since last week.


  “Who is it, Tracey?” Mom calls from the kitchen.


  “It’s Scott, Mom.”


  She comes around the corner. “Hi, Scott. How are you?”


  “Hi, Karen. I’m well. You?”


  “I’m fine, thank you. Are you here to see Glen?”


  “I am.”


  She nods and heads back to the kitchen.


  She’s upstairs, I tell him. Supposedly, she’s sleeping. If she’s still sleeping and she wakes up mad that you’re here, please don’t get loud or wreck my room.


  Okay.


  “Come on, let’s go get her,” I encourage, hoping this won’t go sour.


  Scott follows me upstairs, and I crack open my door. Glen’s laid across the chaise asleep, but it doesn’t look like she’s resting.


  Scott grabs my arm, keeping me from crossing the floor to her. “Don’t wake her,” he says. “I just want to touch her and take the pain away. At least make her look better.” The plea for her coats his anxious tone and the desire swirls in his eyes that's turned deep gray. At least they’ve changed from the empty black they’ve been.


  Nodding, I say, “You want me to stay or leave?”


  “Up to you.” Scott baby steps across the floor.


  I think to say, she won’t bite, but then again, we’re talking about Glen here. The garage door rumbles, rising. “Dad just got home. Make it quick. I’m leaving.”


  “Okay.”


  I leave my room, closing the door. If Glen wakes up, I hope she doesn’t have a fit seeing Scott or want to blast her wind gusts at me for letting him in. They just needed each other, and I know she’ll feel better if she just lets him near her once.


  Sitting back at the breakfast bar, I snatch an apple from the glass bowl and toss it in the air.


  “Did you leave Scott in your room with Glen?” Mom asks.


  “Yes.” I shrug. “Why?”


  “You are getting comfortable letting people in your room.”


  “Yeah. I guess because when I’m at Nathan’s house, there’s always someone hanging out in the room with us.”


  The garage door to the house opens. “Hello! Would someone like to help me with these bags?” I rush to help Dad, taking the large white box from him. “I should’ve known you’d go for the cake.”


  “Yes!” I close the door for him, and we go to the kitchen. “What’s the surprise?” I chirp, setting the cake on the counter.


  Dad purses his lips. “Dear, you cannot hold water.”


  Mom blushes.


  He sets the bags down on the counter and Mom unloads them. Reaching into a silver bag he pulled from another bag, he retrieves a large, square, white box.


  “Ooh, it’s jewelry!” I exclaim excitedly.


  He snorts. “Yes, it is.” He sets the box in front of me.


  I open it and ogle at the jewelry’s beauty.


  “It’s an eighteen karat south sea pearl and diamond necklace,” Dad excitedly exclaims. “Congratulations!” they sing together.


  That it is. A white gold necklace with ten round pearls resting in a garden of small linked leaves that’s embedded with diamonds rests in the gray box. It’s exquisite. “Thank you both. It’s beautiful,” I whisper unintentionally. It is by far very beautiful. I pull it from the box, fighting my emotions of excitement and disappointment.


  “Put it on so we can see it, honey.” My mother is more excited than I am.


  I unclasp it and clasp it back around my neck. It rests cold against my skin. Good thing I’m human and didn’t turn Sephlem.


  “It is beautiful on you, Ladybug. Good pick, dear.”


  “Thank you, I knew it would look amazing.”


  “Thank you, Mom. You were right.”


  “No!” Glen yells, loud and angry.


  I jump from the barstool, racing for the stairs. Skidding to a stop at the corner, I whip around urging, “Stay here. I’ll check on her. Be right back.” I shoot up the stairs, swing the door open, and rush in. Glen’s on one side of the room, and Scott’s on the other.


  “It’s fine, Tracey, I got it,” Scott convinces, lifting his hand to stop me. His gaze drops to my neck and his face twists, reflecting his disgust for my new piece. “Is that?”


  I look down at it. “It is.”


  He nods. “Fine.” For now, he adds, turning his attention back to Glen. “I’m sorry. I wanted to help you feel better. Don’t you feel better?” he serenades, knowing exactly how to get to Glen’s soft side.


  “I may,” she answers honestly. “But I still don’t want you around me.”


  “Can I just hug you? For one second? Then I’ll leave.”


  Her gaze flicks to me then back to Scott.


  I’m no longer dabbling in their relationship. The only reason I rushed up here was to keep my parents from doing so with the alerting way she screamed.


  “Touch me and let me go.” She caves. “But don’t kiss me.”


  Scott slowly crosses the floor. He makes it to her front, and I expect for him to ease his arms around her waist and pull her into his hug or something. But his broad arms rest at his sides.


  A second ticks by and Glen’s throwing her arms around his neck. Her soft sigh of relief is loud in my ears, and though she’s trying to fight it, it’s winning her over. She knows where she belongs, but she’s just too confused to accept it. A second, another, and then another passes.


  Scott’s arms slowly push around Glen. And not a second later, he breaks out of her embrace, taking several steps away. “Thank you.” Leaving my room, he nods for me to go.


  I follow behind him, pulling the door closed. Glen cries. I ignore her, as Scott seems to be doing, and follow him down the stairs.


  “Hello, Mr. Warren,” he greets, passing Dad, on his way to the front door.


  “Oh, hello, Scott.” Dad utters, surprised. “When did he get here?” I overhear him ask Mom.


  Scott pulls the front door closed behind us and jumps right into it. “Tracey, that shit isn’t going to work.”


  “I know. But it was a gift.”


  “Gift it back,” he insists, his raised eyebrows brightening his color-filling eyes. “You know what that can do to us.”


  “I can’t gift it back. It would break my parents’ hearts. And yes I do know what it could do if it were on something. Currently, it’s harmless. And I love it.”


  He shoves his hands through his wavy locks, pulling them into a man bun. “Don’t worry about it. It’s not my place. Tell Glen I’m sorry again, and I love her.” Grumbling, he mutters, “I miss her, Tracey. And I want her back.”


  I sit down on my porch and motion for him to sit beside me. “She misses you too. She’s just confused and still doesn’t know the entire truth.”


  “What truth is this?”


  “That she has chosen another man and the only way to break his hold on her is for her to kill him.”


  He tips his chin, asking, “How do you know that?”


  “How do you think I know?”


  “Is there anything Nathan doesn’t tell you?”


  “I’m sure there is plenty Nathan doesn’t tell me.”


  “I doubt it.”


  I shiver as his demanding presence coats my skin—announcing Nathan before I see him. “Speaking of Nathan.” I lift my gaze, and there he is. “Hey,” I greet, standing.


  “Hey, Sparky.” He looks me over, gaze resting on the necklace. “Why are you wearing that?” he asks, repulsed, crinkling his nose.


  “That’s the same thing I said,” Scott chimes in.


  “You did not,” I sass. Turning my attention back to Nathan, I add, “It was a gift my parents gave me for graduation.”


  “Okay, I don’t mean to be that guy . . . again. But make sure it finds its way in a box when you pack your stuff, so it’ll move with them.”


  “Nathan, don’t be like that. It’s beautiful.”


  “That it is. You like it?”


  “I love it.” I take it between my fingers, attempting to get a better look at it.


  “Okay. Then we’ll replace it with something, but that one has to go.” I knew he wouldn’t like it. But I don’t see the problem; it’s not like these pearl balls can penetrate through his rock solid skin.


  “I think we should keep it. Maybe I can use it as a weapon if any other Sephlems come around to bother me.”


  Nathan shrugs but doesn’t respond. “What are you doing here?” he asks Scott.


  “I came to see Glen.”


  “Then why are you sitting out here with Sparks?”


  “I was getting ready to leave. I just saw Glen.”


  “What are you getting ready to do?” he asks me.


  “Supposed to be celebrating with my parents. And maybe Glen if she ever comes downstairs. Why? What’s up?” I walk into his hug.


  “I need you to stay at my house tonight. I have something I need to take care of.”


  “What would that be?” I ask, leery of his answer.


  He turns to Scott. “The Lunis talk didn’t go well. They have Olar, and we need to go get him.” My good mood fades as he lets me go.


  “I graduate tomorrow,” Scott informs in an adequate voice that implies this isn’t up for negotiation.


  “I know that,” Nathan responds with a short nod.


  Scott shakes his head and insists, “I have to be there. I missed prom for you. No way am I missing my graduation ceremony.”


  “I understand that,” Nathan replies, nodding.


  I interject, “Scott, you’re saying that like you’re not going to make it back or something.”


  In a high voice, Scott professes, “I might not.” He grumbles, throwing his hands up and then letting them fall lamely at his sides.


  I face Nathan, watching him rub the back of his neck. “What are you saying?” I ask him.


  “We might not make it back tonight.”


  I shoot off. “Then when will you make it back?”


  He gives me a distressing look that weighs me down. “I’m not sure,” he answers slowly. “Later.”


  I back away from him, shaking my head.


  Grabbing my arm, he stops me from making it too far. “I’m sorry, Sparks. I’m being honest with you.”


  “Nathan,” I utter.


  He pulls me the remaining distance back to him. “We have to get him.”


  “But why do you think you won’t make it back?”


  “Because,” Scott cuts in. “Lunis doesn’t do make it back. Once you’re there and caught, you’re there. And taking into account what Olar did, it’s not a fair chance that he’s even still alive.”


  My eyes bug-out and I try to calm my racing heart. “Who is Lunis? What did Olar do?”


  “He’s full-blooded but respected. Olar killed his mother and sisters for killing a girl he was into,” Scott tells me.


  He murdered his mother and his sisters. . . “It wasn’t his mate?”


  “No, but that didn’t mean anything to Olar.”


  I throw my head back, realizing, “And now he has him and you—” I drop my gaze on Nathan. “—Captain Save ‘Em All! has to go get taken to save him.”


  “I’m not going to get taken,” he responds in the deep, dominate voice I hate.


  “What are you going to do?!” I ask angrily.


  “I’m not sure yet.”


  “Do you even know what’s going on with Olar?!”


  “I don’t.”


  “So, what happens if you do get taken?!” I can’t help the shouts firing past my lips.


  “I won’t.”


  “How can you be for sure?!” I throw at him.


  “Sparks! Again with all the questions.”


  “No, Nathan! Don’t get me wrong; I’m all about Olar not staying there. Yes, he needs to get out. But again, you have to leave me to save the rest of the world. When it’s messed up stuff going on in our own. What happens when I’m alone at your house, and someone comes?”


  “Everyone will be there.”


  “Everyone except you!” I gripe, shoving his hand away.


  His hard expression falters. “Sparks,” he croons.


  “No, Nathan. What if this is something they’re doing just to get you away?”


  He rubs his hand over his mouth then wraps it around his chin.


  “She has a point, Nate.”


  “Thanks, Scott.”


  “Let me think for a minute.” Nathan’s inquisitive glare passes me to my front door. “Let’s go inside so that I can speak to your parents.”


  I grumble, walking in the house.


  “Hi, Nathan,” Dad greets cheerfully. “You’re staying around for a bit? We were about to cut some cake.”


  “Hello, Mr. Warren.” Nathan takes a seat at the bar. I settle on the one beside him, and Scott sits at my other side.


  “James is fine, Nathan. I think we can get past the formalities.” Dad brings the knife with him for the cake.


  “Thank you, James.”


  He nods and flicks his gaze over to me. “Is Glen coming down?”


  “Probably not,” I answer, still a little bummed out. I play gaze tag with Nathan, looking away from him when his eyes flitter over to me, and looking back at him when he’s looked away. Knowing what’s been going on, it’s bizarre to know he’d risk leaving me. I’m so team rescue Olar, so if Nathan’s going, I’m going. If he’s going to get taken, I’m getting taken with him. Period.


  Nathan turns on the barstool to face me. “Would you like to talk, Sparks?”


  “No,” I answer, matching his kind tone.


  “Is everyone going to have a slice of cake?” Mom asks.


  “Yes,” we answer, and she passes each of us a plate.


  I don’t feel like eating the cake. I kind of feel like throwing it in Nathan’s face.


  “Sparks, I think we should talk,” he requests again.


  “No, Nathan, that’s okay.” Why go over again how he wants to leave, how he can’t leave Olar there, how he thinks everything is going to be fine. That’s his favorite line—Everything’s going to be fine, Sparks.


  “Is everything okay, Nathan?” Mom dabbles.


  “I’m working on figuring that out.” He is excessively honest with my parents even knowing how nosey they are.


  “Yes, Mom. Everything is okay. Nate has some things going on,” I answer before she can pry.


  “Well, talk to him.”


  I glare at her through my lashes. “I will. After we eat our cake, when no one is around.”


  “That’s fine, Ladybug. Nathan, do you like Tracey’s graduation present?”


  Cocking a brow, I face him, wondering how he’ll answer. His eyes shift, dropping his gaze on my necklace. He hints a deceiving smirk, but it looks so genuine. “Yes, it’s beautiful. Did you pick it out, Karen?”


  “I did. I thought Tracey would love it.”


  “She definitely loves it.” He offers me a fake smile only I can see through.


  I turn back to my half-eaten cake, biting my tongue.


  Scott hasn’t said anything but his cake’s almost gone. I wonder what’s going through his mind right now. Probably nothing but Glen, and maybe his mini speech tomorrow.


  Footsteps round the corner from the stairs. Glen comes up behind us and stands between Scott and me. “Scott, can I talk to you?” she asks peacefully.


  Scott nods and leaves with Glen without cleaning his spot. They go out front, closing the door behind them.


  Maybe I’ll be just a little nosey.


  “Don’t meddle, Sparks,” Nathan utters under his breath.


  I push my plate aside, grabbing Dad’s attention. “Do you mind if I talk to Nathan in my room.”


  “I suppose the family room is too public?” Dad retorts.


  “It is.”


  He nods and turns to kiss my mom.


  Grabbing Nathan by the arm, I pull him away from the counter and head upstairs. I don’t need to see my parents go at it. “If you leave, Nathan, don’t come back ever.”


  He pushes my door closed. “You do not mean that.”


  I sit on my chaise, and he follows. “I do mean it.”


  “What would you prefer for me to do? Just let him stay there?” he asks coolly.


  Seriously, yes, I get Olar needs to be rescued. But at the risk of Nathan not returning or me getting taken by Roehl. Aren’t I more important than Olar? Can’t someone else save him? Or we go together? I huff. “If I answer that, it’ll sound selfish.”


  He rubs his hand down his face, frustrated.


  “I don’t want you to go, Nate,” I insist. “Please?”


  He doesn’t respond right away but studies me with soft green-brown eyes. “You never tell me you don’t want me to go and mean it,” he states honestly and in too soft of a tone.


  “Nate, please don’t go.”


  “Sparks, I can’t let him stay there.”


  “Then go get him tomorrow when we can all go.”


  “You cannot go.”


  “No! You can’t go.” I scoot away from him when he reaches out to grab me. “Don’t touch me until you make up your mind.”


  “Sparks, everything will be fine. I’ll come back.”


  I get up, walking to my door. “Just leave, Nate.” I blink, and from the chaise he’s now in front of me, pushing the door closed. He slips a finger under my chin and tilts my head back. An eager calm rushes through me and my distress seeps away with ease. I look up at him, having no other option.


  “Okay,” he says, low and enchanting. “I’ll stay. I’ll figure out another plan. Now stop looking like that and never tell me to leave again.”


  “If you stop trying to leave me, you wouldn’t have to hear it.” I move his hand from my chin. “I’m tired of you doing this.”


  He grabs it again. “I said I’d stay. Now fix those eyes.”


  “I’ll fix them tomorrow.”


  He thinks, focusing out on something. “It seems that your friend has made up with Scott. Let’s go check on them.”


  We walk outside to Glen wrapped around Scott, sweetly kissing him. They look much better than they did this morning and with their teeth revealing smiles; they’re happy. Scott hugs her tight and whispers something before he pulls back. Glen hugs me. “I’m sorry, Cey.”


  “It’s okay, I understand.” I don’t, but that’s Glen, and I’m used to her.


  She turns to Nathan. “I’m sorry to you too, and thanks for looking out for me. I know you didn’t want to.”


  “No thanks needed, Glen. Just don’t hug me. That’d be weird.” He smirks, dropping his arm on my shoulder.


  She laughs, going back to Scott. Let’s hope that after this big falling out, they’ll make up for life. Scott steps behind Glen and wraps his arms around her chest. “What time are we leaving?” he asks.


  “You aren’t,” I answer for Nathan.


  “What? You’re going to leave him there?” Scott blurts, befuddled.


  “I don’t have a choice,” Nathan dryly responds, shrugging. He chucks his thumb toward me. “My master over here has restricted me from saving the world tonight.”


  “How long has he been there?”


  “This just happened.”


  “And you’re just going to leave him there?” Scott couldn’t be more panic-stricken right now.


  “We aren’t just going to leave him there. We’ll go play The Rescuers tomorrow,” I answer. Nathan’s already said he isn’t going tonight and Scott’s trying to make him feel bad about it. Scott’s already let off he doesn’t want to go because of graduation tomorrow. Why’s he pushing this?


  “Tracey, we can’t leave Olar there, anything can be happening to him right now,” Scott exaggerates.


  “Scott!” Glen gasps. “You want to leave me tonight, knowing we are getting back on track not five minutes ago?”


  “I’m not saying that, Glen. I’m just saying it’s not right for us to leave him there.”


  “And like Tracey said, we’ll go rescue him tomorrow.”


  “We?” Scott rebuffs.


  “Yes, we,” Glen asserts, rolling her neck.


  “It’s not safe, Glen. I don’t want anything to happen to you.”


  “Tracey gets to go,” she pleads, bringing me into it once again.


  “That’s Tracey’s and Nathan’s decision.”


  “Scott, I’m going. Just deal with it.”


  Scott doesn’t respond, but his frustration and disapproval are heavy in his furrowed brows and tight-lipped expression.


  I turn away from their tiff to ask Nathan, “Are you going to stay and celebrate with us?”


  “Yeah. If your parents want me here. But can you take off that necklace?”


  I smirk a spiteful smile, sizzling out, “Are you scared I might hurt you?”


  “No.”


  I tip my chin. “Then I’ll leave it on.”


  “And it might come up missing,” he counters.


  Poking out my bottom lip, I pout.


  He laughs. “Come on. Let’s go back inside. Scott, you two coming back in?”


  “No, I’ll catch up with you later. I’m taking Glen back home.”


  Nathan nods and follows me in my house.
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  A SMALL PINCH OF guilt eats at me for forcing Nathan to choose between his family and me. But would we hurt more if something happened to Olar or me? Just our luck, one of Roehl’s flunkies is watching us, waiting for the moment Nathan leaves to snatch me up. Then, Olar and I will be taken.


  We also need to figure out how we’re going to establish this attack on Roehl. He’s making our life harder than it needs to be. But now may not be a good time to bring that up.


  My parent’s, Nathan, and I sit around the house discussing my speech for tomorrow. I’ve run through it twice, and I’m still nervous about getting up in front of the student body and their families tomorrow afternoon. Mom and Dad tell their graduation stories, and Nathan even shares his. It thrills me this one thing is working in my favor. Dad’s warming up to Nathan, which I knew he would. Only proving Roehl’s influence can be broken. I don’t know how or why, but it sucks he’d go to the lengths of going after my father. Mom’s in total like with Nathan, now greeting him with a motherly hug. I guess he’s accepted my family as well because they don’t shock each other when they touch. I love they’re getting along, and we’re now like a miniature happy family.


  Mom and Dad dance to an old song playing on the radio. They sway and rhythmically move to the classic country guitar chords. Their affection and happiness flow from them like a peaceful stream of water flowing over black stones to a small koi pond. True love. I love seeing them happy and together, watching them float and live within one another. It’s joyous, and I want that for Nathan’s and my future.


  “Sparks.” Nathan pulls me from my thoughts. “What are you thinking about?”


  “Nothing.” I nudge his shoulder with mine. “Sorry I made you choose.”


  “Don’t be. You were right to suggest I stay. It’d hurt way more for me to lose you than for me to lose Olar.”


  I narrow my eyes. “Stop peeking in my head.”


  “You peek in mine,” he jokingly shoots back.


  “Yeah, but that’s because you won’t let me in there willingly.”


  “Hey, Nathan?” Dad calls from the living room, laughing.


  “Yes, sir.”


  “I just need to know. Where’d Tracey pick up this nickname Sparks?”


  Nathan laughs, looking over his shoulder at Dad coming over. “She set my kitchen on fire.”


  “Tracey, you didn’t!” Mom squeals.


  I punch Nathan’s arm. “Oh my gosh! You did not.”


  Dad’s laughing. “Tracey, what were you trying to cook?”


  Considering that’s not what happened, I hurry to find my lie, trying to remember what you can’t mix with what while cooking to prevent fires. Nathan says, “She left a towel on the stove.”


  “Tracey,” Mom scolds. “You know better than to do that.”


  “Nate, I hate you,” I say through a laugh. “They’re never going to let me live this down.”


  Dad takes a break from his laugh and looks Nathan and me over. I wouldn’t have noticed it had I not been watching his happy. He says, “I like you, Nathan. You have a good head on your shoulders. And I have to admit; I’d prefer Tracey be with someone who respects and cares for her than to be with the opposite. Thank you for being a gentleman to my daughter. And for brightening those big brown eyes of hers.”


  “It’s my pleasure, James. Thank you.” It feels good to have your parents' approval finally.


  I nod, agreeing with him. “Thanks, Dad.” My smile couldn’t grow any bigger right now.


  “I know I gave you a hard time, Ladybug. I’m not ready to see you grow up yet.” He leans against the corner of the wall, continuing, “I know I haven’t been around as much as I should have, dealing with work. And I may have put a lot of pressure on your mother by not being here. But you are an amazing girl to hold it together for you and her even in my absence. Now, don’t think I forgot about your tell-tell you had given before I left. None of that went unheard.” He gives me a look from the corner of his eye. “I’m not glad you told me the way you did and that it took you to get upset to let go of that information. But remember, I’m always here, and you can come to me about anything. Whether I’m near or far, don’t hesitate to pick up the phone or visit. And we’ll visit you two often. So if you and Nathan move forward in the future—after marriage—it would be nice that you have a spare room.” He takes a long pause. “And I’m eased by knowing—not because it happened—Nathan is only the second boy you’ve had sex with instead of the fifth or tenth.” He fixes me with a look that says he got me—checkmate. “Thought I was going to ignore that, didn’t you,” he adds wryly.


  I blush, ears and cheeks burning. This conversation just got uncomfortable. “Um. I was just talking out of anger, Dad.”


  “But it was the truth?”


  I wrinkle my nose and find the plate I pushed aside earlier. “Can you please cut me another piece of cake? One from the corner with that pink flower.”


  “Nice way to get out of that, honey,” Mom quips with a smile. “And later, after Nathan leaves, you tell us who the first was.”


  What?! “I thought you were on my side! We are so not having that conversation.”


  She crinkles her nose, reflecting a look that brings out the resemblance in us. “We can wait until Nathan leaves if you are uncomfortable talking about it in front of him. But you put it out there on the table.”


  I shake my head. Not like I can keep secrets from Nathan, he knows everything about my past anyway. May as well just let it out, they aren’t going to let me live this down either. Ugh! “Nathan already knows about him. So it doesn’t matter if he’s here or not. I’d just prefer not to talk about it.”


  “He was that curly haired fellow you met the day we met.”


  I glare at Nathan with his big mouth. Mr. Truthful, do you have to tell them everything?


  He shrugs, laughing. “What? Like you said, I already know him.”


  “Wait a second. You’ve met him?” Dad asks. “You introduced your new boyfriend to your ex-boyfriend?”


  “No,” I start. “Michael dropped by when Nathan and Scott were picking up Glen and me. I wouldn’t say they were introduced.”


  “How did you feel about that, Nathan?”


  I throw my hands in my face. My parents are such priers.


  “He wanted to smash his face in,” Mom answers. “That young man didn’t want to leave and tried to handle our daughter. Nathan and Scott showed up and changed the situation.” Mom gives a stern, single nod as if to say, that’s right.


  “Why would he act like that?” Dad asks me.


  Before I can speak, my mom interjects. “He didn’t want to accept no for an answer.”


  “Dear, do you know everything?”


  I laugh, saying, “Clearly, she does.” Grabbing Nathan’s wrist, I encourage him to come with me. “We’re going to sit in the family room. I need to talk to Nathan about his willingness to share information.”


  The three of them chuckle.


  We settle down on the couch, and Nathan pulls my feet onto his lap and takes off my shoes.


  “How was your day?” he asks me.


  I slip my feet between his legs and stuff them beneath his left thigh. “It would’ve been better if every time I closed my eyes, I wasn’t haunted by unwanted visitors.” Roehl was all over my head today. As I drove to school, in classes, back at home, and until I saw Nathan again. He’s making it harder for me to fight when I’m alone. It’s even easier for me to admit and not be ashamed of now, which doesn’t seem like a good sign.


  “We have to fix that too. I’m sorry, but we may have to push off that plan by a few days. We need Olar with us when we take care of it.”


  “And what’s the plan to get him back.”


  Nathan lays his head against the back of the couch, slouching. “I’m not sure yet.”


  “You’re tired.”


  “Yes, and overwhelmed.”


  “You want to talk about it?”


  “Not right now.”


  I quiet, trying to tap into Nathan’s feelings. He’s flooded with anticipation and impatience. Anger soars through him and his over eagerness makes me shiver. I pull back, thrashed by his emotions.


  “I told you, you don’t want to be in my head.”


  I ignore him. “What time is it?”


  “Going on ten. You ready to go to sleep?”


  “I am.”


  He stands, stretching. “Err.” Pulling me from the couch too quickly, he says, “Walk me to the door.”


  “You’re leaving?” I ask, peering up at him through my lashes.


  “Yes,” he answers with that cocky smirk that makes my legs shake.


  I walk around him as a smile spreads across my face. We pass my parents, and the three of them say their goodnights. Nathan walks to the sidewalk, and I close the door, hoping he’ll be waiting for me when I go upstairs.


  Saying goodnight to my parents, I thank them for my beautiful necklace and kiss their cheeks for being awesome. “I love you two so much. And double thanks for accepting Nathan and me.”


  “We love you, Tracey,” they say to my back as I head upstairs.


  Nathan isn’t back when I make it to my room, and I take the time to get in the shower. I dress and straighten up my room. Nathan still isn’t here, hours later. Nate, if you left to go save Olar, I’m going to kill you when you return.


  He laughs. I didn’t. I’m on my way back now. He enters soundlessly through my window. “I needed to clean up and check on Scott and the rest of the house. I’ve been gone all day.” He kisses my cheek before going to the chaise.


  I follow. “What’s going on over there?”


  “Some more of our family came in. It’s getting a little crowded.”


  “I can imagine.” I sit across him. “Am I stuck here until my parent’s move or will I be able to go back over there to sleep in our bed?”


  “We’ll go over there for a couple of days after tomorrow. My mom misses you. I’m sure she’ll be happy to see you.”


  “Yeah, I love your mom. She’s doing better now, no more sneaking away?”


  “She is. My aunt’s there to help her, so it makes it a little easier.”


  I think on that for a moment. Then my thoughts shift to thinking about tomorrow and how it’ll be the last day I’ll be returning to my high school. Half of me is ready to adult; the other half wants to suck up the last of this freedom. “Babe, you think things will calm down before summer kicks in?”


  “Why do you ask?”


  I shrug. “Just wondering. I want to enjoy the summer and not look over my shoulder for once. I want to feel free.”


  “Honestly, Sparks, things are never calmed down. We maneuver around our inconveniences. But if you’re asking if what’s going on now, with us, will be over. After we get Olar tomorrow, the following night we’ll head out to take care of that.”


  “Everything’s going to be okay right? You won’t let me go.”


  “Not even if you want me to. I’ll fight for you until you rip your heart from my chest.”


  I lay my head on his chest, hearing our heartbeat. “No matter what I say or do, fight for me, Nate. Never let me go. I don’t want to be like Glen.”


  His arms push around my body and hold me tightly. “You are nothing like Glen. You have to make the decision to go with him. He can’t make you do it. Yes, he can influence you to make you think it’s a good decision, but he can’t force you to go to him. I trust you to choose me. Even if you don’t, promise I got you.”


  I could never kill Nathan. I wouldn’t risk our life, and I have no interest in killing myself. “It’ll be you. I swear. It’ll be you. There’s no one else. I’ll definitely kill him. If I forget, help me remember.” I twist my lips to the side, bombarded by another thought. “I’m sorry I’ve been hurting you.”


  “Don’t be. It’s not that you’re hurting me on purpose. But don’t worry about it, we’ll fix it.” He sits up, moving me with him. “Let’s sleep.”


  I follow him to my bed. He lays me down and takes off his shirt, exposing that illegally sculpted chest and stomach and shoulders and—.


  “Sparks?”


  Ah, he caught me. “Huh?”


  “What are you up to?” he asks with a raised eyebrow.


  I scoot over so he can lie beside me. “Nothing.”


  He bends over the bed, boring into my eyes. I try to empty my mind before he can read my thoughts. His eyes widen and then he sobers his expression. A cocky smirk peeks out as his left brow jumps.


  Crap. I was too late.


  I scoot away from him. “You know. I’m starting to agree with Glen about her no privacy statement.”


  Nathan sits on the bed and pulls me to him. “You want some privacy?” His closeness erupts butterflies in my chest, making my heart double beat. My breath stalls, causing me to gasp when I try to catch it. Crazy how he can still do this to me. “I’ll always take your breath away. And be in your head.” Almost creeping, he stealthily moves me to lie under him as he hovers over me. Every inhale’s saturated by his scent, flooding my nose with his intoxicants.


  I float, slowly drifting beyond Earth’s atmosphere. “Yeah?” I mutter, unable to make my mouth form any other words.


  “You love me, Tracey?” the seductive tone of his voice pulls me deeper into him, and my head lightens.


  “Yeah.” Our noses brush with him being so close, with him sucking in the air I expel.


  A heat surrounds my body as I blast through his ozone layer, charging inside him as the crave to feel his lips against mine worsens. He has a lock on me, though, keeping me from moving a muscle. I can’t rise to close these few centimeters of distance between our lips.


  “You’re going to choose me?” Nathan taunts me, letting his lips speak above mine. They’re close enough where I can feel their presence, but not enough where they touch.


  “Yeah.”


  “Reassure me.” He descends, layering kisses across my jawline. His caress is enigmatic; I’ll never get why just by a single saturation of his lips sends me reeling. All breath leaves my body and my blood rushes when he kisses my neck. I feel butterflies as if their wings flutter against my skin—prickling and tickling my insides just beneath the surface. “Tell me, Sparks.”


  “I love you, Nate,” I breathe.


  He grasps my hands, pushing them over my head. Meeting my eyes, I stare into his ocean-blue, watching the sandy brown swirl in their depths. I love those. “And?” My legs bend at his sides, and my hands clasp onto his. “Say it, Sparks.” Our hips align, and his power kneads my center.


  I gasp, unable to break eye contact, but I want to close my eyes and indulge in the sensation. He adjusts as if he is going to kiss me and my heart returns, thrumming.


  “Say it, Sparks.”


  With him, just centimeters away from my mouth, my lips silently beg for his to fall on them. “Nate, stop teasing me,” I whisper.


  Pelvis-to-pelvis, he provokes me. “Say it, and I’ll give you what you want.” He kisses my chin.


  “I’ll choose you, Nate. I’ve chosen you. Always and every time.” Please? Let me touch you.


  He strokes back against me, and I bite my bottom lip, feeling him intriguingly erected. “You want me?”


  “It hurts.” The bond makes this so much worse than it should be. It causes a pang in my chest and stab in the spine of my back. It won’t ease until I have him. Until we. . .


  “I want you, Sparks,” he says, eyes locked on mine. They swirl into this orange-brown that makes my heart melt.


  Watching them, I return, “I want you.”


  Finally, my body loosens, and I’m able to lift and touch my lips to his. This wasn’t at all a part of my plan. He stole from my thoughts and took advantage of my weaknesses.


  He breaks away from me, laying on the bed at my side. “Argh. I’ve been up since six. Come on, Sparks. Go to sleep. You’ve got a big day tomorrow.”


  “What? No, no, no.” He cannot be serious. “You will not do that to me.”


  He turns his head, meeting my gaze. “Go to sleep. You have to get up early tomorrow.”


  “Nathan?”


  “Sparky.”


  I push my hands over my head. “Nate, are you serious right now?”


  “Sparks, I’m tired. Go to sleep. Breathe it out. The bond will calm in a second.” He smirks.


  Right. . . “Fine. If that’s how you want to play.” I sit up, pulling my shirt over my head and pull down my ponytail.


  Nathan stares, watching me. “What are you doing?”


  I can have him infatuated and hypnotized just as he had me. I climb over him to get out the bed, dropping my shirt to the floor.


  He sits up on his elbows. “Sparks, what are you up to?”


  Keeping his eye contact, I slowly push down my joggers, letting them fall to my ankles. He breaks his bore and lets his gaze scan my half-naked body. It’s hot, brushing over my curves, resting on spots of me I assume he wants to feel under his touch. I step out of the pile of clothes and saunter on tiptoes back to the bed.


  Climbing over him, he grabs my wrist, stopping me from making it over. “Don’t get in trouble,” he warns.


  I bite back my laugh, pulling my arm away. He grabs my waist, feeling me beneath his graze. Melting from it, I try to hold my ground, but his touch is like a kryptonite if I were Superman.


  “You’re going to get in so much trouble tonight.” He looks me over, bathing me with his ocean-blue eyes as he licks his lips. “Remember how I’ve mentioned that I’m not going to take it easy on you anymore?”


  I nod.


  He sits up, chest-to-chest, and only centimeters from my face. “Well, you’re going to be jelly in twenty-five minutes. Stay quiet.”


  I’m bare to the bone before I can blink, and easing down on him before I can breathe. Gripped by trimmers, I scrape my nails against his chest, feeling them leave abrasions on his skin.


  “Too much?” he asks.


  I chew on my lip, half-nodding, half shaking my head. But it is. It always is at first.


  He flips us over. “That’s your fault. You know? No one told you to be this fucking attractive.” He drifts deeper, finding the center of my galaxy. “Or feel this good.”


  The lack of a barrier between us, and my never feeling him this raw has me deluged in a state of euphoria. I’m not floating, I’m not sinking, I’m not stagnant, I’m not drifting to some far off planet. I’m simply living . . . and spontaneously combusting every time our hips meet.


  His head dips beside mine, and in my ear, he croons, “You are such a bad influence, Sparks.”


  A soft purr slips past my lips, which was supposed to be words. Words I would’ve liked to say, no you are, or maybe blame him for my irrational obsession, but my lips can only part, and a crooning purr is the only sound I can expel.


  “You’re used to it yet?”


  I nod and return his kiss, feeling him ready to lose all the control he’s containing.


  And with my permission, he does. We’re a celestial death storm, sending planets and comets colliding in our bound universe. I’m all over the place, quieted by him silencing my brash sighs and riveting moans. My bodies just as he wanted, jelly, needing him to hold me up when I lean my back to his chest, as he continues to blast through my galaxy.


  His roughened breaths thrash against my neck and cheek as he gives instruction in his ravishing language. It translates to, “say it, Sparks.” I bite back the words he requests. Slowing, he peaks me, and himself I assume, as he grunts low and enticingly. He draws another line of linguistics that translates to, “I need to hear you say it,” and he lures the words from me.


  I turn my head, and against his jawline, I mumble exactly what he wants to hear, exactly how he wants to hear it.
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  “AND IF YOU HAVE a dream, chase it. If you have a passion, use it. If you believe in you, that is what matters. After today, we’re responsible for putting our best foot forward. The only person who’s going to hold you back is you. So let’s make a vow today, right now, before you walk across this stage, that you will not stop you from accomplishing your dreams, you won’t stand in the way of your heart’s desires, that you will stand for you! Love the loves of your life and congratulations! We rocked this year! Woo!” I woot, raising my fists and am matched by those of my peers cheering.


  Leaving the podium, I take my seat next to Scott. As the band plays, we’re allowed to leave and sit amongst our friends. I’ve never been more nervous and excited at the same time in my life. But I’m happy the worst part is over.


  We sit alphabetically, strategically sat, so our blue and white gowns create our school’s logo—a blue falcon in a white circle—when looked down on us. Principal Hollander gives a final word and then the names are announced.


  The people in my row stands, veering my attention back to the awesomely amazing fact I’m finally graduating high school right now. In a few more feet, I’ll be walking across that stage, flipping my tassel, and grabbing my diploma.


  Rachel stands behind me, giving me the you’re a bad friend spill. “Are we at least going to hang out this summer since you kicked us to the curb at the end of school?”


  I look over my shoulder. “Yes, Ray. I promise.” I face front, knowing that was a flat out lie.


  “Tracey Warren,” they announce. I smile, hearing my friends and family cheer me on as I walk up the two steps, cross the wood stage, to Mrs. Kimble for a quick hug, then right up to our principal. I shake his hand and grab my diploma with the other, smile for the camera as I switch the side of my tassel, and then run the rest of the way off the stage to Glen. We hug, jumping up and down, shaking our rolled up paper in each other’s faces.


  Rachel’s right behind me, hugging the two of us. “You two, please don’t blow me off this summer.”


  “We won’t, Ray. We’ll be around,” Glen promises.


  “I’m holding y’all to it.”


  We head back to our seats. Glen should be up there with the ‘R’s, but instead, she’s sitting on my chair with me, a white gown in a group of blues, throwing off the logo. It poorly stands out on the recording of our ceremony they’re broadcasting live on the screen in the rear of the gymnasium. A drone’s been hovering over our heads and around us the entire time.


  Principal Hollander gives another speech about how we are now growing into our adulthood, and it’s time for us to begin putting away childish ways. Concluding, he announces our class of twenty fourteen, and we each jump up, throwing our caps in the air.


  I can’t avoid hearing the shouting, laughing, crying, and crap talking from my peers, teachers, and our families. My friends join Glen, Rachel, and I and we sadly say our goodbyes and give what I believe will be our last hugs. We each make broken promises about how we won’t forget each other, and we promise to keep in touch. I wish it were true. I love these girls, and I’ll try to do my best.


  Nathan and Scott come over, stealing the girl’s attention. One day, ogling at my mate will get old, and their eyes will fall out of their heads and onto the ground of a busy street.


  “Sparks,” Nathan calls, laughing. “It’s okay. They don’t matter.” Hugging me, he praises, “Congratulations. You did amazing. I thought you were going to cry.”


  “Thanks.” I kiss his cheek. “Me too for a minute there. But I held my ground. You know I hate crying in front of people. Mom, Dad!” I chime, accepting their hugs when they make it to me.


  “Congratulations,” they sing and express how proud of me they are.


  “Oh, look.” I nudge Glen, nodding toward her mother and sister who decided to make an appearance for once in Glen’s life.


  She rolls her eyes and leaves me for Scott. The two of them cross the freshly waxed floor to Mrs. Richards and Gabby, her sister. Glen avoids their bogus hugs but is kind enough to introduce them to Scott. Unlike Nathan, Scott doesn’t encourage Glen to converse with her family; he hates them about as much as Glen does. Avoiding her mother’s scrutinizing scowl and harsh cusses, Glen averts, coming back to us. Mom hugs Glen and praises her for meeting this grand day as a mother should. Glen blinks away her stalling tears and thanks her. Dad joins in their hug, and a light takes over Glen’s eyes as I assume she’s feeling something she’s missed out on for a long time now. When they part, Glen comes to my side, asking, “What time are we leaving?”


  “Where are you four going?” Dad asks.


  “Taking Sparks to my house for a celebration,” Nathan answers.


  “Okay. You four stay safe. Check in, Tracey. You did a great job up there. I’m very proud of you. Let’s plan a celebration dinner tomorrow. The six of us. It’s on me.”


  “Awesome!” we say. “Thanks, Dad.” I hug them once more before getting pulled to take a few more pictures with my teachers and friends.


  We leave for Nathan’s car after my convincing we have to go. Glen and I blow kisses on our way out the door, and I’m convinced she, too, knows we may not be seeing the majority of our friends to whom we’ve blatantly lied.


  “Did you figure out what the plan is?” Scott asks Nathan, closing the back passenger’s door.


  “We’ll leave in a couple of hours before it gets dark. Go to Lunis’ place where I’m hoping they still have him. And play it by ear when we get there.”


  “That’s not a plan,” Glen objects.


  “We play it by ear, darling,” Scott sweetly counters. Darling? His attitude’s way different since they got back together. He’s happy and a lot more patient with her.
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  “IT WAS NICE OF Nathan to buy you all these clothes,” Glen says, pulling another blouse from the rack. The four she’s chosen not to wear she tosses on the floor instead of hanging back on the hanger. “Why’s his closet this big?”


  “It was,” I agree, pulling on my jeans. I’ll never get over peeking in this closet and seeing the wall aligned with clothes for me. “It’s pretty big. The answer Nathan gives, it came with the room.” I shrug, snatching a gray, long-sleeved shirt from the shelf.


  “I’m sorry again, Tracey, for the way I’ve been acting.”


  I take from her the sixth blouse she’s snatched off the hanger, and hand her a simple t-shirt. “Don’t apologize; it’s okay. I understand how you felt a little. But it wasn’t your fault.”


  She pulls the shirt over her head, asking, “It wasn’t?”


  “Sparks, come on,” Nathan calls, cutting into our conversation. “How many clothes are you putting on?”


  “Impatient?” I yell through the door.


  “Yes,” he replies. “Get your butt out here.”


  Glen rolls her eyes, chucking her thumb at the door.


  I giggle, pulling on my sneakers. I’ve dressed warm enough in case Olar’s in a mountain and in loose enough clothing in case I need to maneuver quickly.


  I hang up the clothes Glen’s tossed on the floor and make sure she’s ready to go. It’s right for us to go after Olar. He’s looked out for me many times, and I’ve grown used to him always being around. So much, that I take a huge notice of his absence.


  Changed out of their dress clothes, Nathan and Scott sit around Nathan’s room waiting for Glen and me. I pull the door closed behind me, leaving the closet.


  “We need to talk to our family and let them know where we’re going, get something to eat, and then we leave.” Nathan lays out the plan.


  Watching him stand, I stare and am reminded of everything I love about him. Like a plunging waterfall, it showers down on me. Not drowning me, but saturating my being with what I yearn for even when I don’t realize it. “Hey.” I smile, watching him watch me.


  “Hey, Sparks.” Nathan’s arms comfortably wrap around my middle. “What are you up to?”


  “You just keep getting better. I’m not—”


  His hand clamps down over my mouth, and he shakes his head.


  We lock eyes. His swirl into a deep green with that same brown around his pupils. It’s a radiant color filled with affectionate intentions.


  “Wow,” I utter, captivated in their beauty. They’re almost as if I’m falling from the sky, looking down onto a forest of trees. “Those are new.”


  He focuses on me and says, “They are.” Breaking out of a sweet kiss, he adds, “They show you what you do to me, and how you make me feel. Stop doubting your significance. As good as I feel to you, to me you feel better. Just like I take your breath away when I’m close to you, you stall mine.” He smirks. “But it’d be weird if I walk around gasping every time you touch me.” I giggle. “I don’t just cherish and protect because if you go, I go. But because if you go. . .” He places his hand on my chest, and my heart speeds up. “I’m going.”


  “What are you saying, Nate?”


  “I love you. And the moment you’re taken away from me. Shit will get real for this world.”


  “Good thing you’re not in this by yourself.”


  “You asked for all of me and that’s what I’m giving you. A lot of stuff I make you go through is because I don’t know how to deal. This relationship stuff is new to me so thank you for your patients and for holding on to me. Even beyond the bond, I can tell you’re with me because you want to be, beyond being forced.”


  “You got it,” I say, keeping his gaze, watching his eyes, now, swirl to bright orange-brown. “Your eyes are amazing.”


  “You are amazing. Let’s go.”


  We turn to leave, halted by the impatient glares of Scott and Glen.


  I forgot they were here. “Maybe you two shouldn’t be so quiet.”


  “Or, maybe you should be more aware of your surroundings.” Smart-ass Glen.


  “These are my surroundings. Maybe you should’ve gotten a head start.”


  They leave, and we’re out shortly behind them. We enter the great room, and a few eyes look back at me I’ve never seen before. I turn into Nathan, feeling uncomfortable.


  He moves from behind me to my side as we head to the couch on which Little Nathan, Scott, and Glen sit.


  Roseland rises, hands clasped in front of his hips. It’s his introductory stance I’ve grown familiar with over the past months. He also does a nod before he speaks no matter the news. “I’ll start by congratulating Tracey, Scott, and Glen on graduating today. We would celebrate, but under the current circumstances, that will have to wait.” He looks for Nathan and questions him with a slight squint to his eyes and crane to his neck.


  Nathan shakes his head and stands. “The plan for Roehl has been pushed off. Olar’s been taken by Lunis. I’d get into the details, but they’re pointless. We’re going for him later.”


  “We?” Natalia bursts, appalled.


  “Sparks, Scott, I think Glen, and myself.”


  “Why would you take Tracey with you to Lunis? How do know Olar is still there?” Roseland asks in a way that implies Nathan’s decision is that of stupidity.


  “I have nowhere else for her to go. And I don’t know. I won’t know until I get there.”


  Roseland’s brows furrow. “Leave the girls here. You two go.”


  “Okay, and Scott and I will come back, and this time Glen and Sparks will be gone,” Nathan states sarcastically, yet oddly peaceful.


  “Nathan, what happened to Glen was an accident,” Roseland counters.


  Nathan speaks, and Natalia cuts him off. “That is a conversation for later. Roseland, we will talk.” Roseland gives her a nod but doesn’t seem to want to drop the conversation that easily. “Nathan,” Natalia continues, “it’s not safe for Tracey and Glen to go with you.”


  “I know that. But I, unfortunately, have no other choice. She’s safer with me than she is here.”


  “Nathan, you should invest more thought into this,” Roseland suggests pungently. His disapproval is written in the crossed look on his face. He’s sat now and leans over on his knees; hand clasped around his chin. Out of all the Newcomb men, he’s the only one without facial hair.


  “I’ve thought about it, and juggling killing my family for allowing harm to come to my heart, or taking her with me and killing someone who tries to hurt her.” Nathan pauses, tipping down the corners of his mouth. “I think you’d prefer not dying.”


  “Who’s to say something will happen?”


  “How many have come over here in the last couple weeks?”


  “A lot.” Little Nathan emphasizes. “Too many. You would think we did something serious with how many Sephlems and Mulens have been trying to get in here looking for Taylor and Tracey.”


  “They aren’t staying here.” Nathan closes it, and he and Roseland leave the floor open to Natalia.


  Natalia stands. The etched expression of her disapproval couldn’t be clearer. But, she says, “Alright, son. All of you leave, each of you come back, plus one. Be careful and keep your mates close. As close as possible. Try not to break contact at all. Lunis and his entourage do not ask questions; they don’t talk. They only act, and I need all of my children to come home tonight,” she emphasizes. “Lunis and your father used to be very close and I’ve witnessed the ruthlessness of that man, Nathan. Don’t blink if you can help it. And don’t take a risk not using your maximum potential. You hear me?”


  “Yes, Mother. I have us.”


  “Scott, don’t take your eyes off Glen. They’ll assume the ladies you show up with are your mates and are aware of the loss of one; they steal two. Shield her.”


  We nod and everyone in the room chatters.


  “Those two,” Nathan speaks low, pointing toward two the guys to our left who I noticed when I walked in. One waves and the other puts up two fingers. “They’re our cousins. They came to that party with us.”


  I nod and give a quick finger wave. The chatter grows louder, and it seems this meeting is over. “Can we go?” I’m not comfortable sitting here. And Taylor keeps giving me the I’m sorry eyes.


  Nathan nods and rises, saying, “Excuse us.” We leave, followed by Scott and Glen. “Want me to make you something to eat?”


  “Yes. Please? But nothing heavy. It’ll just put me to sleep, and I want to be as attentive as possible tonight.” Natalia has kind of rattled me. I’m not backing down, but I’m nervous.


  “You got it,” he assures, a little calmer than I expect him to be. Usually, calm is good. But not for Nathan, a modulated tone, skulk steps, and relaxed demeanor means he’s upset about something.


  He looks down at me from the corner of his eyes. “Why are you trying to read me?”


  “Am I right?”


  “Yes.”


  “You want to talk about it?”


  He looks over his shoulder then back. “No. Maybe later.”


  Glen and Scott aren’t far behind us. I nod, understanding why he doesn’t want to tell me now. “Okay. When we get back.”


  Nathan cooks a batch of fries, enough for the four of us. I listen to the house as I eat, unable to avoid doing so. The kids laugh and play with Little Nathan in the backyard. He’s been trying to put up a swing set for the past week, but it’s been a fail. Either the slides upside down or the poles are backward. The children are having more fun playing with the pieces than they would the set anyway. A deep discussion’s going on between Natalia, Roseland, and Ann. I block them out as not to be nosey; I don’t want to invade anyone’s privacy.


  “But you don’t mind invading my privacy,” Nathan mutters, attention seeming to be totally on his phone.


  “You’re one to talk.”


  Nathan puts the phone down on the counter and comes around the island to me. “We need to go.” He’s been on it for the past hour and a half, texting and talking. “I was finding out what I could about Olar. Do you not like me on my phone?”


  “I don’t like you in my head,” I sass, eating my last fry. Images of us from last night float around in my mind like popping bubbles. They cause pleasurable currents to surge through my body, forcing me to gnaw on my bottom lip.


  “Hmm. Don’t see you complaining now.”


  Too wrapped up in the memories, it takes me a second to realize he placed them there. I scowl at him. “That was low, Nate.”


  He chuckles. “I know, baby. I’m sorry.”


  I stand from my chair, unwillingly walk over to him, and sit on his lap. “I hate it when you do this,” I grumble. I’m leaning in to kiss him, not wanting to do this either. “This isn’t fair,” I complain, as my arms lift and wrap around his neck. “Ugh, Nathan. You are such a cheater.”


  Glen laughs from behind me. I can’t turn around to look at her. “That has to suck, Cey.”


  I stare into Nathan’s eyes, mumbling, “It does to an extent.” They swirl into this new, radiant forest green. A deeper brown circles his pupils. His eyes churn and the colors mix in a way that’s affectionate. I don’t have the words to explain it, but they speak to me by their swirl. “And then there’s that,” I mutter under my breath, gazing. They’re more beautiful than the galaxy, than the most serene view of mountain or water.


  “You two should get a room,” Scott declares.


  Nathan and I whirl around, lowering at him. “We have one,” Nathan starts. “But every time we’re in there, so are you.”


  “And with the way you two went at it while we were in school, this is G compared to your rated R,” I add. They were overly nasty. Many days I was victim to witnessing Glen’s tongue down Scott’s throat or Scott’s hand too high up Glen’s skirt.


  “You’re right, Cey. We can’t talk,” she chortles, kissing Scott’s cheek. He almost melts, blushing hard.


  Able to move my own body, I leave Nathan for the sink. Glen meets me, handing me the soap. “Thanks for showing me Scott.”


  I shake my head as I’m rubbing my hands together under the cold water. “I didn’t do anything, Glen. You already knew it was Scott. You just needed to realize it for yourself, in your own time.”


  “You and Nathan seem happy even with everything going on.”


  “You can say that.” I turn off the water and grab a paper towel. “We have our good days and our bad, but I’m not going anywhere, and neither is he.” I pinch my lips together and shrug my shoulders. “We’ll fight each other for each other if need be. You know?”


  “Yeah. I need that attitude with Scott. I mean, it says a lot when a guy jumps off a mountain for you.” She lowers her voice to say, “I do miss Monahan.” And boy can I see it in her eyes. “But what’s real is better than what someone makes you believe.” She drags her gaze away from me.


  I follow it, seeing a quick swirl in Scott’s eyes as they churn to a bright blue and green.


  Glen goes to him, and he stands at her approach. “I know, but we’ll get past it,” he says out loud to something she didn’t speak. “Where we’re going today, it’s not going to be safe. I’m talking the worst kind of dangerous. I need you to stay with me. I won’t lose you again.” The back of his hand glides across her cheek. She grabs it. “I love you, Glen, more than myself. Thank you for coming back to me.” His voice cracks and he clears his throat. A deep breath stalls him from finishing. She pulls him closer, almost encouragingly. “Thank you for accepting me,” he continues, taking her face in both his hands. I can’t see Glen’s face, but I see Scott wipe what must be a fallen tear from under her eye. With every word he speaks, his eyes grow brighter, shining every emotion he holds within them. “Glen. . . Thank you for choosing me.” His tight face twitches a smile before he dives in, placing his lips to hers.


  I lean against the counter, watching their exchange. Glen wraps her arms around him as they kiss. “I’m sorry, Scott,” she says against his mouth. “I love you, and even though I may get chaotic and it may not seem like I’m with you, I am. I’m carrying your heart forever. I promise I’ll never break it again.” Her words are quiet, not intended for anyone to hear her other than Scott. But we did.


  That’s because you’re being nosey.


  I wrinkle my nose. You are too, I nag at Nathan. His stop and stare smirk pinches a dimple in his cheek. He nods for me to come over. I do, willingly, leaving Scott and Glen to their moment of perfection. You think this time it’s permanent? I ask him.


  I hope so, Sparks. I can’t take it.


  Life’s got you stressed. I round him to his back and massage his shoulders.


  He grabs one hand and kisses my palm. It does.


  Hmm, I’m sorry. Wish I could make it better.


  You do. When you’re not pushing me away or telling me to leave.


  Yeah, well, I wouldn’t have to do that if you weren’t always an asshole.


  You’re right, Sparks, he drones, voiced laced with his bullshit, sarcastic tone.


  Like you’re doing right now. I push his shoulders and walk into the hallway, down to the living room. I can feel him rise from the chair and slowly follow behind me.


  “Sparks,” he calls in that deep voice he uses.


  I’ve already cornered the living room. I’m not answering, and I empty my mind so he can’t find me.


  He turns the corner, instantly locating me leaning against the wall.


  Dang! “What do you have a Tracey GPS?


  “What are you up to?” he asks, stepping in front of me, providing me with no breathing space. Each time I inhale, his scent fills my nose making me lightheaded.


  “Trying to figure out what you did to me last night.” I avoid looking in his hypnotizing eyes.


  “Doesn’t matter, as long as you felt good while I did it,” he drawls seductively.


  “Mmm.”


  He takes another step closer, grabs my waist, and lifts me up with my back to the wall. I clench my legs at his sides, with him not holding me up. “Did you?” he asks, stealing my gaze.


  “Probably.”


  “I don’t like that answer.”


  His eyes swirl a minute before settling on this color that’s going to drive me crazier than I already am about him. Loose strands of his hair have fallen around his forehead. I push it back like he does and let my hands rest on the back of his head. Breathing, I say, “I love what you do to me. No matter how you do it to me. Better?”


  “Much.” His eyes turn hazel. “Tonight is going to be dangerous. You wouldn’t be going if I had someone I could trust to look out for you. But know that I don’t want anything to happen to you. Only tonight will you be able to be inside my head.”


  My heart excitedly jumps around in my chest. “Sorry,” I mutter, noticing his tight-lipped expression.


  “I’m only doing this because I need you to stay focused. That mind of yours goes off sometimes.”


  Yeah. . . Like now, watching your lips move when you speak. Argh. Those lips can make any girl lose focus.


  Sparks.


  I jump from him invading my headspace, bringing me from my thoughts.


  “See. Anytime you fade out like that; I’ll take you over. We can’t leave anything to chance.”


  “I’m sorry. You’re right. You’re just really close, and you smell so good, and your lips distract me when you speak.”


  His lips spread as he smiles.


  I kiss them. “But I heard everything you said.” Letting my head fall back against the wall, I recite his words.


  “Something like that, my love.” He grabs my thighs. “Now, come back, so your lips can distract me.”


  I do, falling into him, never hitting bottom. Butterflies burst in my chest.


  “Calm down, Sparks.”


  I break away. “I can’t. It’s . . . addicting, Nate. How do you do it?”


  He carries me over to the couch and sits with me on his lap. “A lot of control. Except for last night, I lost it.” His head tilts back on the couch, exposing his neck.


  I lean in, placing my lips on it for a single kiss. A hard chill makes him shudder. “That was interesting,” I say.


  “That’s what you do to me.”


  “I like that,” I say, beaming.


  He bites his bottom lip and takes me in for a split second. Then he seizes me, grabbing the back of my neck, drawing me into his caress. Our lips lock and tongues twist as we break personal boundaries. Nathan pulls back before I can float away. “I seriously don’t want anything to happen to you.”


  “It won’t. You’re safe; I’m safe.”


  He nods.


  “Alright. What time are we leaving?” Scott asks from the living room’s opening—Glen tightly wrapped in his arms.


  I move from on top of Nathan to sit next to him.


  “Now,” Nathan answers. “I just figured we needed some time.”


  “You figured right,” Scott agrees.


  “Time for what?” Glen asks.


  “With each other,” Scott answers.


  “Why?” I ask.


  “Would you prefer us not share some alone time with each other and we get caught tonight. Then probably not see each other period,” Nathans says.


  Fear pricks the back of my neck. “No. . .” I drag. “I’d prefer not to have known that.”


  He shrugs. “I told you curiosity killed the cat.” He grabs my hand, filling me with the confidence and reassurance I need to tackle this.


  Everything is going to be fine. “Olar’s worth it,” I say, wishing he were here to say something witty.


  “Yep, let’s go get him.”


  “You’ve done stuff with them like this before, right Cey?” Glen asks as we head out.


  “Yeah. But not rescue missions. More like we’re on defense. The only other time we went for someone was when we were saving you, which seems like blowing bubblegum compared to this.”


  “Or chewing gum,” Scott jokes.


  “You’re taking this easy,” Glen tells him.


  He shrugs. “Another day and another near death experience.”
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  THE SUN WILL SET soon. Our ride to wherever we’re going is long and silent, save the exchange of saliva and smacking going on in the backseat. I couldn’t be more disgusted, but I’m happy I have my friend back, and she’s happy—what seems like a true happiness. The look in her eyes when she looked at Scott, the weight of her promise, her conclusive tone. I think they’ve finally met their point when their hearts, bodies, and the bond agrees. And besides dealing with family drama, and the intensity of the bond, they’ll have smooth sailing from here on out. Hopefully, we all will.


  I smile to myself, looking out the window. We’ve driven a few hours to a small city with a few moderately sized buildings in its center. Through the city, Nathan turns into an underground tunnel. I find relief in seeing we aren’t the only ones entering this underpass. In another mile, Nathan takes a turn and pulls off to the side of the road.


  Twisting in his seat, he asks me, “You ready?” I shake my head. “I’ll open up once we get in. Step where I step, move where I move, think how I think. Stay by me and don’t wander off, don’t look around. Stay focused. We want to be in and out.” His phone buzzes. Swiping it from the cup holder, he brings it to his ear, saying nothing.


  The person on the other end speaks quietly, informing, “They are moving him in two hours. You come now or never.” She gives some jumble of directions. I lost her after straight to the left.


  Nathan lowers the phone, and the screen displays the call has ended. He looks in the backseat. “You ready?”


  Scott shakes his head, saying, “Yes.” This tickles Glen.


  Nathan’s brow jumps in a single up-down flash, and then he gets out. I wait for him to open my door, and I join him on the sidewalk. “If you get scared, grab me. I’ll take it away until you get it together. I don’t want to be in here long, Sparky.”


  I grab his hand. “I know, in and out, too risky, focus, stick to you. I got it,” I say. It’s more of me pumping up myself.


  “Calm down, Sparks.” My anxiety eases when he interlocks our fingers. “I got it. And if anyone comes at you, don’t hesitate to turn them into ash. This is the only time where it won’t matter who can see. We don’t want to take any chances.”


  “Noted,” I respond, sure of myself.


  Glen and Scott finally get out of the car. “Sorry,” Scott says, closing the door.


  “Don’t worry about it. Make the car disappear,” Nathan tells him.


  “I didn’t know you could make things disappear,” Glen mentions.


  Scott pats Glen’s lower back. “That’s not important right now, darling.” He focuses on the car, and it fades out.


  Nathan takes me by my shoulders, turning me around. We face a large, fenced in, dark tunnel. Hurrying me, he instructs, “Use your hot hands to melt the metal and make a hole.”


  “Seriously?”


  “Yes, at least my height.”


  A concrete wall to my left goes up high and shapes an arch. This may have been a train tunnel at some point long ago, or a mining transport hole. The chain-link fence encloses the opening, keeping in the creepy darkness that rests in the depths of the tunnel where the dim light of the underpass can’t reach. Willing my hand to heat, I place it to the coiled metal, reaching as high as I can. To my liking, it quickly melts beneath my touch. I run my hand out about five inches more than Nathan’s body width, melting the metal down. The fence bends backward and breaks off before I make it to the ground. Nathan lurches forward, catching it before it clinks against the muddy concrete.


  He steps through first, quietly placing down the broken fence. He examines the entry before extending his hand behind him. I walk in, taking it. Glen and Scott are right on my heels.


  We creep through the darkness, following Nathan until he can’t see any more.


  Sparks?


  I’m on it. I will the film to cloak my eyes, allowing us sight in the darkness.


  We’re following Sparks. Stay close, Nathan says to all of us.


  You sure you will be okay, Cey?


  What?! Oh my gosh! I jump excitedly. Glen, you did it!


  Yeah. I’m happy, Cey. I swear I’ve never felt this good about anything.


  Nathan! I squeal.


  I know, Sparks. Stay focused. You two can celebrate later. We’re on limited time.


  Right. Sorry. Oh my gosh, she did it! Yay, Glen! Two-second dance party. I throw my arms in the air and move my hips with one swift motion to a non-beat. Woo♪! Okay, now focus and celebrate later. I couldn’t be happier for her and Scott.


  I continue down the tunnel, seeing nothing but space.


  We’re going to follow the tunnel until it ends. When it does, make a left, Nathan informs.


  I follow his instructions. We make a left. The tunnel grows darker. The air’s thick and muggy, and reeks of musty mildew. It coats my skin, making me sticky. Critters are scampering as we carefully stroll through the blackness, and I train my eyes not to scan the ground.


  We come upon the steel, screen-like door. A deadbolt and padlock seal the entrance. Now, what? I ask.


  Melt the lock. I’ll unlock the bolt. Just look at it, so I know where it is, Nathan says.


  I melt the lock, and the bolt unlocks. Nathan pulls the door open. There’s no whine as it swings open. I suspected there would be from its rustic look.


  We continue, not yet allowed a glimpse of light.


  Walk down to the first door on your left. Everybody stay quiet. Don’t even let your steps sound. Once we make it through, Scott, you and Glen move to the left side of the room. We’ll take a right. There will be three there. I’ll take care of them, if I need you, Sparks, I’ll let you know. Don’t move unless I say.


  I lead us to the door. It opens on its own. The dim lighting from the room frees us from the dreary shadows. Scott and Glen take their spot, and I take mine. Nathan moves faster than my eyes can follow, dropping the three guys before they’re able to speak. Sparks, close the door, he rushes.


  I run over, quietly pushing the door closed. We meet in the middle of the room.


  The next door we go through is where Olar’s supposed to be. Stay by my side; use my instincts to guide you. I’ll stay open to you. Touch me if you get scared or uncomfortable. Stay focused, Sparks.


  I nod, lacing my fingers through is. Sealing our hold, I’m flooded by him, seeing through his eyes. I feel every bit of him; the breeze from the air blowing past his head that I can’t feel, being shorter than he, the warmth of the room to him where, to me, it’s cold. His determined and confident aura impels me, and as he is, I become.


  You ready? he asks, and I echo him.


  We nod.


  We approach the door, breathing on the same breath and stepping with the same foot. The dark wooden door swings open.


  We’re hit head on by two men the size of Top. I dust one before he can wrap his blood-drenched hand around my face. Nathan takes care of the other one.


  Jail-like cells aligning the walls hold men and women who scream for freedom and beg to be released. They blare at the top of their lungs, demanding we help them. We spot Olar on the ground level, hanging from the ceiling by his arms wrapped in barbed wire to his torso. We race to his cell, and I’m yanking at the lock. Being a larger lock, it takes longer to melt. Snatching it off, Nathan and I yank the cell open, and Glen and Scott rush in. Scott climbs Olar, and with is mouth morphed animal-like with razor sharp teeth, he chews the wires loose.


  Olar drops to his feet, unwrapping himself.


  We turn, looking around the big room, making sure no one’s coming up behind us. The oversized room filled three floors high with occupied cells holding screaming humans and blaring creatures echo as they grow louder, seeing Olar get free.


  Easy, let’s go, Nathan and I say.


  Olar slowly approaches us. His facial expression makes us question his action with his eyes sad yet eager and a frown to his mouth. I can’t, he says. I have to find Lana.


  We dig our teeth into our tongue, biting back our irritation. He’s lost his mind. Who the hell is Lana and why do we give a damn about her? We came here for you. We have you, and now it’s time to go. Before we can’t go! we say harshly.


  I’m sorry. You can leave, but I can’t leave her. I saw her and the attraction I had toward this woman was undeniable. Her heart became mine. She’s my beautiful creature. I won’t let her stay prisoner here. We can’t leave her.


  Fuck. She’s your mate. Our heads fall with realization coming over us.


  She is. I need her. We see the desperation in his eyes. The plea for us to not walk away but help him rescue his mate too.


  Do you know where she is? we ask.


  Yes.


  Throwing our left arm out, we edgily instruct, Lead the way.


  Olar runs to our left, and we follow him down the celled wall.


  Where are we going? Scott barks.


  To find Olar’s mate, we answer.


  He mated with someone in here? How the hell is that even possible?


  Not now, Scott, we fire back.


  Crowded by the double flow of irritation, my hands shake. I grab Nathan’s hand, and I’m able to feel my hand through his touch. Washed in confidence, I push forward, sure we have everything under control.


  We come upon an empty, open cell. A small hole sits in its back wall. We crawl through it, making it to a cramped space with a hatch Olar pulls back. We drop down, barging into a small room that only holds a bed. A thin girl jumps up from it. At first, she looks afraid, then shows excitement when her sight rests on Olar. They kiss and then she nods. She pulls a ladder down from the hatch, and we climb it out of the room. First Olar and Lana.


  Going back the way we came, we go as fast as we can, bursting from the crawl space, fleeing from the cell, racing across the floor with the brown, wooden door in sight.


  Scott! Glen’s voice shrills in our mind.


  We skid to a stop, twisting around.


  Three bulky men stand before us. The one in the middle has his arm wrapped around Glen’s neck, holding her hostage. Terror spills tears from her eyes and reddens her cheeks.


  “Kegic, let her go,” Olar demands.


  Scott’s shaking next to Nathan, morphing and changing color.


  “If he takes one step, I will drop her,” Kegic warns, gesturing toward Scott. “You’re surrounded.”


  We don’t tear our eyes away to check our surroundings. Chewing on her lip, Glen squints her eyes as her brows draw in tight. Her begs loud but she’s learned to stay quiet. Her gaze never breaks away from Scott’s. With trembling lips, she mouths, Please. Scott steps forward. . .


  My life moves in slow motion.


  Before a thought can process, before we can take our next breath before we can blink.


  Fast as a strike of lightning, Kegic reaches his free hand to the top of Glen’s head and then yanks it away, taking the top of her head and brain with it. Her eyes roll to the back of her head at the removal, and I watch my best friend slowly drop to the floor—lifeless.


  I’m numb. I turn to my right, looking past Nathan to Scott. Disbelief sears his face as his pupils and irises cloud with a darkness that empties me. He pales, dropping to his knees, and falls over on his shoulder.


  The world sucks the air from my body. My agony fights against my focus on Nathan. He grabs my hand, and my attention redirects back to Kegic, who’s smiling at us. Who took the life of my friends in less than a second.


  “Are you trying to escape—” He evaporates. No ash.


  The other two charge. I dust one and Nathan vaporizes the other.


  The room’s silent as we turn back around to make a run for it. Three men rush through the door we need to leave through.


  “I have them, you two keep running,” Olar yells. The three guys drop down, clawing at their head, and ripping out their hair.


  We rush through the rooms to the dark hall. I carefully but quickly lead us back through, out of the steel door. We round the corner, fence in sight. I’m stumbling, unable to keep up. Nathan’s car has reappeared, and the moment we make it to the sidewalk, I’m dropping to my knees, choking.


  I can’t. . . I can’t hold it in. Nathan lifts me from the ground, pulling me with him into the backseat. He separates himself from me, and I feel every inch of my chest cave in, my heartbreak, my lungs constrict. The scene replays over and over and over again.


  “Not yet, Sparks.” Nathan grabs my hand, pushing calm through me that doesn’t do it.


  The feelings fight against each other, and I grit my teeth, trying to manage.


  Hold on, Sparks. I know. Just hold on. He pulls me to lay my head in his lap, and I black out.
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  I PEEL MY EYES open, peering into the night. I breathe deeply. Phlegm forces a cough. It’s then I remember.


  Screaming at the top of my lungs, I drown in an unbearable sorrow. A sorrow of which I try to relieve myself by my cry.


  Nathan pulls me onto him as he sits up, holding my head in his neck. He squeezes me tight, trying to suppress the crowding hurt, the staggering stab of loss. Burying his head in my neck, he breathes, breaths warm and heavy as he cries.


  My moans are muffled against his skin, and I wish the boa-constricting grip I have on him—he has on me—did something for this sting.


  Like this. We sit for hours. It never lifts. We don’t break apart but break more and more.


  Eventually, he lays us down. Our collars of our shirts are wet. My nose and lips are raw. My throat and eyes are sore.


  Her voice is a whistle in my ears. Her laugh, a croon to my soul. I shiver when I see her as a movie in my mind, a time when we were kids, and she passed me her pink princess eraser to the hug we shared before leaving this afternoon. My best friend, happy only hours ago, now a memory. The things I’ll never get to enjoy with her again, gone. I cry until I’m drained, and my drying sobs echo against my human wall.


  Nathan’s hard as a brick, jaw tight, and still as stone, never removing his arm from being thrown over his eyes. When he loosens, a soft sob escapes him, and that worsens my pain. Scott was to him as Glen was to me. Reminded of that, the role Scott played in both our lives, my tears return and I cry myself to sleep.
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  I wake, later, to a sleeping Nathan. Discomfort rested heavily on his face. I kiss the corner of his mouth twice. The apparent distress in his sleeping expression lessens, being replaced by tranquility. I kiss him again. “Nate?” His brows twitch. I kiss him again. “Nathan?”


  His eyes open to thin slits. “You’re right, that is a good way to wake up,” he says, deep and sleepily.


  “Can we take a walk? I can’t lay here awake on my own.” And my thoughts and this misery. . .


  Black eyes meet mine. “Yes.”


  I get up, going to the closet. Blocking out the memories, I change my clothes, feeling weary. Nathan comes in behind me and changes too. We slide on our running shoes and leave the house, passing Olar and his new mate sitting in the gazebo. I grab Nathan’s hand as we stroll to our usual walking path. The breeze cools the settled heat that’s made my body a discomfort for the last few hours. The air smells of arriving summer, and the relief I hoped to feel is short.


  Nathan pulls me to his front and rests his head on mine. I tilt my head back and kiss the bottom of his chin. “Thank you, Sparks.” He exhales, straitening.


  I rub his arms. “Thank you, Nate.”


  We stride, trying to ease off today. I rest my head on his shoulder, wanting a relief greater than the graze of his hand.


  Stopping, he twists me around and hugs me to him. I sigh, returning it. We’re both needing each other. Beyond the extra ability to physically comfort one another, but to just be here and be held. Pulling back a little, he lifts my chin. “I’m sorry, Tracey. I let you down.”


  Looking into black, non-swirling eyes, I assure, “It’s not your fault, Nate. Don’t apologize. Neither of us knew it was going to happen.” A pool of tears forms on my bottom lids. He touches my cheek, sucking away the pain. I clear the growing lump from my throat. “I appreciate that,” I gurgle, and clear my throat again.


  “I can’t take it.”


  “I know.” Needing the high, I pull him down, and press my lips to his.


  His caress is gentle, requesting my comfort.


  “Nate, I don’t like you kissing my woman like this.” My hand heats at the sound of Roehl’s voice. He’s with two other men taller than him.


  “Now is not a good time,” Nathan snarls in a low, venomous voice, taking on his demon. My head tilts back, watching him grow larger than his previous size.


  Roehl’s eyes widen then he squints. Sobering, he cajoles, “Tracey, I’ve come to take you home.” The whimsical tone of his voice lightens my mood. “I love you, and I need you at my side, Cey.”


  A smile tickles my cheeks as his bright eyes capture me. Letting go of Nathan, I leave for Roehl. Nathan snatches me by the crux of my arm.


  “Let her choose, Nate. Not like you can do anything to me based on her choice.”


  I remove my hand from Nathan’s again and regain the step I’d taken.


  Roehl reaches out to me, palm up, ready for my hand to slide over his. “Come here, Tracey, I’d like to talk to you.”


  I nod, taking another step toward him, looking into his golden eyes as they travel over me. He appeals to me, entices me.


  My steps halt. I look over my shoulder at Nathan and then back to him.


  “Come on, Sparks, let me love you,” Roehl encourages with a sweet smile.


  A roughened pound attacks my heart as I’m continuing to him. Every step, it gets worse.


  Nathan’s at my side, grabbing me again. With nothing more than a foot between Roehl and us, my arm rises, reaching out for him. The space between he and I grows as the warm hands wrapped around my arm and waist pull me back.


  I turn up my nose, ordering, “Nathan, release me.” I snatch my arm from him, inching toward Roehl. “You said you loved me?” I ask him.


  “I do love you, Sparks.”


  “But you don’t know me.”


  “I do. Everything about you. From your need of freedom to your desire to be cared for. Your wish of comfort. Even the admiration you crave. Not only do I love you, but I can give all of that to you and more.”


  “Really?” My heart thumps hard in my chest. I place the hand I removed from Nathan to it, feeling its hollow beat. It’s eager. Maybe eager for me to chase the freedom I crave.


  “Really.” He smiles at me, and I return it.


  I close the remaining distance to him, and he grabs my waist. A great void is filled with his touch. I’d indulge in it, but I’m not allowed the opportunity. I’m snatched away, and a different comforting touch replaces Roehl’s. Nathan’s. . . This is confusing and frustrating.


  Roehl struts forward. “Don’t interfere, Nate.”


  “I’ll interfere, and you’ll have to go through me to get her. And she’ll have to go through me to choose you,” Nathan swears.


  “Do you doubt her, Nate? Your mate?”


  I watch their exchange, studying them. Both worthy of my time. I’ve been with Nathan, and it has been one hell of a rollercoaster ride. He’s made me touch the stars, but he’s also taken me to the core of the Earth with some things we’ve experienced. Roehl, he offers a life I want. . . If I could find peace and freedom in him— No. . . Is that right? Roehl promises things. . . Things I already have. Are my peace and freedom not in my mate. . .? I move Nathan aside, stepping in front of him. Going back to Roehl, he welcomes me in his stocky arms, and I gaze into his striking, gold eyes. Studying. . . Considering.


  As he’s leaning in to kiss me, I’m yanked away.


  “Nathan! Stop! Let me go,” I spit, jabbing the air with the point of my finger. Going back to Roehl, I wrap an arm around his neck, feeling the coolness of his skin. I rest my free hand against his chest, feeling the softness of his muscles, unlike Nate’s is firm.


  “I told you, she’d be mine.” Roehl glides his hand across my arm, and we’re free of any shock. His kiss against my cheek also doesn’t burn.


  Playing with the thought of kissing him, I brush my thumb across his lips. Not yet ready to go that far, I kiss this side of his cheek where the body of the sun rests against his face.


  His head turns, and our lips graze.


  Roehl’s wrenched away from me, thrown on his back. He’s quickly back on his feet, rushing Nathan. The men he came with stand back, not concerned with their fight. Nathan gets Roehl by his neck and tries to rip his head off.


  “Nathan,” I shout. “Don’t!” Roehl shoves Nathan, forcing him away. I run between them with my back to Roehl and a hand thrown out toward Nathan. “Back off,” I threat with a push that doesn’t move Nathan.


  “Sparks,” he growls venomously in his red-tented skin, sharp teeth, and spiked hair. But it doesn’t intimidate me; his call is a request. “Don’t be influenced.” He reaches for me, and I swat his hand away. “It’s written Sparky, in the beat of your heart. . . In my chest.”


  Roehl’s arms push around my waist. He kisses my cheek, lips smooth and air sweet. “Tell him to leave, Sparks. He’ll have no choice but to listen,” he whispers in my ear.


  “Leave, Nathan. Get out of here. Go home,” I shoot off, shooing him.


  “Good girl,” Roehl kisses the cuff of my ear. “I love you for that.”


  I peek over my shoulder at him, and then face him full-bodied.


  “C’mon. Let’s go home,” he tells me.


  I nod, feeling a smile tug at the corners of my mouth.


  “Told you, brother, she’d choose me,” Roehl taunts as we’re turning away.


  “Sparky . . . don’t,” Nathan utters from behind me.


  Roehl laughs, open-mouthed, with his sharp, golden teeth displayed. I stop to watch him, seeing his teeth dripping my blood with a faint memory of pain in my shoulder. Studying his eyes, taking in the feel of his hand, watching the moon dance on his face, and being this close to him feels . . . wrong. A heavy resentment for the man squirms my stomach. Deranged memories of his flaws rise in my thoughts. Eyeing him, in his humored laughter, I brush my thumb over his bottom lip. He calms, kissing it. With deep admiration, he gazes at me as if I were a trophy he’d just battled for and won.


  Roehl leans forward for my kiss.


  Drawing back, I smile, being that unattainable trophy. “I will never choose you.”


  His smile fades. He bursts into ash, joining the dirt beneath my feet. Staring at the remnants, I back to Nathan, almost missing the two men charging for me. I thrust out my hands, blasting a warp of fire at their heads. They drop, decapitated. I finish them off, blowing over my hands to set their bodies on fire.


  Turning away, I leave back down the path. Not a second later, a relief only heaven can provide showers down on me. I exhale, feeling Roehl’s hold lifted off me, feeling my confusion fade, feeling no desire for that stranger lie in me whatsoever. My knees weaken.


  Nathan swoops me up in his arms, carrying me as we walk. A smile lightens his once grief-stricken face. I throw my arms around his neck, and he adjusts me so I can wrap around him.


  Back in his regular form, he drops to his knees. “I love you so fucking much, baby,” he promises. I let my knees fall to the ground, leaving my arms wrapped around him, letting him hold me until he’s ready to let go. “We had some bad shit happen to us today, but I need to bask in this moment for a second.”


  His hold loosens, and I pull back to look at him. “I know the feeling.”


  Warm, orange-brown eyes gloss over as they bore into mine. His head falls against my shoulder, and I place mine beside his. There are no words for this moment. To feel relieved by my freedom but be burdened by losing two people we love. This moment in our life is bittersweet. Pain in our loss, pleasure in our triumph.


  I grab Nathan’s head, lifting it. “You’ve gotten really big.”


  He smiles, lifting us from the ground. “I didn’t notice.”


  I hook my arm around his and let him reel me into his side. “You have. You’re huge in that form of yours.”


  He breathes. “You want to go back to the house or continue walking?”


  “We may run into people if we go back in, let’s continue. My emotions are clashing. I’m heavy and light and prefer just us.”


  “Cool. Let’s go to the beach.”


  Olar and Lana cross our path. “You two okay?” Olar asks, taking Nathan’s other side.


  Nathan shrugs. “I can’t say. Yes and no.”


  “I’m sorry about what happened.”


  “Don’t be,” Nathan remarks. His feelings toward Olar are little off, wanting to but not wanting to blame him for what happened. I feel the same way. We can’t blame him for wanting to save his mate, but we were in the clear, had him and could’ve run right out the door to our freedom. The five of us could’ve escaped with our lives, but we had to stay there longer, allowing our enemies the opportunity to catch up with us. It’s not his fault. It’s no one’s fault, but we could’ve, maybe, found another way to get his mate. “Yeah, babe, that’s how I’m trying to avoid thinking,” Nathan counters, looking down at me from the corner of his eyes.


  I crinkle the left side of my face, shamefully apologizing. “Just made it worse?”


  He chuckles. “It’s okay.” He pulls me closer than the close I was, and I lay my head on his side as we stroll. I know I can’t, but somehow, I’m trying to relieve him, wanting his happy to overrule his misery. It’s not working.


  “You mind if we join you?” Olar asks.


  “Feel free,” Nathan answers, sweeping his hand out in front of himself.


  After walking in silence for a bit more, we settle in the sand, some feet from the water. The moon dances on its surface to the sound of the rustling trees. I flick my gaze to the sky. The moon rests stationary. As it should. It’s lonely up there tonight. Half full and without a star in sight. Almost like this moment in my life. If I shift my gaze down to the night sky in the water, it’s joyous; glistening lights are dancing with the excited moon. But up there, in the still firmament, it’s repentant.


  Hey, I know you may blame me for what happened, and I’m sorry I got us into this mess. But I’m grateful you risked your lives to save my mate and me, Olar intrudes the silence of my mind. “I’d like to introduce you,” he says to Lana, then looks at us, making sure it’s okay.


  I lean forward to shake her hand. “Hi, Lana. I’m Tracey. Nathan’s my mate. Thank you for choosing our cousin. It’s nice to meet you.”


  Nathan kisses my temple. “That sounded good, babe.” He nods once at Lana. “Wassup, thanks for choosing my cousin.”


  “Hi. Thank you for saving us.” Her voice is high and squeaky, and if I have to listen to it frequently, it’ll get annoying. Standing a few inches shorter than Olar, she’s petite and wears her hair in a short bob-like hairstyle that needs a serious wash and blow dry. Her exotic skin-tone is paling, and her cheeks pinch too tightly when she smiles. She probably hasn’t seen the sun in a long time. By her ragged clothes and dirty nails, it’s obvious she’s been held prisoner for a while.


  I give her a final smile of acceptance and turn my attention back to the water. A relieving breath rushes out of my lungs and cools my throat. I’ve been holding that since the day Roehl took the bite out of my shoulder. Leaning against Nathan, I try to manage my thoughts.


  “You okay, Tracey?” Lana asks, sitting near me.


  “I am. You?” I ask kindly, not wanting to be standoffish because I’m in a sour mood.


  She nods, smiling a jubilant grin. “I never thought I’d feel this good.”


  “It’s good to be happy.”


  “You’re right.” She breaks our eye contact and looks to my left. “I want to apologize for your loss tonight.”


  “You don’t have to apologize. It was no one’s fault. Messed up stuff happens.” I wrap Nathan’s arm around me, closing my eyes. I do so to block my sight but see more with my eyes closed than I did with them open. Their smiles will haunt me forever. “They were finally happy together. I hope they remain that way.” Lana’s bringing it up forces a recall of Glen’s voice in my head. I was so freaking excited over her finally excepting our family. I wanted to enjoy that with her, celebrate with her, and thank her for accepting us and choosing Scott. I wanted to hug her and squeeze her so tight she’d complain. Kegic. . . He stole my goodbye.


  “Excuse me, Lana. Nate, give me a few minutes,” I say, standing.


  He nods.


  I need to be by myself for a minute. I’d like to work through my feelings alone. The entire situation could’ve gone so differently. My thoughts during the rescue weren’t my own; I could only concentrate on focusing. Staying alerted for my safety, selfishly, only worrying about Nathan and me. I knew it wasn’t going to end well when I saw that man’s arm around her neck. Like Natalia said, they only act. He didn’t hesitate to take the life of my friends. He was so fast. He couldn’t have thought before he acted.


  I look down at my feet, grateful I did, as I was about to step on a few baby turtles trying to make their way to the water. I step back, watching them scurry to it. A smaller one trails off. I bend down and push its little shell back in line. I know I’m not supposed to help, but something may come along when it gets lost and eat it, stealing its life too. It follows back in line with its siblings, and they safely pass me to the water.


  I smile. Life is full of wonderful and heartbreaking surprises. I’m standing here, happy for myself, and yet, sad for my friend. But I stand here alone. For the first time in a long time, I’ve walked over ten feet away from someone who’s needed to keep an eye on me. And it feels good not to have someone looking over my shoulder, or me fearing Roehl’s going to come along and woo me with his Nathan influence. It feels even better to have control of myself.


  Glen would be happy.


  “Ugh!” It’s over, Glen. . . “It’s all finally over!” I whisper. “No more crazy ass Papa Nathan and no more Roehl. We can really be happy now.” Turning to walk back to the trio, I avert my gaze back to the moon. Two bright stars have appeared near it. They tease and taunt the illuminate rock by twinkling and glimmering. Watching them makes me think of Glen and Scott. I stop and stare, needing to verbally release the goodbye warming my tongue. “I’m sorry, GeGe. I never wanted this. I can’t say I wish we never chose them, but I can say I wish things were different—easier. . . Lighter. I can say I wish we made different decisions and that I’d relive our last day together over and over again if we could.” A feeling of freedom settles in me, and I wipe the cold tear from my cheek. “I hate that something bad needed to happen for something good to follow. I hate that something bad had to be losing you.” I cough a sob forcing a smile through my tears. “You were my best friend,” I whisper, hearing her last laugh. “I am . . . really going to freaking miss you. I’ll never forget you. I promise, GeGe. I’m freaking ecstatic you’re happy. I’ll love you forever.” Bringing my palms to my lips, I kiss their centers. Willing them to form two orbs of fire, I lightly blow them off. The lightening colored spheres dance as they float up to the sky, reflecting over the water. Once high enough, they burst into two fireworks. Pink and blue. “You two make sure you save a spot up there for Nathan and me. I’ll see you later.”


  I pivot but halt. Nathan’s here. His thumbs swipe across my eyes and down my cheeks. They’re cold against my skin. “Okay?” he asks.


  “Okay,” I assure. I lean my head against Nathan’s chest, watching the remaining of the flames from the fireworks sizzle away.


  Autumn Leaves by Ed Sheeran sings in my mind. Another tear, another cry. Another place for us to die. It’s not complicated. Another love that’s gone to waste. Another light lost from your face. It’s not complicated. Is it that it’s over or do birds still sing for you. . .


  With my small goodbye, the pressure from the pain isn’t as bad. It’s not going to be the same, and I’ll always miss her, but it’ll get a little easier with every breath, and a little better with every day.


  “That was nice.”


  I knit my brows.


  “That firework thing.”


  “Oh. Yeah,” I recall. “I didn’t know that would happen.”


  “It was cool it did. She would’ve loved it.”


  I sniff and hold back the tears. “She loved it,” I utter, looking back at the two stars.


  “You ready to go in, break the news and listen to Olar introduce Lana to the family?”


  Shrugging, I utter, “Sure. Who’s doing the talking?”


  “Olar.” He clears his throat. “I can’t say it.”


  I slip my hand under his shirt, rubbing his back. “I understand. Let’s get this over with.”


  The four of us head back home. Lana steals small glances at me, and I catch Olar nod to her from my periphery. “Tracey, are you human?” she blurts.


  Disregarding her contemplative stare, I say, “Yes.”


  “I asked because of your ability.”


  “I, umm, inherited it.”


  “Oh. That’s a pretty cool ability you’ve inherited.”


  “Thank you, I think.”


  Lana is okay. We just happen to meet her at the wrong time. If times were different and she’d come around, I’d be happier about her and Olar. I hope they can’t tell, though.
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  “GOOD EVENING, EVERYONE. THANKS for making yourselves available.” Roseland looks the room over before his gaze falls on Nathan.


  Nathan stands. “Olar will be speaking for me tonight,” he informs mildly. “Excuse me.” Sitting, he scoots closer and slides the fingers of his left hand between my right’s.


  Olar stands. Lana jumps to her feet, fisting the back of Olar’s shirt so tightly it wrinkles. “Let me introduce you first,” he consoles in a whisper. “Then you’ll join me.” She nods, taking her seat. Everyone’s dead silent waiting on Olar to speak. Breathing, he studies the pensive expressions resting on the faces of his family. He takes a bit to gather his words. “First, I want to say that I’ve found my mate.” His hand waves behind him, motioning for Lana to stand. “Her name’s Lana, and she’s chosen me. She was, unfortunately, kept prisoner where I’d been captured. We rescued her when they came for me.” Lana pats his shoulder and sits. A heavy sigh expels from Olar as his shoulders slump. “As we were escaping, we lost two of our family members who are missing tonight. The ones responsible have been taken care of. But that, in no way, makes up for the loss of life.” He sits.


  I appreciate he’s brief.


  Nathan stands, tugging my arm. I knit my brows as I stand, wondering what we’ve decided to share. “We also have an update in regards to an ongoing issue that’s presented itself as an inconvenience in our lives.” He looks for me to finish.


  “Roehl’s no longer a problem. We—” I shake my head, correcting, “I was able to fight against his influence, choosing Nathan and ending him.” I exhale heavily, feeling an even greater weight lifting from my shoulders as I say it out loud.


  Natalia snatches me in her arms, startling me. I didn’t see when she crossed the floor to here. “This is excellent news.” She releases me and hugs her son. “I’m thrilled to hear this, you two.” Breaking away from him, she takes our hands and squeezes them tightly. “I’m happy for you both. And, Tracey, I’m sure it brings a great relief to you.” Her saying so, and her understanding and guidance through this situation makes me believe she’s been through the same thing.


  I muster a smile for her. “It does.”


  “It’s not only a release for Tracey but a release for me as well,” Taylor announces. “Thank you for that, Tracey.” She remains standing, awaiting my acknowledgment.


  I’ve never hated anyone in my life—save Papa Nathan. But her, I do. Averting my gaze away from her, I find new faces smiling at me.


  Nathan leans forward, pointing in their direction. “That’s Valence.” Valence waves. “And next to him is his sister Valerie. They’ll be staying the summer here.” Valerie waves excitedly. I return the gesture.


  Roseland stands, making Taylor finally take her seat. “As we all know, it’s going to get a little crowded around here. Please, no parties or crazy guests, try to keep it quiet and respect everyone’s privacy. Hopefully, we won’t have to have another family meeting for a while.” He grumbles, rubbing his hand over his buzzed head.


  I lean against Nathan, watching everyone leave the room. Little Nathan plops down on the couch, squeezing between Nathan and me. I’m forced over, brushing against an ice cold Lana.


  “Sorry,” I mumble, rubbing my frost bitten arm. “You’re freezing. Want my sweater?”


  She declines, shaking her head. “I know. It’s a thing I can’t get rid of. I’m used to it, but thank you. What happens now?”


  “You go enjoy your time with Olar.”


  She kind of jumps in her seat, twisting to face Olar. They hurry from the great room, hand in hand.


  Turning to my left, I narrow my eyes at Little Nathan. “What’s going on with you?”


  “Same thing I’m wondering.” Nathan pushes him to stand, then pulls me back to his side.


  “Come on, bro. You have to know I had nothing to do with that,” Little Nathan lowers his voice for only us to hear. We’ve kept the Cindy incident just between the three of us. “You have to forgive me by now. I’m sorry it happened. I’d never do anything to you or Tracey.”


  “I know, bro. I’m over it. I need Sparks near me right now, though. To keep it down.”


  Little Nathan gives him a side-eye glance.


  “I’m serious. What’s done is in the past. Don’t let it happen again,” Nathan warns.


  “It won’t. Tracey, I’m sorry about what happened. And I’m happy for you. I’m sure my brother appreciates you not killing him.”


  My brows furrow, as I yelp, “What?!”


  Little Nathan shrugs and leaves. Taylor takes his spot. Placing the card table chairs down in front of us, Justin and her sit and stare.


  “Taylor, whatever you have to say, today is not the day to say it,” I warn.


  “When will be a good day to say it?” she counters.


  I adjust to sitting forward and hope my sardonic expression conveys my revulsion for her. “The day I am standing over your grave.”


  “Tracey, please? Just hear me out.”


  I meet Nathan’s eyes. “It’s up to you, Sparks,” he says, shifting his gaze away from me. Seems like he’s the least interested in this. But if he didn’t want to hear her out, he would’ve walked away.


  “Tracey, come on. You are my sister.” Giving in, I lean back on the couch, but I don’t meet her eyes. “Thank you. I’m sorry about everything, Sparks. I don’t know what came over me, I love my family, I was selfish and wrong, I made decisions that were uncharacteristic of me, and I hurt the second most important person in my life. Being rejected by someone I care about is a pain I can’t withstand. I should’ve never done that and betrayed you all. I’m sorry to the three of you, and I hope the two of you will accept me back.” She pokes out her lip and gives me the saddest puppy dog eyes.


  I cross my legs, not moved by her apology. I want to be . . . but I’m not. “Don’t call me Sparks.”


  Taylor flicks her gaze from me to Nathan. “Little brother, forgive me. Please? I was caught up in selfishness, thinking that going outside of the family could get me what I wanted when all it got me was a stab in my back. I was wrong, and I’m sorry. But I can’t live with you not in my life, keeping me at a distance, and treating me like I’m your enemy even though we sleep under the same roof.”


  Nathan scrapes his nails over his beard, fixing Taylor with a studious glower. He drones, “I slept under the same roof with my father for fifty-three years, and you see what happened to him.”


  “Nate, please. I love you. I know I messed up big, but you have to let me back in.”


  “I don’t have to do anything. But know the next time you bring harm to my family, I will end you, no words involved. You’re my sister, and until the next day you cross me, we’re cool.” He smirks.


  She smiles, standing with her arms spread out at her sides. He hugs her, no pleasure or satisfaction on his behalf seeming to be involved. “Thank you, Nathan.” She looks over at me. “Now you, Tracey?”


  “No. I’m not hugging you. But if Nate’s okay with you, then you’re okay with me.” I stand. “I’m not there yet.” I pass her, and she pulls my arm, hugging me anyway. She releases me, and I turn away from her, heading for the door.


  Natalia meets Nathan and me on our exit. “I know you don’t mean it, but thank you,” she says to him. He hugs her and continues past her.


  “You thirsty?” he asks as we enter the kitchen.


  “Yes. Apple juice please?”


  He pours me a glass and grabs himself a bottled water. We sit at the island, silently. My apple juice is sweet and cold sliding over my tongue, but I can’t shake the heat, this melting feeling that battles against the trimmers in my gut.


  “Nathan, Roseland wants to speak with you,” Natalia interrupts the silence, coming up behind him.


  He rises from the barstool, sliding me his empty bottle. “Alright, Mom. Thanks.”


  Natalia sits beside me, taking Nathan’s seat. “I’m relieved for you, Tracey.”


  “Thanks.” I toss his empty bottle and place my glass in the sink before returning to my spot. “I feel really awkward. I want to be happy, and then I want to be sad. I’m trying to hold it together, though, because I know when I’m sad and stuff it bothers Nathan. And he’s dealing with his own grief.”


  She nods, taking my hand. Turning it over, she studies my palm, and I feel her will it to turn black. The blackness quickly fades in, spreading from its center to my fingertips.


  “How’d you do that?” I drawl, amazed, watching my consoling vines slither along my arm and, in a way, hug me.


  “I can only do it to you because of the connection I have with my son. I’m able to latch on to his ability of control.”


  I knit my brows, unsure of how I should respond to this.


  “Nathan is unique, Tracey. Holding the personality of a lion, he’s confident, a leader, demanding, and even arrogant. He can be indifferent in dealing with most, but he has a genial quality that makes you love him.” She tucks my hair behind my right ear as I feel my burning feather appear on my cheek. “He told me you two fight a lot, and that you’re indifferent about a lot of things. More apprehensive and insecure. Everything okay?”


  I look down and away at the feet of her barstool. “We do. I don’t mean to fight with him. It’s just been a lot to deal with, and he has this annoying block the world out personality sometimes. It makes me so upset he won’t sit down, open up, and talk to me. At first, I thought he was afraid I’d change my mind about him if he were to be his real self. But I’ve told Nathan over and over I’m here with him, accepting of him no matter the circumstances, the secrets, or the truths. But he still won’t . . . I don’t know . . . bare his soul to me. I guess that’s what I want him to do.”


  She cackles. “That’s been Nathan since he was a child.” She turns, gaze fixed on the window that sits above the sink. “He’s always been guarded, never letting anyone in to understand him. You’d have to knock down every mountain on Earth before you make it through to that boy. But it’s because of the childhood he had. Starting with his father. One thing I tried to instill in Nathan was to cherish your family, stand by your family. But it’s been family that has always let him down, or turned their backs on him.” She smiles. “It makes him a tough cookie.”


  “But when he wouldn’t help Taylor, you threatened him with being banned.” Turning your back on him.


  She nods, meeting my eyes. “I did. So he would help. I have to be hard with Nathan, or I won’t get anything out of him.”


  “But that resulted in him moving.” I don’t understand how this helped her.


  She nods. “And I wasn’t expecting that. But now, having you, Nathan has things to consider, and if he feels that having a place of his own will be better for his and your protection—.”


  “Wait,” I cut her off. “What else is there? Everything is over, now, right?”


  “He’s Burdened, Tracey. One thing I want you to understand about his life is. . .” She takes a deep breath, slowly releasing it. “He is never without trouble. And he made it worse when he went out and rebelled against the family, making more enemies than he can count. The burning feather on your cheekbone is Nathan’s symbol. The indication of something beautiful tarnished by fraught.”


  “The beauty of a fallen feather, burning in a set flame,” I declaim. Her statement compels me to realize its beauty. I used to hate this ugly feather and recalling what it looks like; it’s immaculate.


  Deep-set, hazel eyes meet mine. “My son loves you, Tracey.”


  “I love him.”


  I feel Nathan enter the kitchen. “Who do you love?”


  I smile at Natalia before turning my attention to Nathan. “Uhh?”


  He matches my smile, and there’s light that slices through my darkness of this day. “What are you two talking about?”


  “Burning feathers,” she states simply, getting up and leaving.


  He looks me over, rubbing his thumb across my cheekbone. The feather disappears along with the vines. “Burning feathers?”


  I turn my head and kiss his palm he’s left resting against my cheek. “Yes. Beautifully burning feathers.”
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  “Sparks, let me ask you a question, and you treat it as just a question,” Nathan says as we head upstairs.


  “Okay?”


  “Would you want to stay in this area, by your parents’ house, or somewhere completely different?”


  Turning down the corners of my mouth, I utter, “I’m not sure.”


  “Or I can choose, and you just come.”


  “I don’t want that. When you look, take me with you. Don’t spring it on me a week before we move,” I chaff, trying to find a laugh inside of me somewhere.


  Crossing Nathan’s bedroom floor, I push open the bathroom door, and flick the light. To the left of me, my reflection requests I meet my eyes. I flick my gaze to it, seeing Glen instead of myself. A bright smile flitters across her face and I feel my cheeks rising, returning it. I blink, film leaving my eyes, and she’s gone. I stare back at myself, smile drowning in the face of sorrow I hope didn’t look as bad as I felt while we were downstairs.


  Turning on the rain showerhead, I make the water as hot as I can stand it.


  Cleaning’s hard. . . Lifting my arms to wash my hair or my body isn’t as easy of a task as it was before. At that, I realize this isn’t something easy to overcome. The thought of her, of it, plows into me like a wrecking ball. And it’s a constant thought of images I’ll never un-see, feelings I’ll never un-feel.


  On the other hand, I have this background eagerness—freedom. And it feels wrong to be happy for me.


  The bathroom door opens. “Sparks, you’ve been in the shower going on an hour. You okay?”


  “I’m trying to figure that out.”


  “You want to talk?”


  “I can talk.”


  “Don’t turn off the water.” Nathan closes the door.


  I ring my hair and step out of the shower, wrapping myself in a towel. Nathan gets in, changing the water’s patter. He likes for it to pound against his body like the rush from a fire hose. It hurts.


  I sit on the floor with my back against the closed door, first thinking. It takes minutes before the words push past my lips. “It’s too much. And my feelings are fighting against each other.”


  “Bittersweet,” he offers.


  “Right. How do you feel?” I ask, wanting to be sure I’m not experiencing this mixture of feelings alone.


  “Same. I’m angry as fuck. But I’m relieved too. I feel responsible they’re gone. I keep replaying it over and over, trying to figure out a different outcome. It doesn’t matter much, but if I could just understand it, maybe it’ll lessen the blow.”


  “I’ve been trying to think of something we could’ve done differently, coming up with nothing. He was just so fast. . .” I can’t shake that. “And I feel bad being happy for us when I know I should be mad about losing my friends.”


  “This may sound bad, but we’re not supposed to mourn death, but be content that our loved ones are in a better place. It sounds wrong, and because we’re earthly and made of flesh, we feel bad about things and people we lose. It’s natural, but we’ll learn to accept it and understand they’re better off. Happier there than what they were here.”


  “That sounds bittersweet too.”


  “It’s all vanity, Sparks. Life is.”


  “Your years on Earth have installed such wisdom in you, Great Nathan.”


  “Don’t call me that,” he quips unharshly. “I’ve seen death in its worse form, Sparks. Too many people have been ripped from me, and it doesn’t get easier. I always think it will, but it never does. It may even hurt worse, the more people I lose. Especially when it’s because of me. I catch myself in the same spot—trying to figure what I could’ve done to change anything—angry with myself that I couldn’t save them, or that I couldn’t take their place.”


  “You’ve lost someone more important to you than Scott?”


  “I’ve lost enough.” I don’t hear it in his voice, but I believe him.


  “You want me to tell you a joke? I have some good ones.”


  He chuckles. “That was it, right?”


  I laugh at his doubt in my joking skills. “It wasn’t actually.”


  “Fine. Go for it.” I can hear him smiling, and his voice has lightened, which was exactly my aim.


  “Okay.” I sit up on my knees, ready to tell. “There once was a man who lived in a shoe.”


  Nathan laughs.


  “Wait, Nate. I haven’t made it to the punch line yet,” I say, bummed.


  Cracking up, he manages, “It’s not a man, Sparks. It’s a lady. And that’s not a joke; it’s a nursery rhyme.”


  “Oh yeah, right. Okay. Stop laughing. Let me try again. There was a man who walked into a bar.”


  Laughing, he says, “God, I love you, Tracey Warren. Thank you.”


  My head falls in a bow, and I smile to myself. Though I didn’t get to tell my joke, my mission is complete. “Thank you, Nathan.” I leave him to his shower and go to dress. Laying in the bed, I recall my fear of sleep. But, as I close my eyes, there’s no Roehl. No worry that during my slumber I’ll require another man other than my mate. I find triumph in defeating that disaster.


  Soft knocks sound against the bedroom’s door.


  “No! Nobody’s home,” I grump, tired of company. The door opens. “Oh. I’m sorry, Nick.” I sit up, patting the bed. “Come on.”


  He climbs atop it and over to me. Wrapping little arms around my neck, he squeezes me tight, and I return it. “I’m sorry about Glen, Tracey. Although she was weird, I liked her.”


  “Thank you.” I hug him tighter. Kids’ hugs are awesome.


  “You’re welcome.” He pulls back, looking at Nathan coming out of the bathroom.


  “Hey, Nick. Wassup?”


  Nicholas runs over to him and hugs his waist. Nathan picks him up and Nicholas cries, “I am going to miss Scott so much.”


  Aww. I chew on my lip, wishing there was something to take away the sorrow.


  “I know.” Nathan rubs his back. “Me too,” he softly finishes.


  “Can I stay in here with you two, just for tonight?”


  Nathan looks at me for my answer, and I hurry my nod. “Yeah, of course,” he tells him. In rushes Curtis and Cindy with teary red eyes and in their pajamas.


  I have to hold up a strong guard against my tears as they jump up on the bed, throw their arms around my neck, and pat my back, murmuring, “It’ll be okay, Tracey.” Gosh, I don’t want to cry in front of the babies, but they’re making that hard.


  “And I suppose you two munchkins want to stay in here too?” Nathan asks, placing Nicholas to the floor.


  The twins rush over to him, and he squats, embracing them. “Yes, please?” they chime in unison.


  Nathan stands with them in his arms and drops them off on the bed as he continues to the closet. “Fine,” he agrees, closing the door.


  The three of them crowd around me, getting comfortable. I can’t think of a better way to end this day. Having Nick, Curt, and Cindy around averts my mind from Glen and the sick and crazy events that have happened today.


  Nathan and I lay with the kids snuggled between us, watching Nick Jr. until they fall asleep.


  As Curt’s eyes droop closed, I’m hitting the power button on the remote, unable to take another Bubble Guppies song. The darkness is comforted by their soft snores and little coos, and it’s surprisingly peaceful.


  I stretch my hand under the pillows until it finds Nathan’s and he interlocks our fingers. “You know, some years from now, this’ll be us with our family,” he jokes.


  “Yeah. . . I don’t know about that if we have to watch Wow Wow Wubbzy. How do they get into that?” I chaff. It was song after song that I’m never going to get out of my head.


  He laughs. “It’s not that bad.”


  “Right,” I drag.


  “Goodnight, Sparks.”


  “I love you, Nate.”
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  I WAKE UP TO a fist in my throat and a foot in my rib cage. Easing off the bed, I escape without waking anyone.


  This morning’s a breath of fresh air. I inhale again, sinking into my corner chair and wrapping the throw around me. Yesterday’s no less of a memory than the last five seconds. And never being here before, experiencing something like this, I’m not sure how to deal with it. It’s nothing like a broken glass you sweep up and toss away, nor is it like a car totaled beyond repair. It’s more like a crumbled paper. Even after ironing it out, there will still be lines from when it was tarnished, tears from when it was ripped, and crinkles from where it was scored.


  Someone knocks on the door.


  The sun’s barely even up for Pete’s sake. . . Reluctantly, I pull myself up from the chair to answer it.


  “Hi, Tracey. Did I wake you,” Ann greets with a grin that barely lightens her deep brown eyes.


  “No, not at all,” I say, covering my mouth as I yawn.


  “I just thought you and Nathan might be tired of the children by now.”


  Pulling the door open wider, I allow her view into the room. “No, actually, they’re fine. Still sleeping.”


  She takes a step forward but doesn’t enter. “I see.” Chuckling, she says, “If they would have been around us, they’d be up before the sun fully lit the sky.” She hasn’t looked outside because she is up before the sun’s fully lit the sky.


  I match her titter. “I believe you.”


  “Okay, well, I’ll let them sleep. Nathan looks like he’s in deep too.”


  Flicking my gaze over my shoulder, I take in the relaxed look on his face. “Yeah, he does.”


  “Would you like to come to the kitchen with me for coffee or tea?”


  Though I’m tired, I would like to get to know Ann better. We rarely get the opportunity to chat alone. “Sure, give me a second to slide on my shoes and throw on a different shirt.”


  Exiting the closet, I hear, “Sparks?” from a groggy voice.


  “Yes, Nate?”


  “What are you doing?”


  “Going downstairs with Ann.”


  He leans up on his elbow and looks over at the three children all, somehow, snuggled against him. Slightly adjusting, not to disturb them, he looks at the open door. “Good morning, Ann.”


  “Good morning. I’ve invited Tracey to come down for some coffee.”


  “Sparks doesn’t like coffee,” he scoffs. “Or tea,” he adds.


  I push his head to lie back on the pillow and lean over to kiss his cheek.


  “Why are you even awake? When did you wake up?” he asks.


  “It’s okay, Nathan. Come down when you’re up.”


  Grumbling, he turns over and throws my pillow on his face.
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  Ann juggles a tea and coffee Keurig pod, preparing their single-cup, coffee maker. She makes my tea first, and then her coffee. It smells good, like chestnut.


  She comes to the table, setting my cup down in front of me. “I made a simple tea for you, with just sugar and lemon. Things are better now?”


  “Things are . . . okay.” Feeling uneasy, I veer the conversation to her. “Everything is well with you all?”


  “Yes. Thank you for asking. Excluding the extended family, all is well.”


  I make a small shrug. “I guess family can, at times, play a part in your relationship.”


  “They can often. In most, they can make or break the relationship. And living with them makes it even harder at times.”


  Curious, I ask, “Do you like living with them?”


  “I’m like you, Tracey, except I had two other siblings. But they were never home, so it was mostly only my mother and me. I’m used to everyone being around now, but when Roseland and I first met, I hated it. Every time I turned a corner, I was running into someone. It drove me crazy, but I adapted to the big family lifestyle. Now I’m comfortable.”


  “This may sound like a crazy question but do the four of you share a room?”


  She chuckles. “No, we’re on a far end of the house. Three bedrooms, a bathroom in our room and the other is in the hall between Cindy and Curtis’ rooms.”


  Leaning back in my chair, I nod, feeling a bit more at ease. “Oh, I’m sorry. I was curious.”


  “No, there is no problem with that. I don’t mind answering.”


  The tea warms me, soothing my sore throat I didn’t realize I had until I drank it. I don’t like tea, but this is fine.


  “Can I ask you a question?”


  Peeking over the bridge of my ceramic cup, I drawl, “I think so. . .” The nature of her question will determine if I’ll answer it.


  “You were influenced by Roehl for a while. Did you feel the difference when you killed him?” Ann’s use of the word killed reminds me of what I did. I killed someone . . . again. Death actually changes you, who you are on the inside. And every time it happens, though it eats at my soul, it gives me a small boost of assurance and confidence. I think that’s because of Nathan, though.


  Uncomfortably, I say, “Yes. I felt his pull and hold on me disperse.”


  Ann sets her cup down on the table but leaves it clutched between her hands. “I would like to share something with you. How good are you with blocking Nathan?”


  I shake my head. “Not that good.” Not good at all, rather. Nathan often knows my thoughts before I think them.


  “Closing off your mind isn’t something that can be taught. It’s like whistling; one day, you just get it. But it’s possible if you can understand how your mind works. You can use your power to guard your entire body by simply sobering yourself and rearranging your thoughts. Like I said, it’s hard to explain, but once you’re able to ease through the bond, you’ll get it. You’re a smart girl.” She eyes me, head on.


  I nod, confirming I’m listening.


  “I’m not telling you this so you can hide things from him.” Yes, she is. “Communication in relationships is critical. But with what you have gone through, I believe I need to share this with you. However, I would appreciate it if this stayed between only us.”


  Contemplating being honest, I decide against it, eager to know what she needs to tell. “I’ll do what I can to focus away from what you tell me.”


  She stares at me before she reveals, “Roehl is my brother.” My mouth drops open. “No one in this family knows. I’d like to keep it that way.”


  Unable to respond, I stare, slacked-jaw. At some point, my crossed legs have uncrossed and my hair, once twisted in a bun, has fallen around my head. “Um, aba, uh,” I blabber. “Uh.” I clear my throat and take a pause. “Hmm. Okay. I guess what I can’t understand is how Nathan Sr. can sleep with two different women and your mother with two different men. I thought once you found your mate then that’s it.”


  “My mother was never anyone’s mate. She was what mated Sephlem men like to call Femme Fatale. Mother was a Hybrid, and her ability was beauty and seduction. She used it for what she wanted. Mother could seduce and enchant men without them realizing it. Roehl was an accident she and Mr. Newcomb had.” Ann takes a drink from her cup. “Although he was aware of what was going on, she would take away the guilt, the shock, making it more human. Roehl was born, and there was an understanding built between both families. I’m sure it tore Natalia apart. But understand, I know you did what you had to do to save yourself and this family. But. . .” Her voice lowers, dragging out the but in threat.


  My hand heats and my eyes demand me to blink. I refuse to, deciding to warn her. But I prepare myself for her attack. If she attacks. “Before you do whatever you’re thinking about doing. I advise you to think about your children and your husband. Because with the mood I’m in, the risks I’ve taken. . . I won’t hesitate to drop you.” My voice is strong, oozing with promise over threat. “Make me send you through the wall at your back to prove it.”


  “Tracey, a debt for a debt,” she swears.


  “Ann, I love your kids, and it would kill me to see them hurt.” I meet her eyes, not seeing a falter in her promise. “I tell you what, do whatever you think it is you need to do.” I blink.


  Baring a bright, silver sun on the side of her face and argent-colored eyes, she holds the same features as Roehl. Jumping from her seat, she lunges at me.


  I blast her. A warp of fire propels from my hand and smashes into her chest, sending her crashing into the wall behind her. It wasn’t as big as I would’ve used because I honestly don’t want to harm her. However, I don’t want her to hurt me either.


  The rushing footsteps coming our way are loud in my ears, sounding over the falling pieces of wall and Ann’s groaning. The kitchen crowds and Nathan’s at my side. “What happened?” he asks.


  “She, she. Ann—” Well, now that I think about it, she really didn’t do anything yet. I might’ve reacted off impulse from what my eyes showed me. She probably never moved. “She told me she was Roehl’s sister and now I owed her a debt for killing him.” It sounds like a million people gasp at once.


  Roseland helps Ann from the floor, urging, “Ann, tell me that’s not true.”


  She looks to him, and then charges, shoving the table out of her path. “Liar!” she spits, pouncing.


  I flip her, and we tumble to the floor. A hand clasped around her long neck, I warn in a raspy voice, “Don’t do it, Ann. I’m not in the mood for this crap today.”


  I’m wrenched from the floor, Roseland’s roughened palm scraping my arm as I stumble to my feet.


  Nathan grabs his shoulder and just by a look I can’t see with Nathan being behind me, Roseland lets me go.


  Ann climbs to her feet, vengeance sewn in her eyes and evilly curled lip.


  Nathan walks in front of me, forcing Roseland and his wife back through the hole I created. “Roseland. Explain.”


  Roseland looks between him and Ann. He takes a breath, welcoming his calm composure back in his demeanor. “Let’s meet in the great room.”


  Ugh! We have to meet in the great room so that everyone can hear the truth?!


  I lead the way. We stand around, neither of us comfortable enough to take our seats. Natalia, the mediator, stands between us. “Roseland, will you speak for your wife or will she?”


  “I will,” Roseland answers.


  Natalia turns to us. “And for you?”


  “I’ll speak,” I answer, never taking my eyes off Ann.


  “Okay.” She gives a short nod and leaves to her usual seat.


  Roseland jumps right into it. “Tracey, you reacted without any threat being brought to you by Ann. She—”


  “No, there was threat enough.” I cut him off. “Her offered information and demand of an owed debt was enough. A life for a life. I’ve learned a lot being around this family, and one main thing is to leave nothing to chance.”


  Roseland’s brow furrows as he barks, “The fact remains, Ann was not going to attack you.”


  I flick my gaze over his shoulder to his silent wife stone still behind him. “Were you not going to attack me, Ann? Are you also not Roehl’s sister?”


  “She—”


  I throw my hand up, cutting Roseland off. “Not you, her.”


  “I’m speaking for her!” he shouts.


  Nathan pulls me back, stepping in front of me. “She needs to answer the question, Roseland,” he manages calmly, but he’s far from it.


  Roseland looks to Ann, and she steps to his side. “I am not.”


  Unbelievable! I push Nathan’s guarding arm from in front of me. “Excuse me?!”


  “I’m not Roehl’s sister,” she declares, giving me an eye that warns I’ve messed up.


  I’m not afraid of her. Searing heat takes over my hand as it prepares to blast her lips off her face. Nathan presses his hand against the back of my neck and sucks it away. “Ann, that’s a lie. You willingly told me this. You also shared about your seductive mother and how she tricked Papa Nathan into being with her. You were witness to all of this. You told me how I could use the bond to block myself from Nathan. I am not a liar!” I’m prepared to recite our entire conversation if need be.


  Her eyes bug-out. I blink, and behind her shock façade, she wears a malevolent expression, ready to take my head off. I can’t look past the silver sun covering half her face and how much it reminds me of her evil brother.


  Nathan’s arm hardens around me. “Ann, you are his sister.” He grasps.


  “I am not,” she continues to deny.


  “I see you through Sparks. Silver eyes and the half of a sun that cover the left side of your face. Just like Roehl.”


  She steps back. “I am not a part of Roehl’s family.”


  Roseland faces her. They don’t speak aloud.


  “I’m not lying, Nathan. She may not have attacked me but I saw her intentions and that she wanted to.”


  “I believe you, Sparks. We’ll get to the bottom of it,” he assures with a promise in his deep, dark eyes. “Remember what I said about family?” I nod, not liking his promise.


  Roseland faces us and nods once. “We will admit to Ann being Roehl’s sister, and this was information withheld from the family. However, Ann did not attempt to harm Tracey.”


  Nathan looks at me.


  I shake my head. I don’t trust her.


  “Everyone here is not aware of the full extent of my mate’s abilities,” Nathan says to the room. “She has one where she’s able to see things that aren’t present to the naked eye. The film that encases her eyes has layers. One layer allows her to see who someone really is when he’s hiding behind a mask or in his preferred form. Another allows her to see in darkness. The third allows her to see someone’s true intentions. And the last blackens her eyes completely with all the layers aligned together, enhancing each single layer to its maximum potential. She watched Ann change before her, and Ann, unknowingly, showed she did intend to attack her. Even while Ann was only sitting still.”


  “I can show them what Tracey saw.” High-pitched-voice Lana mentions from the back of the room, sat in the spot Glen usually sits.


  Nathan bumps my arm. “Are you okay with her showing?”


  “Yes.”


  Lana and Olar come to the center of the room where we stand. “I’ll need to grab your hand to gain access to your thoughts of what happened. I can also do the same for Ann, to show both sides of the story.”


  I nod, opening my hand. Seeing it black, I close it. “Sorry, that, um, happens sometimes.”


  She smiles at me. “That’s okay. My hands are very cold. Fair warning.” She grabs my hand and opens her eyes wide. They brightly shine out in a way a projector would cast a movie, showing from my sight. I’m looking at Ann handing me the tea, and we watch the scene. Lana’s ability can show us and allow us to hear my embarrassing thoughts. Once we see the family enter the kitchen, I let go of her hand. Lana leaves me for Ann.


  She refuses to take Lana’s hand, objecting, “We’ve seen what happened. There’s no need to go over it through me.”


  “Fine. You don’t want us to see it. You will tell it,” Mrs. Waturstrom steps up, giving them no other option. Roseland nods and steps behind Ann, holding her by the crux of her arms. “Hi, Ann, how are things?” she asks in that entrancingly demanding voice.


  “Things are as they are,” Ann answers.


  “You are Roehl’s sister?”


  “I am.”


  “Have you kept this a secret from Roseland?”


  “I have.”


  Mrs. Waturstrom moves to stand directly in front of her. “Did you tell Tracey?”


  Ann narrows her eyes, seeming to fight against the truth. “I did.”


  “Do you intend to have Tracey repay the debt for the loss of your brother?”


  “I do. This family has taken two lives from mine. Someone needs to pay for them.”


  I look over the surprised and befuddled faces, waiting for Mrs. Waturstrom to continue. She takes a long pause, studying Ann’s words, I assume. Clearing her throat, she reinstates the possessive tone, asking, “What two lives were those?”


  “My mother and now my brother,” Ann answers with her head held high.


  “That’s enough. We got the answers we were looking for,” Roseland interjects, using a dominant tone I often here Nathan use with his family. “Let us leave.”


  “No,” Natalia objects from her seat. “You will wait until she has answered every question that comes up. If you have an issue with that, Nathan will hold you back until it is over.”


  Roseland’s voice softens. “That isn’t necessary, Mother.”


  “Good. Cynthia, continue.”


  Mrs. Waturstrom nods. “Ann, the life of your mother, who in our family was responsible for that?”


  “Their father,” she answers.


  “Nathan killed your mother? Do you know why?”


  “He became aware of my mother’s seduction. He found out he wasn’t the only one. He threatened her, and she threatened to go to his wife shortly after Roehl was born, giving him no other choice than to tell her about their son. My brother. Things became worse between them, and he couldn’t take it anymore, so he killed her in front of me.”


  Yeah, that sounds like Papa Nathan all right.


  “Was it by mistake that you mated with Roseland?”


  “It was by no mistake I showed interest in finding someone from this family. However, I didn’t know that I would mate with my husband.”


  Mrs. Waturstrom nods and walks away from her.


  Ann realizes what’s happened and a tear drops from her left eye. She whips around. “My deepest sorrow, Sweetheart.” Taking his hands in hers, they gape into each other’s eyes, and I don’t care to know the internal monolog going on between them.


  Roseland rubs her hand then says to the room, “If everyone is satisfied, we will excuse ourselves with a promise no harm will be brought to Tracey.”


  “You’re my brother, Roseland, and if I were you, I’d make sure to keep that promise. Because the loss of your wife means the loss of you and we’ve lost enough of our family recently,” Nathan calmly advises, though every word hints his promise.


  Roseland nods before turning to leave the room.


  Nathan and I head for the door.


  “Tracey?” Natalia calls. We wait for everyone to leave the great room to answer. She speaks to Nathan in their language, and I’d prefer they just speak internally if they didn’t want me to know what they were saying. I’m only able to pick up on sorry, she, don’t, and have. She has an accent stronger than Nathan’s and just when I thought I understood it, hearing them shows I don’t. Natalia turns her attention to me. “I’m sorry these things keep happening. It’s not like our family to turn on each other as you’ve witnessed. I was explaining the same to Nathan. This isn’t like us at all.”


  “It’s okay.” I hug her. It’s not her fault Ann is a bitch. And I could only imagine how she feels knowing the truth about her husband and Ann’s mother.


  She rubs my back then breaks away. Walking around us, she pats Nathan’s shoulder and leaves.


  “She thinks you hate our family,” Nathan tells me once she’s closed the door.


  “Do you hate them?”


  “I don’t hate them, but they’re irking me.”


  “Me too,” I agree. “I can’t understand what I did to make everybody come after me. First, that stupid jackal girl and I still can’t understand what I did to her. Then Taylor, and now Ann and she knew Roehl was going to die.”


  “Yes, that’s the story of my life. People try to come after you and you think what the fuck did I do to all these fucks to make them want me dead.” He shrugs. “Another day in the life of a Burdened Sephlem. But one thing I learned today is that you know how to take care of yourself. And you’re not letting any threat slide.”


  “I can’t. I got your heart to look out for.” It’s supposed to be humorous, but I lost my laugh again.


  I follow him out of the great room, bumping into Olar and Lana.


  “You two want to go out for breakfast? Get out of here for a while?” Olar asks, matching Nathan’s stressed expression.


  “Yes, give us an hour,” Nathan answers. “We’ll meet you outside.”


  “Us too.”


  We head upstairs and my brain’s racing through a million thoughts at a time.


  “Now do you agree with us moving out?” Nathan asks.


  “If it hadn’t been for you mating with me would you want to move?”


  “Honestly, probably not. But I only came around to check on them and when they needed me.”


  I nod, understanding. “I guess I agree with us not staying here. I just want one day without stress and someone not trying to kill me or steal me away.”


  “Me too.”


  We walk into Nathan’s room and Little Nathan’s laying in the bed asleep. “Nathan,” Nathan calls, waking him up.


  Little Nathan jumps up. His wide eyes quickly find us and then sober as he lays back down. “Let me sleep in here for a minute?”


  “What’s wrong with your room?”


  “Come on, Nate. Before I ask you to lay with me and hold me.”


  He’s hurting too. We need to get out of this house. I can’t take the misery. “You can stay in here, Little Nathan. We’re leaving anyway.”


  “Thank you, Tracey,” he says, throwing the covers over his head.


  Nathan stares a whole through the side of my head, drawing my attention to him. “Go get your clothes so you can dress in the bathroom.”


  I roll my eyes. “What am I going to do, walk through your room naked?”


  “No. But you’re also not going to walk from the bathroom to the closet in a towel.”


  I snort. “I’m quite sure your brother could care less about me.” Heading to the closet, I consider Little Nathan. He’s been going through a lot lately, and him being in here is probably a call for Nathan’s attention. They were close before me, and I want to make sure that closeness remains. Nate, maybe you should talk to your brother.


  He just said he was lying down to go to sleep.


  Yeah, but talk to him. He looks up to you and such. We’re all hurting and need someone. Plus, it’s rare he comes in here and hogs your room like this. Something might be bothering him.


  Nathan looks from me to his bed. I conclude my walk to the closet as Nathan falls back on his bed beside his brother. “Bro.” Nathan shakes him.


  “Yeah,” Little Nathan utters from under the covers.


  “You good?”


  “Now you care. . .?”


  See! I knew they needed to talk. I grab my clothes and go to the bathroom, overhearing their conversation while I clean up.


  “I deserve that,” Nathan follows.


  “You deserve more than that. I’m your brother, Nate. I swear I’m not your enemy. What happened with Tracey and that girl had nothing to do with me, and you still walk around here like I’m to blame. Nothing has happened to Tracey or you brought on by me. Treat me like I’m your brother. Like you trust me again.”


  “I do. Take everything that’s been going on with Taylor, your father, and that battle we wrapped up in Norway. You don’t realize how much shit I got on my plate. Every minute I turn a corner, it’s some new shit, and I’ve been keeping an eye on Sparks because of Roehl. Nobody is safe, bro. I’m not taking a chance with anyone when it comes to my heart. You know that.”


  “Nate,” Little Nathan drags. “I am not your enemy. And you’re not the only one with things going on.”


  “Oh,” Nathan snorts. “So, you’re on maybe . . . Three-Hundred twenty-three people’s hit list? Nah, your mate just got out of a battle where she almost left you. Ah, no, not that either. I know, you just lost one of your best friends, one of the last few people you knew who had your back. Or better yet, you just found out your mated sister wants to kill your mate, and your brother probably knew about that shit.”


  “No, none of that,” Little Nathan interjects. “And losing Scott hurts me too. But like all of that other shit is important to you, the things I have going on is important to me.”


  Nathan snorts. “What do you have going on? School’s over; it’s the summer now. Neither Roseland nor I am breathing down your neck to get shit done around here. Mom’s stopped bitching at you about that shit you were into. We took care of that other situation you had with that neurotic prick who challenged you. What’s left, you advancing? That’s what you do when you get older. You’ll do it twice more before you’re my age.”


  Little Nathan grumbles. “I gotta go through this again?”


  “Yeah.” There’s a long pause. “Look, bro, I’m wrong. Your shit is just as important as mine is. You’re right, you’re not my enemy, I know that. You’re probably worried I’m going to leave you here when Sparks and I move. Figuring, because I don’t trust you, I won’t let you move with me.”


  “I’m not using you to get out of here. I’ve been holding you down since I was born, you can trust me, I swear. You and Tracey.” He laughs once. “But nah, you won’t be leaving me here.”


  Nathan chuckles. “I won’t. I’ll make sure you have your spot at our new place. As long as you don’t bring any more of those crazy bitches home.”


  “Nah, bro. I don’t know what was up with that girl.”


  “Uh huh,” Nathan responds dryly. “Chill in here long as you want, we’re leaving. Keep the door closed, and they won’t bother you.”
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  I pull the closet door closed, tossing my clothes into the laundry basket.


  Nathan pulls a shirt over his head, dampening it from his hair still being wet.


  “You know, I’m always so worried about me I don’t put much thought into the way you feel about the things that go on.”


  He looks me over. “You’re cute.”


  “Back at you.”


  He grins. “You don’t have to worry about me, Sparks. I’ll be fine.”


  “I do have to worry about you. Especially when you have that silent, detached disposition.”


  “You think you know me, huh?”


  “I know a little bit,” I convince.


  “You pay close attention.”


  “No, I care.”


  “Thank you for that.”


  “Over time . . . it will get easier?” I’m ready for that time, and I wish I’d met easier two days ago.


  “It will.” He grabs me to him.


  I bury my face in his chest, letting his scent do its job. “What do we tell people?”


  “Let me think on that.” He kisses the top of my head. “Let’s leave.”
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  WANTING TO BE AS far away from the house as possible, we drive two hours out to a small, family-owned restaurant. Sally’s Pancake House. They have their name plastered on every page of the menu. The edges are catered with gold, loops and swirls are carved into it. I looked over the dingy, newspaper like inserts slid into the pocket plastic three times. I’m juggling pancakes or waffles, overhearing Olar.


  “She was being escorted by Kegic past my cell. She wasn’t or wouldn’t look in my direction, but I couldn’t resist staring at her, silently calling her to me. I never felt anything like it. I knew before I saw her.” He beams at Lana as he tells Nathan and me how they met. I’ve never seen Olar’s eyes swirl so bright. Watching the mating come over someone is quite remarkable. Their eyes change, looking upon their mate as treasure instead of just another person, their skin is a constant blush, and the smile takes hours to fade when their mate speaks to them. I wish this jubilance on everyone, to find true love and permanency in one person and they mate for life like eagles.


  We give our order to the waiter who drops off our drinks, and he informs our food will be out quickly.


  Lana places her hand to Olar’s cheek and takes in his sunny eyes. “I noticed you,” she starts. “I felt as you did but knew there was no use. I knew there was no out, and we would never be together. We would have never been able to enjoy and love each other. They would have never allowed it.” She looks to Nathan and me, smiling. “But you have an amazing family who’s risked their lives to save yours. And you risked your life to save me. Making us, and all that could be a reality.”


  Olar takes her hand from resting on the table between his. He finds a way to bind all ten of his fingers with her five. “I didn’t lose my heart until she acknowledged me, staring at me hanging there. I felt no pain, I heard nothing, I knew nothing but what I saw, and I only saw her. From the moment I looked at her, I knew everything about her. Her name and her needs. She wanted out of there more than I did. And I made sure she got out, as I promised I would.”


  Lana’s eyes break away from Olar, gaze falling to the table. “It won’t be an easy journey.”


  “True. But I’ll jeopardize everything for you,” Olar promises. Finding his mate has made him soft.


  “Yeah,” Nathan drones. “Just don’t get caught again while you’re out there jeopardizing.”


  “Nate, we’re beyond grateful for what you did. Anything you need, it’s yours.”


  A waitress brings our food and lets us know she’ll return later. The restaurant is mostly empty, and the staff seems to spend most of their time in the back.


  “Lana, are you Sephlem?” I ask, moving my OJ up on the table.


  “Yes. Full blooded,” she states proudly.


  Nathan snags my plate and cuts my waffles. “You do know I can cut my own food,” I mention.


  He hands me my plate with my waffles cut into squares and triangles. “Just let me cut the waffles, Sparks.”


  I take the plate, giving him a smug smile. For good measures, I wink. He accounts with a single up-down brow flash and turns away from me.


  We eat. Nathan breaks the silence asking, “What do you all want to do after this?”


  “Not go back to your house,” I rebuff.


  “I agree with Tracey. Is there a park around here we can go to? We can spend some time out for a while.”


  “There’s one, maybe, thirty minutes from here,” Olar answers. “We can go there until we feel like doing something else. If that’s okay with you two?”


  “I’m okay with that. You?” I look at Nathan for his answer.


  “Yeah,” he drawls, sitting back in his chair.


  I look between him and his partially empty plate. “You okay?”


  “Yes. I’m fine, Sparks,” he answers sweetly. “You like your food.”


  I pinch my nose, looking over my half-eaten plate. “Yeah, it’s fine. I guess.”


  “You want something else?”


  “No, this is fine. You’re not hungry?”


  “Not really.” He pushes his food around on his plate then leaves his fork standing in his hard eggs. “You want to stay at your house tonight?”


  “Yes,” I answer without hesitation. Now I see what Dad meant about ‘there will be problems.’ Although, he was probably referring to something else.


  “But this is problem enough.” Nathan finishes my thought.


  “It is.”


  “If you two are ready to go, we are too.”


  Nathan gets up without responding and walks away.


  “We must be ready to go too,” I answer Olar, following Nathan to the register.


  We pile into Nathan’s car, and we’re all pretty quiet. The clouds are blowing from the sky preparing today for the sun.


  “Hope you two don’t mind my bringing this up,” Lana says over the music I’ve subconsciously had turned up to the max. I crank it down hearing her finish. “I’d also be skeptical of Roseland.”


  “Why would you say that?” Nathan interjects.


  There’s a pause before she answers. “How can he not know? The moment I mated with Olar everything about him came to me. His past, his emotions, his intentions, his thoughts. I believe they would have gone through the same thing.”


  “I’ve thought about that too,” Olar follows.


  Nathan’s face couldn’t be blanker as he listens to our exchange. “I didn’t experience any of that when I mated with Nathan.”


  “That’s only because you’re human, Sparks. It’s different,” Nathan says, looking around the road. He takes a left.


  “What do you think about that? Could he be playing sides?”


  “Yes,” he answers short, not going into details on why.


  Ann’s been a part of our family for a long time. And in that time, she’s been able to fool her husband into thinking she was loyal. Nathan mentioned when we mated he was immediately in my head. With Sephlem to Sephlem mating, how are they able to hide anything? Unless they are prepared to mate, prepared to hide something. Ann would’ve needed to know their mating would happen if that’s the case. But how?


  I am so over this. Every day it’s something new; some new danger, some new person trying to harm us, some new event or problem we need to help or fix, someone else dying. All I want is just one day without drama. I can’t even let the loss of my friend settle before something else is kicking off. My parents will be leaving soon, and I’m not ready for Mom to go yet. I am just freaking graduating high school, and the crap I said in my speech about life changing before your eyes couldn’t feel more real. Everything is spiraling and my time’s growing shorter and shorter. Twenty-four hours of peace is just too much to ask.


  The trees, light posts, street signs, and buildings fly by, mixing the colors of the world. The blur is better.


  Nathan’s fingertips graze along the back of my neck, and he massages the pressure points on my head. It’s okay, Sparks, he convinces, sipping away the sadness.


  How can you say that when you’re not in the best of moods either?


  I don’t know, Sparks. It’s hard for me.


  I can tell. It seems like I’m getting a lot of this emotionless non-caring Nathan more often. I understand that’s how you are, but you weren’t that way with me.


  I’m not that way with you.


  You are, Nathan, I argue.


  Finding an available parking spot at the park, we get out the car and step into the comfortable afternoon air. It feels great out here, nice and warm with the sun shining. I haven’t had a full day outside in a while, and I’d prefer to stay out here until the sun goes down.


  Lana guffaws, breaking into a sprint. Olar chases after her, calling her and demanding she stop. They’re newly happy, no worries. I remember those days.


  Nathan takes my hand, asking, “You want to walk?”


  “Yeah.”


  “It seems like it’s a lot going on, even though there isn’t. It’s hard for me to trust anyone right now, and we’re always around someone, or they’re always around us.”


  I shrug, and my shoulders stay high near my ears as I say, “Where are you going with this?”


  “You said I’m different.”


  “You are.”


  “I’m not. This is how I’ve always been. Yes, I’ve been making it hard for you to read me but look at what was going on.” He moves from my right side to my left. “If you wouldn’t have chosen me and gone the other way, he would’ve known everything about me. The things he’d find out he could’ve used against my family and me.”


  “Why were you so adamant about me not choosing you?”


  “That’s not what I’m saying.”


  “That’s what it sounds like.”


  “It’s not. Of course, I wanted you to choose me, but that doesn’t mean you were going to.”


  “For you to be in my head, you’re incredibly insecure.”


  “And because I’m in your head, I know what your feelings were toward him. And the fight you went through within yourself for him and me. But it doesn’t matter anymore. You chose, and I like your choice. The only reason I brought it up was to address my actions.”


  I roll my eyes. “Okay, Nathan.” He’s in my head more than I am and he still doubts me. At least when I doubt him, it makes sense.


  “Sparks, stop.”


  “Dammit! Can you, like, stay the freak out of my head for one day?” I blurt, immediately regretting how harsh it came out.


  He drops my hand and stuffs his in his pockets.


  I sigh, raising my hand to my face and squeeze the space of my nose between my eyes. “I didn’t mean that the way it sounded.”


  Shrugging, he looks away from me.


  Oh great, now I’ve made him mad. . .


  Nathan sticks to himself as we stroll the paved trail around the park. Everyone’s out today; walking their dogs, riding their bikes, and trailing as we are. A playground is packed with kids; a water park next to the playground invites the kids to run back and forth from it to the jungle gym in their soaking wet swimsuits. Their laughs and shouts are loud and exciting.


  “Hey, Nate!” A guy yells a few feet in front of us.


  Nathan looks, brightening his face. “Wassup, Kody.”


  Kody’s short dreadlocks flap around his head as he runs over. He and Nathan bump fists. “Where you been, man?”


  “I’ve been around. What’s going on?”


  Kody points at me with his skinny elbow. “Same old. She your girl?”


  “Yeah. Sparks Kody, Kody Tracey.”


  “Sup, Tracey?”


  I look to Nathan, making sure my addressing Kody is okay. He nods, taking my hand. “Hi, Kody.”


  Kody nods, hitching an analyzing brow. “Why you out this way?” Him asking makes me believe it’s not the norm for him to see Nathan on this side of town.


  “My cousin’s lady wanted to hang out at a park; it was in the area.”


  “Nice. If you want, we’re having a BBQ.” He looks over his shoulder at a large group of people surrounded around a picnic table. “You’re more than welcomed to join.”


  “We’ll probably drop by later.”


  Kody stuffs a cigarette between his lips and lights it. “Alright, Nate. Bye, Tracey.” He winks, crooning my name.


  My brows furrow and a slight jerk of my head show my disgust in his assert.


  “Pull back, Kody. She isn’t one of those,” Nathan tells him.


  “Oh, my bad. You know I mean no harm,” Kody innocently responds.


  We leave Kody, running into Olar and Lana. “Who was that?” Olar asks.


  “One of the guys I hang out with sometimes.”


  I interject before we move too far away from the subject. “What’s a those that I’m not one of.”


  “A slut,” Nathan blurts.


  Wow! “Really?”


  Lana laughs. I find nothing funny about that.


  “You asked,” Nathan retorts.


  “And that’s what you associated yourself with?”


  He grumbles. “Don’t go there, Sparks.”


  I roll my eyes. “Excuse us. We’ll catch up with you two later. Nathan and I have more to discuss about those.” I pull Nathan to walk around them, hearing Olar laugh behind me, saying, “Looks like you just got yourself in trouble, Nate.”


  “Really, Sparks, don’t go there.”


  “Or you could just explain.”


  “Or you could just let it go and stop asking questions you don’t really want to know the answers to.”


  “No, you’re not going to beat your way around this one.”


  “I don’t beat my way around anything. I just don’t want to talk about or explain most things to you.”


  Insulted, I scoff, “Really, Nathan! You are such an asshole.”


  He rolls his eyes, and I snatch my hand away from him. Shit! I grab at my throbbing chest. “Ugh!” How can I take out my anger on him if it will just hurt me?


  “It wouldn’t hurt you if you’d stop snatching away from me.”


  “I wouldn’t have to snatch away from you if you’d stop being a douche.”


  “I’m not being a douche. I’m being honest.”


  “Whatever. Can you let go of my arm? Because I clearly can’t release myself from your grasp.”


  “No. Will you stop being like this? Do you need a break from me or something?” he questions with empty words and an impassive expression.


  I waggle my arm, hinting he still hasn’t let it go. “Do you feel anything? Do you hold any emotions?”


  “I do.”


  “Are you going to let go of my arm?”


  “Are you going to change your attitude?”


  “No!”


  “Stop it, Sparks. You’re going to make me change it for you,” he threatens.


  I lower at him through narrow eyes. “You better not.” I jerk my arm away, and it hurts so badly I buckle over. “Aaah,” I grunt, gritting my teeth. “I hate this damn bond.”


  Nathan gently pulls me up, taking the pain away. “Come on, Sparks, before someone thinks I’m out here hurting you.”


  “What is your problem, Nathan? You don’t care?” I smack his hands away. “Why are you such an asshole right now?”


  “I have emotions, and you see them often. You know how I feel, and only you know. I tell you everything, but you want to ask questions about things that don’t matter.”


  “And you don’t care that they matter to me?”


  “I’m not saying that. What happened in the past with other girls shouldn’t matter. If I hung around them, what we did, who they were. That’s a pointless conversation.”


  “Pointless to you,” I counter.


  “Sparks—.”


  “Nate, just be open with me. That’s all I’m asking.” His attitude is pointless. Him treating me like an enemy is pointless. This conversation is pointless.


  “It’s not,” he retorts matter-of-factly.


  Always in my head! “Hey, I’ve got an idea,” I state sardonically. “How about you let me in your head, so I won’t have to ask you anything?”


  “I already told you, you—”


  “Yeah, yeah, yeah.” I throw up my hand and drop it. “I don’t want to be in your head. Well, how about you let me, and I’ll decide if I want to be in it or not.”


  “All you will see is you.”


  “Or that’s all you want me to see.” I probably couldn’t trust what he shows me anyway. Knowing they can block things out and show or think only what they want to. I wish I could block him out.


  “You don’t trust me?” he questions in a gravelly voice.


  “Nope. Stop talking to me.” If he’d just answer my questions instead of giving me shit about them, he’d hear less of this. I got it; he held things back from me before because of Roehl. But now he’s no longer a factor. Now, he’s just being a douche and clearly doesn’t care about the extent of how I feel in that.


  “I’ll give you some space, Sparks. You need some time to sort through things. It seems like the bond is getting to you.”


  It seems like the bond is getting to you, I mock his voice in my head. Blah, blah, bond. “Yeah, maybe you should.” I snatch my arm out of his reach when he goes to grab it.


  “God, Sparks!” he bursts. “Why do you have to go there and do this right now? Today, of all fucking days. Can you just look at this shit from my perspective for just once? Open your beautiful light-brown eyes and look how all of this shit is affecting me. You make shit so much harder on me sometimes. I don’t have enough people attacking me?—Fucking family and enemies. Nah, I gotta have my mate coming at me too, making things harder than what they are. You can’t just accept that I don’t want to talk about these bitc—er, chicks that don’t matter? Or some bull shit about my past? Or better yet, you can’t just shut up and let me sort through this shit. Dammit, Tracey! Give me a fucking break.”


  Oh my wow. . . I stare, shocked—rendered speechless. He just blew up on me, outside, with people around.


  Shoving his hair back, he grumbles. “My bad,” he utters calmer. “I mean. . .” He takes my hand and encourages me to walk with a gentle tug. “I know you don’t mean you need some time from me,” he says peacefully as if he didn’t just go super hulk on me two seconds ago.


  “You said it, Nathan.” I match his serenity. Let’s keep the peace. We do not want that to happen again.


  We divert from the trail to a picnic table in the grass, shaded by a tall oak tree. “I did,” he says, “because of the way you’re acting. To answer your question, no I didn’t associate myself with sluts. But that’s how guys perceive girls who give it up for a cute face and a nice car. Many of the girls we came across did that. Maybe because they thought they would get something out of it, or that’s just who they were. They may have just liked sex. Who knows?”


  I turn up my nose. “And you were there happily to give it to them.”


  “And this is why I avoid these conversations.” He scrapes his thumbnail over his bearded chin. “No, I wasn’t there happily to give it to any woman who ran into me. But I didn’t care. I like women, and I’m not one of those guys who treasured saving himself for his mate. I bagged who I wanted, when and where I wanted. And please don’t take that the wrong way. What was is what was, and no longer is. I’m with you now.” He moves to sit behind me on the table. “And if it makes you feel better, know you’re the only woman I want to be with, the only one I want around me, and the only and last woman I wanna fuck for the rest of my life. Do you understand that?”


  I blush, biting back my smile. “I do understand that, and I’m not worried about other girls.” He brings his hands to my front and massages my thighs. I shake my head, hating I enjoy it so much. “All I’m saying is—” Nathan’s nose brushes my cheek as he moves my hair aside. Warm lips place against the sensitive skin behind my ear and my words evade me. “Umm.” I clear my throat. What was I saying?


  “I love you, Sparky. Sorry I blew up and excuse my emotionless expressions. You know how I am. In my head or not, you know how I feel. Stop getting upset about the things that aren’t going to change us. I’m more than happy you chose me, and yes, I was doubtful. You left with him more than once, made promises to him that matches those you swore to me. Deep down, you understand my doubt.” He moves all my hair over my left shoulder, leaving the nape of my neck exposed. I melt as he kisses it. “You okay with this?” he asks, leaning to our left to see me.


  Orange-brown eyes stare me down as he awaits my okay. Unable to fight my smile, I nod. “Yes, Nathan.” He pecks my lips. “Now, you explain that episode you just had.”


  He nods. “Let’s write it off to me expressing a little emotion and you being upset, snatching away from me and shit.”


  “I made you upset. But maybe if you could’ve just answered me when I asked, I wouldn’t have needed to get upset.”


  “This is the only thing bothering you? You got that upset only because I wouldn’t answer your question?”


  “No.” I lean back against him. “I was already upset, but your I just don’t want to explain things to you is what set me off. That was disrespectful and rude.”


  “I’m sorry,” he wheedles seductively, dripping kisses down my neck and shoulder.


  “No, Nate,” I sing jokingly. “Don’t try to be nice now, Mr. Hyde.”


  “Come on, Sparky, stop.” He continues to speak in this warm stringing tone. “You want to talk to me, or do you want me to kiss you outside in front of all these people until you forget what you wanted to talk about?”


  I smile to myself, letting my anger go. “Don’t do that. I do want to talk to you, not forgetting what you have said to me.”


  “I’m a dick, Sparks. We know that. But it’s not often on purpose. For the hundredth time, this is all still new to me. I’m working through this relationship shit and trying to overcome the bond too. When I’m acting the way you want me to, I get those actions from your feelings and your wants. That’s not the normal me, I care an ass load about you, yeah. More than I care about myself. But on the regular, you know I wouldn’t display my feelings. But I know it’s what you want; visual compassion, intimacy, and affection. The verbal express of I love you and the feeling of me kissing your soul. Excuse me for letting my true colors show,” he states sarcastically. “And since I’m being honest. . .”


  I turn a quarter of the way to him. “Continue.”


  “I snuck into your house and threw out that necklace your parents bought you.”


  “Nathan! You cannot be serious!”


  He shrugs, not caring. “But . . . I replaced it.” He lifts slightly, reaching into his back pocket and pulls out two boxes. “It’s not the same. As you know, there’s no replacement for pearl unless it wasn’t real. I’d put you in nothing fake. But here.” He hands me the bigger box.


  I open it and gaze down at a necklace that looks like the one my parents had got me, save the pearls. In their places are round diamonds the sizes of the pearls. “You really couldn’t stand me with pearls around my neck, huh?”


  “No. I was intimidated,” he chaffs.


  “Uh huh. Thank you for replacing it. These are some pretty big diamonds.”


  “Yeah, I wouldn’t wear that everywhere.”


  “Thank you, babe. Though you did throw out my necklace, thanks for at least replacing it. What’s in the other box?”


  He smiles. “You’re not going to wait for me to give it to you first?”


  “I am, but I’m curious.”


  “I told you curiosity killed the cat.”


  I crinkle my nose. “I can tell you a few other things that killed that cat too.”


  Nathan hands me the smaller black box. “It’s diamond earrings and a matching bracelet. The diamonds aren’t as big as the necklace’s.”


  “When do you have time to do this stuff?” I flip the top. The brilliance of the diamonds causes them to sparkle in the sun.


  “I find time. You like them?”


  “I love them, Nathan. Thank you.” I kiss his cheek. “You do things like this that make me love you and all your glorious, fake boyfriend assholeness.” The earrings and bracelet are breathtaking. “I don’t know where you come up with this stuff. But these are amazing.”


  “Assholeness isn’t a word, Sparks. I’m glad you like them. Anything else bothering you?”


  “Yes. Ann and Roseland.” I take the bracelet from the box and hold out my wrist so he can put it on me. I’m sure I’ll wear this forever. It fits around my wrist loose enough to move, but not slide down to my hand.


  “I’m still thinking about it. I don’t know yet.”


  “Do you want to talk about it with him?” I hand him the box after taking out the earrings.


  “No,” he’s short, stuffing the empty box back in his pocket.


  I stare at the necklace a while longer before closing the box and handing it back to him. “Do you care?”


  “Yeah. But only because you’ll be sleeping under the same roof with them until I find us some place to move.”


  Putting in the earrings, I ask, “You really think us moving will change things?”


  “Not change the way things are. But it will make our lives a little less stressful. Us not being directly in the middle of the drama caused by my family. We’ll be happier, for sure.”


  “What about drama not caused by your family?”


  “I can handle that, drop them on a dime. It’s hard for me to do that for these people I’ve been around my entire life.”


  “You wouldn’t kill your family, Nathan.”


  “Okay, Sparks,” he jeers. “So, Lana’s cool.”


  “She is. Olar’s different around her.”


  “He is. Maybe he’ll stop being so ruthless now that he has someone and something to live for.”


  “Do you think they’ll come back after us? That man who took Olar.”


  “Yes. I know he will.”


  “Then what?”


  “Same shit.”


  “Deal?”


  “Yep. Are you okay with this life?”


  I breathe. “I wish I could just be happy with you, not fighting, no death, no pain. Just your basic everyday relationship, living happily ever after.”


  “Doesn’t happily ever after mean our story ends? Why wait when we can give each other happiness now. We’ll move out to like, the North Pole and no one will come after us there.”


  “I don’t want to move to the North Pole. I just want my friend back.”


  “Hey, Nathan!”


  We turn in the directions from where we heard the unfamiliar female’s voice.


  “They better not be one of those,” I warn him, watching two girls approach.


  Nathan chuckles. “They aren’t. That’s our cousin, and the other girl must be her friend.” Our cousin and her friend approach. “Hey, Carmen.”


  “Hey. I saw Olar; he said you were out here with your lady. Hi, Tracey. I’m Carmen. Thank you for choosing my cousin.” She smiles with beautiful honey colored eyes the same color as her hair full of bouncy curls. It compliments her smooth, olive skin tone.


  “Hi, Carmen, nice to meet you.” Her positive, confident presence is refreshing. I like it, and she feels trusting.


  “This is my friend Talisa. Talisa, these are my cousins Nathan and Tracey.”


  “Hey. How’s it going?” she sings, waving. A little less conservative than Carmen, Talisa wears a bikini top and shorts, showing off a Tree of Life image tatted on her warm toned skin.


  “Hey,” Nathan and I greet.


  Carman sits beside us. “What you all doing today? Courtney, Carteal, and I are coming over there day after tomorrow.”


  “I didn’t know that. What for? The summer?” Nathan asks.


  “Yeah, what else?” she snorts. “We have to get us a room before the house fills for the summer.”


  “I didn’t know you were going away for the summer,” Talisa mentions.


  “I wouldn’t say going away. They only stay about an hour out. It’s a summer thing for our family to pile up at their house. We’ve been doing it since we were kids.”


  “Why?” Talisa mocks, pretty upset about the news.


  “Their house is the biggest. Why does it matter?” Yeah, she’s definitely a Newcomb, probably grown on the same branch as Nathan.


  “Because I thought we had plans,” Talisa jeers, throwing her hand on her hip. Their intense exchanged makes me wonder if we should leave them alone.


  “Nope. My brothers and I have the same plan every summer.”


  “That’s not cool, Carmen. You know we have things to do.”


  “If you have an issue, Talisa, just call me when you’re over it.”


  “Whatever.” Talisa flips her hair as she turns and stomps away.


  Carmen looks to her left and right, and a thought squints her eyes and knits her brows. She mutters, “Um, you think I can hitch a ride to my house. I forgot she was my ride.”


  Nathan chuckles. “If you weren’t such a bitch to your friend, you would have a ride.”


  “Come on, Nate.” She nudges his arm. “You know I don’t have friends. Just family.”


  “Yeah, I think we have enough room.”


  “Thank you in advance. Why you out so far?”


  “Had to get away from where we were,” I answer her, maybe a little too comfortable around Carmen.


  “It’s okay, Sparks. She’s cool.” Nathan rubs my arms up and down. “We’ll have to catch you up on all the things that have been going on when you come back around,” he tells her.


  “Damn, that bad, huh?”


  “A little bit. Where’s Court and Cart?” Nathan asks. I am assuming they are her brothers.


  “They didn’t tag along. Talisa likes Carteal, and he tries to avoid her. He’s the only reason she’s trying to be my friend. I’m no fool. And actually, I knew what plans she was talking about, which was to stay at my house for the summer. She’s one of those and Carteal isn’t going for that.”


  Nathan laughs. “She shoulda went after Courtney; she’d have better luck with him.”


  “She would. My poor brother goes after anything with legs.”


  I listen to them, watching the children playing happily, running through the park, imagining how it must feel to not feel. I try to place myself in their shoes and let go.


  “Tracey.” Her voice is light and calm. “You and Nathan been together for a while? Courtney was telling me about it, but I’m not into third party details.”


  “Since March. What’s that, some months? One day it feels like a week, the next it seems like years.”


  “Yeah, I know what you mean. I can’t wait to mate, and he can take me away from this hell we call life.” She lets her head fall back, stretching her neck. The sun sprinkles past the leaves of the tree and sparkles in her eyes when she looks over at me. “That sounded harsh, didn’t it?”


  I laugh at her nonchalant, sarcastic, yet honest attitude. “No, that’s cool. I get it. Believe me.”


  “Good.” She hits Nathan’s arm. “Where’s Scooter? I hear he’s mated to some girl at his school. I cannot wait to meet this chick!”


  Nathan shifts uneasily behind me. “That’s a part of the things we’ll talk about later.”


  “No. I don’t like the way that sounds. Tell me now,” she orders.


  He hasn’t said it, not even after it happened. I rub his arms that tighten their hold on me. “You don’t have to, Nate. It’s okay.” I wish I could help take away the discomfort, but I haven’t found peace in it yet.


  “No, Nathan,” Carmen whines. “Don’t say that,” she groans, eyes frowning. “Can somebody tell me what happened?”


  He clears his throat to say, “I can’t yet. But Olar will tell you.”


  I sit on my knees behind him, wrapping my arms around his neck. It kills me to feel him hurting like this.


  Carmen jumps from the table. “I’ll be back. I’m going to find Olar.” She avoids looking in our direction when she runs off behind us, but I saw why.


  I kiss the side of Nathan’s neck. “You okay?”


  “Yeah, Sparks. Thanks.”


  Kissing him again, I say, “Let’s walk? Well, you walk, and I’ll make myself comfy on your back.”


  “Really? A piggy back ride?” he asks as if the idea of it is somehow unbelievable.


  I laugh. “Yes, Nate. Come on.” I nudge his side with my knee, in a way a jockey would.


  He twists around, brow hitched, and lips pressed into a thin line.


  My laugh lasts longer than I intended. I don’t want a piggyback ride, just wanted to make you feel better.


  “Thank you.” He leans in, giving me another feather-soft peck. Snatching me off the table, I stumble forward, tripping over my feet. He swoops me up in his arms and walks.


  “So, no piggyback ride, but you can carry me.”


  “Yep. I can’t see you behind me.”


  “It would be a kind of cool ability if you could,” I joke.


  We’re spotted by two older women who awe as we passed them.


  I smile at them, and they wave. “So, Superman,” I start, “why all the mood swings today?”


  “Nathan,” he corrects. “And I could ask you the same.”


  “Today isn’t a good day for either of us. I don’t know why I’m hot and cold. I just feel weird on the inside. And I need to figure out what we’re going to tell Mrs. Richards.”


  “That’s Glen’s mom?”


  “Yes.”


  “We can tell her there was an accident, leave my cousin out of it. We can have my aunt make it legit with doctor records and we’ll get some police reports.” He breathes. “We can stop by today if you want, on our way back to your house. Just to tell her what happened.”


  “You have it all figured out don’t you,” I mumble, trying to hold back the sudden heat that brings tears to my eyes.


  “I’ve been thinking about it since last night.”


  I observe the park, watching us be watched. My cheeks burn, making me want to avoid their stares.


  “Are you embarrassed, Sparks?” Nathan asks, slowing his pace.


  This side of the park is packed full of people. They stare, either turning up their nose, smiling, or pointing. One girl even nudges who may be her boyfriend and scolds him for not doing the same for her. “No, Nathan. Not embarrassed.”


  “You’ve turned red.”


  “A lot of people are looking at us. I hate people staring at me.”


  “You want me to put you down?” he asks in a facetious a tone.


  I nod. “Maybe they’ll stop.”


  “Okay.” He smirks. Moving humanly fast he turns me, he brings my face to his and lays a deep, soul bending kiss to my lips in front of everyone.


  My cheeks burn, but I won’t break away. His passionate caress revives my dying butterflies, returns the flush to my paling skin, and freshens the air I’m obligated to breathe. I fill up. Fill up and flow over, opening my mind to our world where only we, the stars, the sun, and the moon exist. Where we’re the universe, the beginning, and the ever after.


  Whoops and awws from onlookers bring me back.


  Nathan lets me to the ground, beaming at me with that cocky smirk that weakens my knees.


  I throw my hand in my face, whispering, “You are something else. You know that?”


  Never taking his eyes off me to look around at the chattering people still talking about us, his gaze bores into me. “Now you’re embarrassed.”


  He is such a romantic asshole. “That I am,” I say, pulling him to walk past the people gawking at us.


  Nathan pulls our outstretched arms to him and wraps his around my shoulder. He slows our steps to a sap’s pace. “What’s wrong, Sparks?” he asks, chuckling.


  “Nothing.” My cheeks hurt from smiling this hard. I can’t believe he did that in front of everybody, all intimate and stuff.


  “Then why are you trying to escape?”


  “Because everyone’s staring at us.”


  “Sparks, it’s okay. Let them stare.”


  “I know. But that’s never happened to me before.”


  “You better stop acting like you’re embarrassed by me before I do it again.”


  I meet hazel-brown eyes, a dare peering back at me through his lashes. “Don’t do that.” I liked it—I loved it—and I don’t care who’s around, it was just unexpected. The people around us lessen as we continue around the trail.


  “You’ve been helping me feel better, Sparky. A hell of a lot better. That’s my small token of appreciation. I wanted to make you feel better too.”


  My lips spread and part. The breeze cools my teeth, and my eyes squint with how high my cheeks have risen. I will not tell him I love him, or say how amazing I think he is, or even ask where he gets his amazingness because it’s that, there, that makes me love him for me and not forced to by the mating. I’m just going to curl my right arm around his left and suck up this peace.


  It feels great to be out, walking hand and hand with Nathan like we used to. Talking about starting school in the fall and my parents’ move makes him bring up our move. I’ve begun to take him serious about it now.


  “When are you trying to do this moving thing?”


  “Yesterday,” he states.


  “Mom and Dad want me to get my own spot instead.”


  Nathan shrugs. “That’s cool too. I’m still leaving.”


  “What do you think your mom will say?”


  “She’ll be mad. But she understands.”


  “Just me, you, and Nathan?”


  He takes a breath. “Yeah, Olar talked to me about coming too, now that he has Lana he’ll want to come.”


  “You’d be okay with them moving with us?”


  “I was thinking about getting a small house, something with only four bedrooms and a basement, but with more people, it looks like I need to consider something a bit larger. But I’m used to living with a lot of people. It comes down to if you will be okay with it.”


  Little Nathan’s cool. I already knew he was going to come if we moved. “Oh, Taylor and Justin wouldn’t be coming anymore?”


  “I don’t know.” He’s short.


  “Do you want them to?” I know I’m probably pushing it with this question, but I need to know. He’ll probably shut me out, blocking out his feelings if he chooses not to answer.


  “No, Sparks, I’ll answer you. I miss my sister, but I can’t trust her. I don’t want to trust her, and I have no interest in rebuilding anything with her. I don’t want her to live under the same roof as us, but our doors will always be open to her because she’s family.”


  Wow, he gave me a thorough answer. One point to Tracey for getting Nathan to open up. “So, Carmen, she seems cool.”


  “She is. She comes around often with her brothers. It’d be her, Carteal, Scott, and me always together. She has no filter and comes off as a bitch to people who don’t know her well enough. As you’ve noticed, whatever comes to her mind is what comes out of her mouth with no regard to other’s feelings.”


  “Yeah, I noticed that.”


  “She stays fifteen minutes from here. When my aunt isn’t at our house, she’s over there. They’re parents were victims of a Burdened case.”


  “They’re gone?”


  “Yes. But that was a long time ago. They’ve grown past it.”


  I can only imagine. “The house is starting to fill up, huh?” I ask, needing to change the subject.


  “Yeah, it gets like this around this time of the year. Every room fills and the majority of the time I stay away. Just coming around during the day because at night it can get a little loud with people arguing or having too much of a good time.”


  “Sounds fun. . .” I mutter sarcastically.


  “Hey.” Lana comes up behind us.


  “Hey. Where’s Olar?” I ask.


  “He’s talking to Carmen. . .?” she trails inquisitively. “She’s a cousin. Their talk started to get emotional, and she told me she needed to have a moment with her cousin without me being there. I felt Olar wanting the time to talk to her, so I let them.”


  “Feel free to join us. We’re just chatting.”


  Lana’s cool. She seems pretty guarded, but I assume it’s because we’re new to her.
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  THE SUN’S NOT FAR from setting when we leave the park. Carmen sits in the back with Olar and Lana, singing along to every song that plays on the radio. I rest against the seat ready to take a nice four-hour nap. My mind raises thoughts about things we no longer need to worry about and then the new worries that’s manifested in our lives. Needing a much-needed distraction, I watch Nathan drive. It’s funny how something so innocent and unworthy of an audience can avert my thoughts. He’s calm, but I can tell something’s heavy on his mind by the slight twitch of his right brow. He’s like a book starting at the ending. I’m left with this gigantic puzzle of who’s, what’s, and why’s and no way to find out the answers. If he’d only let me in his head, he wouldn’t be such an enigma. The side of his mouth twitches upward.


  “What?” I ask.


  “Nothing. You’re just very observant,” he utters, cracking a small smile.


  “I have to be with you since you want to keep all your thoughts to yourself.”


  His hazel eyes flick to me then back to the road. “We’ll talk about that later.”


  Facing the window, I watch the trees and buildings fly by, mixing the colors of the scenery. I get it; we’re always around someone, or something’s going on, which keeps us from being ourselves. Since we started dating, besides discussions explaining to me what’s going on, sweet I love you talks, and battling everyone in the world, we haven’t had the time to talk and deeply get to know each other really. Our entire relationship has been about someone else. And we’ve been learning one another through each other, not from each other. If communication is key to opening any relationship, our doors are actually still locked.


  We park in the driveway of a house about the size of mine. Carmen exclaims, “Thank you so much, Nate. Come introduce Tracey to my brothers.”


  “You want to?” Nathan asks with bright eyes and an excited smile. I can feel his eagerness to see them.


  There aren’t too many people Nathan’s excited to see, or who he wants me to meet, so I’m game. “Yeah,” I say, preparing to open the door.


  A strong hand grabs my arm. “Don’t do that,” he states, getting out.


  What is up with you and me not opening my door? I ask as he rounds the car.


  Opening my door, he assists me out. “I like to be a gentleman.” He winks.


  “Uh huh.” Two tall guys exit the house and stand by Carmen. By their build and strong posture, they match others I’ve seen in Nathan’s family. They distinguish in height, they both wear low cuts, and they have the same strong facial structures. They’re handsome.


  “Are they handsome, Sparks?”


  I roll my eyes. “Really? I’m not admiring them. Don’t worry, babe. They don’t look nearly as good as you.”


  “I wasn’t worried about it. Just following up on what you said earlier. You know, when you called me an ass.”


  Oh, he’s upset about that. “Aww, the big bad Nathan is sensitive,” I tease.


  “Nope. Never,” he quips lightheartedly.


  “I doubt it,” I mumble as we get closer. The guys take me in, and I grow uncomfortable. I wrap my arm around Nathan’s, shifting my gaze away from them. He moves his arm from mine and wraps it around my shoulder. It’s the presence of the men that makes me uncomfortable, I know. Once I meet them, I’ll be okay.


  “What’s up Cart, Court,” Nathan greets. “I hear you’re coming to wreck my spot.” The three of them bump fists.


  “Yep!” the taller one exclaims. “I’ll be there to destroy everything you have.”


  “Please don’t do that.” Our house has been through enough. I hear what sounds like a thought in my head, but Nathan’s not directing it to me. “This is my Sparks. Sparks, this is Courtney.” He points to the taller one. “And that’s Carteal,” he introduces, pointing to the other.


  “Her real name’s Tracey,” Carmen offers, pursing her lips at Nathan.


  “Hey, Tracey,” they sing.


  Nathan meets my eyes and nods. Turning back to the brothers, I smile, saying, “Hi. Carmen insisted we become acquainted.”


  “She must like you,” Carteal starts. “She usually doesn’t like to introduce us to anyone.” He takes a pause. “Me, maybe. Courtney, not so much.” I join their laugh.


  “Don’t act like I’m the worst one.” Courtney smacks Carteal’s back. “Tracey, I’m the best out of the two of them.”


  “Yeah right. Really? Never,” the three say in chorus. He throws his hands up, exclaiming, “What!”


  “Alright, we’ll see you all later.” Nathan lightly pinches my arm, grabbing my attention to head to the car.


  At a good enough distance, I ask, “Why do I still need your permission before I speak to other men? I’ll feel fine, then when they look at me, I get totally uncomfortable.”


  “That’s you, not trusting. You’re strong, Sparks. And do a pretty damn good job of taking care of yourself. If you believe in yourself and know no harm can come against you, you can conquer the world, baby. Soon as you accept that, you won’t need my permission to talk to people; you’ll feel confident in yourself. And as soon as you get used to the bond, it’ll make a lot of things a lot easier for you. I hate to say it. But—”


  I throw my hand up, cutting him off. “I know, Nate. You told me so.”


  He presses his lips in a thin line, looking down at me from the corner of his eye. “And you say you can’t read my mind.”


  Bumping him with my hip, I chaff, “Hush.”


  Olar and Lana ride with us to Glen’s house.


  I swallow hard. An oversized lump’s lodged itself in my throat. I stand in Glen’s driveway, and breathing’s never been more of a challenge. I try to ease the sorrow from the words I’m about to deliver to my best friend’s mom. Mrs. Richards isn’t the nicest person. She never gave a shit about Glen or what she did, so I have no idea how she’s going to take the news.


  Nathan and I pass Mrs. Richards’ car, which confirms she’s here and makes this moment all too real. I take Nathan’s hand as he knocks. Every inch of my body is pulsating, shaking my hands and my legs. He laces our fingers, trying to bring me down. “Your heart is going insane, Sparks. Calm down.”


  The lock turns, and the latch clicks. The lump in my throat grows, and a bubble builds worsening the vibration of my thrashing heart. Mrs. Richards stands here, in her doorway, bloodshot eyes shifting from me to Nathan and back. The dark circles and aging wrinkles piled in the outer corners of her eyes displays her tired and that she may not have gotten a good rest in a while. At forty-two, it’s obvious her life choices have weighed on her. I take her in, and my words run from my tongue, looking at her shoulder length hair matted and tousled around her head.


  I can’t tell her. I can’t. She looks horrible. I can’t make her feel worse.


  She stares at me staring at her, until, “What, Tracey? Glen isn’t here.”


  You want me to tell her? Nathan asks.


  No. I clear my throat, throwing my hand out to catch the closing door. “Wait. I know Glen isn’t here. Mrs. Richards, can I come in to talk to you?”


  “No. What is it you kids want?”


  Ugh. . . She can be such an ass. I take a deep breath, fixing my words. “It’s Glen. . .” I pause, needing to clear my throat to remove the croak. “She was in an accident.” I look away from her, adding, “She didn’t make it.” The door slams in my face, causing me to jump back.


  Mrs. Richards screams and something falls followed by what sounds like her hands slapping the floor. It echoes throughout her home but is shortly drowned out by another wail.


  I know Mrs. Richards well enough to stay away but I won’t let her breakdown alone. Taking the doorknob in my free hand, I let go of Nathan as I enter the half-empty home. As I interpreted, she’s on the floor, head to the carpet, weeping. I crouch down beside her and cautiously place my hand on her back, refraining from offering empty platitudes. Silence is better.


  The second my hand grazes her back she cries harder. The power of a touch is stronger than I’ve grown to believe. And this is further proof of that. It says more than any words I could make. I’ll never know what my touch is doing for her, but I know it doesn’t hurt, and I think she might appreciate it.


  Her heartbeat’s easier to hear than others, it’s almost too loud, sounding over her sobs. I sit beside her on the floor. Her home smells of faint narcotics and booze, turning my stomach. Mrs. Richards has always had a battle with drugs. It was the motive behind Glen never wanting to be at home, why she never had much respect for her. Glen thought her mother didn’t love her. I can still hear her saying if she did, Tracey, she wouldn’t suck that shit down her throat, distracting her from me, more worried about getting high with my sister. I didn’t know enough about Glen’s mom situation to give advice, but I know it affected her and was the reason she was always so rude and bitchy. She was neglected and her, sometimes, wretched attitude was her crying out for attention. Her mom just never cared. Then, along came Scott. . . I can honestly say, sitting in the middle of the floor, in the dark with Mrs. Richards as she cries over her daughter . . . she loved her. Everyone in Glen’s life had a very strange way of showing their love for her. I wish she could’ve seen and heard some things I have from these people. She would’ve been a lot happier.


  Eventually, Mrs. Richards’ sobs calm to even breaths, and she stops shaking. Nathan lifts her sleeping body from the floor and lies her on the couch in her living room. I take off her shoes and throw a blanket over her.


  We close and lock the door behind us, heading back to the car. The sun’s scaled the sky as time’s inching toward six. The air’s warm and as I suspected earlier, there’s still not a cloud in sight.


  Olar and Lana are in the back, all over each other. Nathan clears his throat.


  “Oh, I’m so sorry, Tracey,” Lana mutters, embarrassed.


  “It’s fine. I’m used to it.”


  “While we’re over here,” Nathan starts. “We should check on my aunt and uncle.”


  “That’s a good idea,” Olar agrees. “I haven’t heard much since I told them.”


  We drive to the other side of the neighborhood, nearer Scott’s and my house. I haven’t met Scott’s parents as a part of the family yet, and I would’ve preferred it not to be under these conditions when we did officially meet.


  Nathan knocks.


  “It’s Nathan and his mate, feels like Olar and he has a mate as well,” a woman’s voice says from somewhere within the house.


  The door swings open. “Hello, Nathan, Tracey, Olar, and Lana, correct?” Mr. Fallon looks to Olar, and he nods. “Come in.” His voice is friendly, not mournful. It’s a great relief to see his bright smile instead of the sorrowful expression I was expecting. I expect for him to mourn his son’s death, but I know seeing him do so will flow a sea of tears from my eyes. And nobody wants to be witness to that.


  “Hello. How has everyone been?” Mrs. Fallon asks as we meet her in the living room. She isn’t as bright as her husband. Her grief sticks in her deep green eyes. They shift to Nathan and fill with tears when they lock eyes. Permanent creases pinch the corners of her eyes, and it looks as if her chin has trembled for so long it’s permanently scrunched upward.


  Nathan curls his arms around me. His tenseness makes his body rock hard as if he has his defensive shield up. Rubbing his arms, I try to suck away the misery. He turns his head to the side of my face and inhales through his nose. Stay calm, Nate. Let her scent calm you down.


  My brows pull together. There it is again. . . He takes another breath, and I hear his sigh in my head. Not wanting to give it away, I don’t mention it.


  Olar talks about Lana to Mr. and Mrs. Fallon. Every time the subject changes; he brings it back to her. It may be a refresher for them because they smile and nod, engaging with him.


  Nathan’s having a hard time managing whatever’s happening in him at this moment. His constant deep breaths and morphing of his skin concern me. From smooth to brittle, it shifts under my touch. I face him, and my nose brushes his. As I kiss my calm into his lips, his black eyes lift up to mine. I place my hand on the side of his face, assuring, “It’s okay.”


  His lips find mine again, stealing a kiss meant to further his calm. It’s begging. Not begging me but himself. I draw back, looking into pitch-black eyes. He’s not okay. I feel it all over him; guilt, hate, hurt, and desire.


  He leans forward, and I lean back. His eyes squint, studying me. She pulled away from me. His thoughts echo in my head again.


  Whoa! Nathan, what is wrong? I ask him.


  “What are you doing?” he frets, voice dark and angry.


  My brows knit. “Nathan, let’s step outside for a second,” I say, standing and pulling his arm. He doesn’t budge, and I lift my brows, widening my eyes.


  Reluctantly, he stands, muttering, “Excuse us.”


  I lean my back against the closed door, facing him. “Nate, what’s up—” His lips smash down on mine, cutting me off. With his body hard, his lips are far from soft, and his forcefulness hurts. “Nathan, stop,” I mumble, forcing his face away from mine.


  His eyes shoot open. A deep blue swirl outlined in gray stabs through me. He grows three inches taller right before my eyes. She did it again, his angered thoughts growl in my head.


  “You need to calm down, Nathan,” I warn.


  “Why do you keep pulling away from me?”


  “What is wrong with you?” I reach for him, and he snatches my wrist back before I can.


  His shoulders spread out like they did the other night and his color shifts. I can’t understand what the hell has happened. He’s freaking me out.


  Hands clutched tight around my wrists, he yanks me to him and tries to kiss me again. I avoid him, wrenching away, feeling the rejection from the separation strike my chest. “Nathan, where is all of this aggression coming from? What’s going on with you?” I avert to move from between him and the door and his arms shoot out, blocking me.


  “Tracey,” he growls. “Stop. Pulling. Away from me,” he snarls through his teeth.


  “Nathan, you’re turning red, you’re almost seven feet tall, and your eyes are their demon color. You’re starting to scare me.”


  “What?”


  “You’re changing! Why are you so upset?”


  “Just let me kiss you.” His voice softens. “And hold on to me.” I need you, and it’s fucking with me you keep pulling away. His angry thoughts cut into mine. I don’t think he realizes I can hear them.


  “Nathan, listen. Calm down. Talk to me. Tell me what’s wrong.”


  He squeezes his eyes shut and reopens them. “I can’t. I’m not in control of this,” he snarls. “The only thing keeping me from ripping your fucking head off is your heartbeat.”


  “If you know you’re not in control, get in control. You’re making me uncomfortable.”


  His head falls in defeat, the Burdened ruling over the Sephlem. His hand gently slides over my neck, the cuff of it easily shoving against my throat. As he inhales, his sharpened teeth peek behind his darkened lips. Licking them, he backs away, growling airy-like.


  I pant, relieved he’s moved. “Nate.” I grab him as he pivots.


  He snatches away from me, barking, “Stop, Tracey. Get away from me.” There’s so much vigilance in his tone.


  My hands warm and my eyes demand me to blink, telling me Nathan’s a threat. He wants to harm me. I fear to blink because I don’t want to see what he intends to do to me, I don’t want to know. . .


  I need to figure out how to change him. How to help him.


  “Nate?” I ignore the threat, gently slipping my hand behind his shoulder, and pulling him to me. Giving in, I rise on my toes, and meet his lips. His body shifts, struggling between indulgent and inflexible. He grabs my waist, pulling me close. Let her scent calm you down. Get it together, Nate. You can’t hurt her. He thinks, inhaling. Taking control of my calming kiss, he shifts our moods, pushing my kiss past an innocent caress. It kisses me hard, sharp teeth scraping my lips, holding me too tightly.


  “Nathan,” I say, against his mouth not able to move away from him. “Stop.” I press my hands against his chest, trying to push him away, but the biggest blast I possess spurts from my hand.


  I’m airborne, flying backward. My back rams into something and I fall to the ground on my stomach. Grumbling, I lift myself to my knees and lean back, trying to catch my breath.


  A low rumble of snarls kick starts a panic in me. Slowly looking to my right, I take in the monster. “Sh-shit, Nate, please don’t.” I have the slightest idea how to fix this, and by the murderous look on his face, I’m dead. Olar, please come out here and help me. Something is wrong with Nathan.


  “Nate,” Olar calls from behind him. “It’s Tracey,” he kindly reminds him. The cautiousness in his tone freaks me out.


  Nathan blinks slowly, having no recognition cross his eyes. But his thoughts say the opposite, I know who she is. I can’t control it.


  Olar comes closer, and Nathan defensively whips around. He stalks toward Olar. I blink, catching a glimpse of what he’s going to do. “Nathan!” I bark his name in the way he hates. He freezes mid-stride, intentions changing. “Stop!” I demand, seeing his hate flip from Olar to me.


  He fixes me with a side-glance over his shoulder.


  Hurting Nathan means hurting me. But if my hurting myself is what it takes to control him, I’m willing to do that. I promised I’ll help at any costs and I’m standing by this promise.


  Taking advantage of his pause, I croon, “Nate, please? Come back.”


  He veers on his heels and charges at me, full demon, fully out of control.


  Olar knocks Nathan to the side, stopping him from grabbing my neck. Nathan twists around, and I jump in front of Olar, guarding him against Nathan’s attack.


  Nathan stops and stares. She’s going to protect him from me?


  “I’m not protecting him from you, Nathan. I’m protecting you from you. Please come back? Get control over yourself.” I step toward him, and Olar grabs my shoulder. Hear me, Nate, I start. Open up and let me in. There’s no ending to our happily forever if you can’t control this. We’ll experience our ending before we can enjoy, indulge, and commence our beginning. We’ve not had the chance to explore the infinity of each other yet, babe. There are still a million questions and a billion things I want to experience with you. Don’t rob us of them.


  Nearing me, he shrinks in size with every steady step. The night swirls from his eyes when he makes it to me, wrapping his thick arms around my back. I return his hug, grateful for whatever switch flipping. “I’m sorry, Sparks.” He lifts me from the ground, and I wrap around him, holding him until his body’s hardness eases.


  “It’s okay. You didn’t hurt me,” I tell him as my feet hit the ground.


  “Good. But you hurt you.”


  I dust myself off and shrug. “No biggy. I’ll risk me to save you.”


  “We’re going to have to reconsider this.” He looks over my shoulder. “Sorry, Olar.”


  “It wasn’t bad, like, at all. Nothing like the past. You’re good,” Olar assures with a proud voice and stone surprise stuck in his wide eyes.
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  Olar and Lana drop us off at my house. I have to tell my parents what happened but I don’t think I can handle the pity right now. When we left Scott’s house, his mother was crying. His father tried to console her, but it did no good because his hurt was just as strong. Nathan couldn’t take it, and he pulled me away without saying goodbye.


  Mom and Dad are in the kitchen, laughing over a meal they’re preparing. Nathan and I sit at the bar. We must look as bad as we feel because when Mom looks at us, she’s rushing over, rubbing her hands on ours. “What happened? What’s wrong?” she hurries her words.


  I look to her and then to Nathan, his eyes sustaining his hazel-brown. Dad comes to Mom’s side. “You two don’t want to talk about it?” he asks, concerned.


  Tears burn my eyes, and I blink them away. I’m done crying, and I need to pull it together. I breathe raggedly. “Glen and Scott were in a bad accident.” I pause, and then it spills out, “They didn’t make it.” I choke on the it, and I hope this is the last time I have to have the conversation. I hate this.


  “Oh, honey. Nathan, I am so sorry.” She comes out of the kitchen, around to us.


  We turn around to face her. She takes us both by our necks, pulling us to hug her. I hold it together as strongly as I can. She breaks away, and I reach out to her, pulling her back, breaking down against her shoulder. She soothingly rubs my back. “Shh,” she sings softly. We rock in our hug.


  I pull back, seeing Dad rubbing Nathan’s neck as a father would his son. I can hear nothing but I see him nodding and Dad’s mouth moving. I look up at my mom; her mouth is moving too, but I don’t hear what she says. My heart races. My breaths are deep. The room closes in on me and every ounce of my body I feel to the tenth power. Every pulse pounds hard against my flesh, shuddering my skin.


  Tracey, what’s wrong?


  I can’t hear. Everything’s wrong. The edges of my site blur black and burgundy.


  You’re having an anxiety attack.


  Is that what’s going on? My breaths quicken and my fingertips numb. I’ve begun to tremble.


  He stands, saying something to Dad. Stepping to my side, he says something to Mom. They leave us.


  Nathan grabs my hand and kisses my cheek. Ten seconds slowly tick by and my hearing returns, starting with my mom’s voice saying how bad the news was. I huff a sigh and meet Nathan’s eyes.


  “I have never experienced anything like that,” I say, resting my forehead against his chest. He rubs the back of my head upward in the direction my hair is pulled. It accommodates his calming scent.


  “Too much stress.”


  “Tell me about it. I have anxiety attacks, and you go demon.” I speak quietly, not able to tell how close my parents are.


  He titters. “That’s not even funny. I’m sorry about that. I lost control.”


  “No, you tried to control yourself. You wanted to rip my head off, but you didn’t.” I lean back on the stool. “When you’re losing it, your thoughts creep in my head.” I take calming breaths, my heart at its usual beat. “My scent. You wanted it to calm you. But then you wanted me to kiss you; it just wasn’t you kissing me and it was too forceful.”


  “That sounds about right. But I didn’t know about you being able to hear my thoughts, though.”


  “Not everything, but some things. Mainly when you would try to calm yourself down, I think.”


  “Well, it’s good for you that I love you.” He smiles.


  “You said that too.”


  “Said what?” Dad asks, walking back into the kitchen.


  “That I love her,” Nathan answers too comfortably.


  “It’s good that you do.”


  “Honey, you staying home tonight?” Mom asks, coming to Dad’s side.


  “Yes. Nathan’s house is full of people.”


  “Why?” She looks to Nathan. “It wouldn’t be because of—”


  “No,” he cuts her off. “During the summer, we always have a house full. Everyone comes out to visit.”


  “You have more than enough room,” Dad states.


  “We do, but it’s starting to get a little crowded.” Crap. I just said we. I shake my head, ready to hear it.


  “We?” Dad replies with unnecessary exaggeration. “I’d say you are mighty comfortable, Tracey.”


  I’m not answering that. I am comfortable, but I know this talk will lead to how comfortable I am, and somehow we will end up talking about things that will further my discomfort.


  I leave from the breakfast bar to the family room.


  “James, Karen, do you mind if I stay here for a while?”


  “No, Nathan. Of course not.”


  “Thank you, James.”


  I feel him walk into the room. He sits down next to me, and I lay my head against his shoulder. We sit close, closer than we usually would in front of my parents with his arms wrapped around me and my head tucked into his neck. We share our thoughts to keep our minds busy, to keep away his darkness and my absurdities. He shows me the mountains and sky; I show him the stars.
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  THE PATTER OF LITTLE feet has been charging through the house all day. There are almost as many children as there are adults. Over the last couple of months more of our relatives have arrived and all of them, all of them, came accompanied with two or more children. Just about every room with a TV has a show playing with way too many rhyming songs and catchy phrases I’m sure will be stuck in my head for the rest of my life.


  “Aaahhh! Stop him! Stop him!” a little voice shrills.


  I twist around, seeing Marsha fleeing toward me. She rounds me, hiding behind my legs.


  Aaron’s coming down the hall like a raging bull. “Get out of the way, Tracey!” he shouts.


  “Stop him, Tracey! Stop him!” she cries, scared out of her mind.


  “What is going on you two?!” I ask loudly.


  Aaron tries to grab her, chasing her in circles around me.


  “Okay! You two are making me dizzy.” I squat down, grabbing both of them. “That’s enough.” Holding them apart from each other, I ask, “What’s going on?”


  “He’s trying to kill me!” she yells, pointing.


  “She threw knives at me!” he shouts back. “I am trying to kill her!”


  “Stop him, Tracey!”


  “Okay. Aaron, stop. Don’t kill her,” I say awkwardly, sure that can’t be what I’m supposed to say.


  He waggles around, trying to break free. “She needs to pay!”


  I let Marsha go, turning fully to Aaron. Before I can speak, she slaps him in the face and runs off down the hallway. Aaron jerks out of my grip and runs after her.


  I stand, stunned, watching them chase each other. “I am never having kids.”


  “Never?” Nathan drawls, coming up behind me.


  “Did you just see that?”


  “Yep.”


  “What type of craziness?”


  “That’s what they do; they’re children.”


  I finish my path toward the front room. “Children are supposed to sit around and say they’re ABCs, being good.”


  “They do that too.” He points, adding, “This is what they do after.”


  “Nathan?! Tracey?!” Sounds like Carmen yelling from the front door.


  “It is. I think they just got here,” Nathan informs.


  Summer has brought us warm weather and a new knock on the door every week. It’s overcrowded and always loud. Some people complain, and others just go with it.


  We meet Natalia, Carmen, and her brothers at the front door.


  “Hey, Tracey, how are you?” Carmen sings, throwing her arms around my neck.


  I return her hug. “Good. I was wondering when you were going to come over.”


  “I’m here now.” She throws a punch against Nathan’s chest. “Dude, have you gotten taller?”


  “Yes,” I exaggerate.


  “No,” he retorts. “I’m the same height.” Yeah, you think so. Nathan’s gotten taller; he just doesn’t see it.


  “You think your house is full of enough people?” she asks, watching Naomi—Nathan’s aunt from California—chase after two other children.


  “Yes,” I say, watching them run around us to the living room.


  “What are you two getting ready to do?”


  “Nothing. What are you trying to do?” Nathan asks.


  “I’d like to scale a mountain,” she chimes, bouncing on her toes. “Can we?”


  “Yeah, let’s go mountain climbing,” Courtney seconds, grabbing one child running past him. “Hey, Percy.” Percy struggles to get loose and Courtney places him back on the floor. He hits the ground running.


  “I’m definitely down for mountain climbing,” Carteal adds.


  “Me too,” Nathan chimes in. “You in?” he asks me.


  “I’m okay with anything that gets me out of this danger zone.”


  Cindy rushes past with Percy on her heels. They circle us, and Percy uses my leg to hold him from turning too far as he heads in a different direction, nearly knocking me off my feet.


  “I think they should come with signs like roads,” Carmen says, watching them run back down the hallway.


  “I agree. Like; Danger Ahead, Stay Away.” Far away.


  The five of us race off to a mountain far from the house. The wind’s warm against my skin and the midafternoon’s sun is high and bright.


  Everyone’s charged up and excited about this climb. We have no ropes, harnesses, or protective wear. It’s just us. I feel like we’re daredevils trying to accomplish mission impossible.


  We meet the mountain’s base, and Courtney jumps over five feet in the air onto the rock. Grabbing onto it, he cheers, “Yee haw!” and climbs faster than my eyes can follow. Carteal’s slower. Instead of jumping, he starts from the ground up.


  I know Nathan wants to attack the mountain too, seeing the admiration in his eyes as he watches his cousins. Nudging him with my elbow, I encourage, “Go ahead, babe.”


  An enthusiastic smile spreads his raspberry colored lips. “I’ll be back.” He flicks his gaze to Carmen. “Look out for her?”


  “I got it,” she says. “We’re going to climb at her skill level.”


  “Thanks.” He rushes off, jumping high like Courtney did. Climbing inhumanly fast, he jumps even higher when he reaches a ledge. I admire his enjoyment, remembering this is one of his favorite things to do.


  “Come on, Tracey.” Carmen runs to the mountain, and I follow behind her. We face the large rock, preparing to make it my bitch.


  That’s right, baby. Own that rock.


  I laugh at his remark.


  “The key to it is not to think, Tracey. Trust your body to climb and not fall, trust that your hands will pull you up and your feet will be your leverage and have fun releasing whatever stress the world has brought upon you on the mountain.” She pinches her nose and nods, assuring, “It can take it.”


  I watch her climb, hand and hand, foot and foot, using the uneven protrusions of the rock. Following her movement, I didn’t realize how much upper body strength is needed in this. Realizing it’s easier for me to push myself up; I use my legs to step higher. I don’t feel the fun in this full-body workout, but it’s better than separating children and watching Caillou.


  Carmen climbs beside me, pointing to a ledge on which we can comfortably recline. This is much easier for her.


  “Are you tired yet?” she asks, sitting next to me.


  “Yes. But not exhausted, my arms are just tight.”


  She stretches. “It takes some getting used to I guess.”


  “I’m more of a runner than a climber. But this can help relieve some stress.”


  “It does. Especially when you do it like these adrenaline junkies.” She points to one of the boys free falling down the mountain; he shoots back up the moment he grabs on to it.


  “Oh yeah, I won’t be doing that. But if you want to go, I’ll wait here.”


  “So Nathan can kill me.” She shakes her head. “Not a chance. I’ll wait with you until you’re ready to climb higher or until Nathan comes.”


  “Sorry I’m slowing you down.”


  “You’re not. It’s cool.” She scoots to the edge of the ledge, letting her legs swing back and forth.


  I stretch my neck, feeling the sun warm my arms. “I’d climb all the way up here to tan in this sun. You must do this often.”


  “Not as often as I’d like to. But when we come over here we do.” She drags her gaze away from me to the view of the water in the distance. “It’s good Nathan has found you. You’re a good match for him. A nice down to Earth, understanding girl. Not a loud mouth. And you’re cute, fitting in with us.”


  “Thanks. I’ll be taking that as a compliment.”


  “Yeah. You should see some of the girls my brother comes home with. It’s embarrassing.” She examines her fingernails, adding, “Carteal doesn’t bring girls home. But Courtney, it’s less likely you catching him without one.”


  “I can imagine.”


  “Do you have any siblings?


  “No, just me.”


  “Be grateful for that too.”


  Carmen is great company. She never brings up Glen and Scott or discusses anything uncomfortable. Our peaceful tête-à-tête only centers around the family, her brothers, and them being around Nathan’s house.


  Nathan drops onto our ledge. “Thanks, Carmen.”


  “Don’t thank me. It was fun.” She smiles. “I’ll be back, Tracey.”


  I nod, and she flips backward off the ledge.


  “You having a good time?” I ask Nathan, seeing him dirtied by dust from the rock.


  He wipes his hands on his pants. “Yes, I am actually.”


  “Good. Came to keep me company or relieve Carmen from Tracey duty?” I joke.


  “Both.” He sits beside me. “What were you two talking about?”


  “Nothing, just family and the things you all do around here for the summer. You know, mountain climbing, diving off mountains, skidding across the water by running too fast to sink, knocking down trees by punching the crap out of them. Inhuman stuff,” I say casually.


  “That all sounds about right.” He pulls me under his arm. He’s hot and sweaty. “You want me to climb you up the mountain? We can dive off and catch ourselves.”


  “Umm, climbing me up the mountain, yes. Catching ourselves . . . no, thank you.”


  He lifts me on his back and jumps up from the ledge. Grabbing hold of the mountain with his sharp nails and hard hands, he climbs, reaching a much higher ledge.


  “Hey, Tracey. Having fun?” Carteal asks me, preparing to jump.


  “Not as much fun as you,” I joke.


  He smirks and throws himself off the edge.


  I gasp, whipping around to Nathan.


  “We could do that,” he offers.


  “Absolutely not.”


  “How do you think we’re going to get down?”


  I didn’t think about that. “Climb?”


  “Nope, Sparks. We’re going to jump.” His hand finds the small of my back, and he spins me around to face him. “Thanks for what you did for me earlier,” he says in a comforting voice.


  “Anytime.”


  Courtney jumps onto the ledge. “Don’t do that stuff up here.” He shakes himself out, trying to get off the rock dust. “I’m getting jealous.”


  “That won’t last for long,” Nathan retorts. “The moment you leave the house, you’ll return with a new sidekick.”


  “I’m sure you’re right,” he says and flips off the mountain.


  I rise on my tiptoes and tilt my head back. “You’ll be the first guy I’ve ever kissed on a mountain.”


  “Good.”


  “Ew!” Carmen fake-gags. “You two get a room.” I laugh at her crinkled nose and turned up lip. “Let’s head back. I’m dirtier than I’d like to be.”


  “Are you going to jump off the mountain to the ground?” I ask her.


  “A little bit. I’ll jump ledge to ledge until I’m comfortable with the height to the ground for my landing.”


  I nod, looking back to Nathan.


  “We can do that too, Sparks. Or I can run straight down the mountain.”


  “That sounds scarier than jumping. Watching the ground come toward us at full speed.”


  “It is, but whichever you’d prefer.”


  “Do the ledge to ledge jumping. I’ll deal with the turns of my stomach. If I barf on you, don’t get upset.”


  “Please do not throw up on me.” He raises an eyebrow. “I might look at you differently.”


  “You will not,” I sing, pushing his shoulder.


  “I might not, but that would be nasty.”


  “It would.” I jump on his back. “Okay, I’m ready, Nate. Don’t kill us,” I joke.


  He walks to the edge, asking, “You ready?”


  “As I’ll ever be.” I tightly wrap around him, taking a deep breath.


  Nathan leaps off the ledge.


  I bury my head in his neck, clenching my flipping stomach. Our first landing’s hard; the sound of Nathan’s boots meeting the rock is loud. He leaps again, and I hold my breath, waiting for another landing to shake our bodies. Excited shouts scream over the howling wind. They’re enjoying themselves. Landing with another hard thud, it’s as unexpected as the first and still wracks my body. “Our next landing’s the ground, Sparks,” Nathan informs, jumping. I keep my eyes closed, squeezing Nathan tighter. The fall’s somersaulting my stomach, giving me a major rush. We land roughly, and I drop off Nathan’s back, stumbling around. Nathan laughs at me, grabbing my arm as I’m about to fall.


  “I’m cool with the mountain climbing,” I say, holding my head, hoping the world stops shaking. “But the falling part, no.”


  “Come on. I’ll run you home.”


  Too dizzy to run back, I let Nathan carry me to the house.


  “You want to go shopping, Tracey?” Carmen asks when we make it to the front yard.


  Yes! I’d love to stay out of this house. “Nathan, is that okay?”


  “Yeah, babe. Go enjoy yourself.”


  I wince, realizing I’ve done it again. Discomfited, I push my hair back, turning to Carmen. “Yeah, I want to go,” I answer, shamed.


  Her eyebrows rise in comprehension then knit in an uneasy disapproval. “That’s got to be annoying.”


  “You have no idea,” I jest. Relieved she’s not passing judgment as others do, witnessing the perks of my bond. I hate the dominance requirement of it.


  Carmen shrugs. “Well, I guess you get used to it after a while.”


  I shake my head. “They say that, but you don’t. This is later, and I’m still not used to it.”


  Getting approval and asking permission is the worst part about being bound. What’s crazy is that it’s okay until I realize it. What’s more messed up is when I do something without asking him first, I feel bad the entire time and my chest aches. Like I’m kicking my own butt for not checking with my mate to see if I can go outside and plant flowers. I often think, oh, I should’ve asked Nathan if I could do this first. Or I hope Nathan would be okay with my going here. And the most annoying one, let me go back and ask Nathan if he doesn’t mind that I do this. This is so freaking ridiculous and belittling.


  We head to the house, leaving the boys standing in the yard.


  “Tracey,” Nathan calls. “Be careful and call if you need me. Carmen! Don’t do anything extra, and let nothing happen to her.”


  “I won’t, Nathan. Geesh. She’s an adult. We’ll be back later.” A wryly smirk flitters across her face when she meets my eyes. “You don’t need to kiss him goodbye or ask Daddy for his credit card do you?” she teases dramatically with her eyebrows high and hands out at her hips.


  “You’re an ass for that,” I mock. But, now that she mentions it, I do need to tell him goodbye. Running to him, I roll my eyes, frustrated with myself. He wraps his arms around me and I breathe him in, comforting my departure. “You know, that is really annoying,” I say.


  “You know, that is what you signed up for,” he replies matter-of-factly.


  “You know, being an ass is a flaw,” I fire back.


  He kisses my forehead and smirks. “Go ahead, Sparks.” He smacks my butt. “I’ll see you when you get back.”


  I rise on my tiptoes to kiss his cheek.


  “Don’t forget the credit card, baby girl,” Carmen yells teasingly.


  I flick fireballs from my thumb at her. “I have my own card, smart ass.”


  She scurries away from them, laughing.
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  CARMEN AND I TAKE Nathan’s car to an outside shopping plaza near her house. Store hopping, she drags me into a boutique with the cutest clothes I’ve seen in a while.


  “Do you think this is cute?” She holds up a peach-colored dress with ruffles at the bottom. With how small it looks, I’m sure it will fit her tightly. But it’s cute.


  “Yes. I like it. Try it on,” I say, pulling out a blue and white dress that’s probably equally as tight. I also find a summer dress that flares out at the bottom and some brown ankle high boots to match it.


  Trying on clothes and matching outfits with shoes and accessories, we spend hours in one store. After buying our clothes, Carmen pulls me to another store for men.


  While she picks out clothes for her brothers, I pick out some for Nathan. Not that Nathan needs any more clothes, but I like buying him stuff. I find some dark denim and gray denim jeans and a few button-down plaid shirts. They have shirts with names on them and I just so happen to find one that reads Tracey. Laughing, I hold it up, thinking about his reaction. Snagging some black and gray Nikes, I meet Carmen at the counter.


  Her arms are loaded. She heaves clothes on top of the checkout table as if they were too heavy and hurt. “They are going to owe me big time.” She pants. “What’d you get Nathan?”


  I laugh. “Just some jeans, shirts, and shoes,” I say, looking over the items I hold. “Not that he needs them.”


  “Everybody always needs more clothes.” She hands the cashier her card.


  “I know right.” Her saying that reminds me of Glen. It brings joy than saddens me at the same time. I shake it off. . . “You think you bought your brothers enough stuff?” I ask, watching the cashier bag her abundance of items.


  “Yeah, well, see, Carteal doesn’t like to wash clothes, so I had to make sure he has something to wear while we’re at Aunt Nati’s house. And Courtney’s a child, so if I buy Carteal something I have to buy him something too,” she answers, grabbing her many bags from the cashier.


  I check out my things, and we head back to the car.


  “Let’s get something to eat,” she suggests, buckling her seatbelt.


  Drawing my lips to the side, I meet her gaze. I’m ready to go home now. We’ve been gone for over four hours, and I hate to say it, but I miss him badly. I need to get back and make sure he’s okay and see him, maybe give him a hug.


  Carmen’s eyes narrow, then she rolls them. “Really, already?”


  “What?” I grump. “Is it written on my face?”


  She faces forward, propping her elbow on the door. “Yes. You look pitiful.”


  “I know.” I pout. “I can’t help it.” I’m not ready to go in the house yet, just see Nathan. Once I see him, I’ll be fine, and we can go back out. “We don’t have to go in to stay. I’ll see him and then we can leave again.”


  She shakes her head, half-smiling. “Can’t you just talk to him and be fine? It’s about to get dark, and we aren’t going to come back this way. It’s too far.”


  “It’s not the same, Carmen,” I whine like a child denied a candy bar.


  She throws her hand in her face, as she snickers, laughing at my childish annotation. “Okay, Tracey, let’s go. Maybe if we get closer, it won’t be so bad, and we can stop and get something to eat.”


  I nod, starting up the car and driving away.


  Carmen stops singing mid-tune and turns down the radio. “Do you like it?”


  “Like what?” I ask, frowning.


  “Being bound.”


  I take a minute, considering my answer. “Um, I like being bound to Nathan. If that answers your question.”


  “No, it doesn’t actually.” She twists her upper body. “I’m asking how you feel about it, not about him. Just your feelings. How do you feel about the topic?”


  I sigh. There are a lot of ways I can answer this question. But I don’t want her to take what I say the wrong way.


  “The only reason I’m asking,” she starts, “is because I’d like to know what it’s like. I want someone to feel that way about me, and I feel that way about someone. Every Sephlem girl wants to mate and be bound. Like human girls want to be married.”


  “Oh, Carmen, you are such a girl. Never suspected you for the sentimental type.”


  She laughs. “I am, but only around people I trust and know I can talk to.”


  “Should I take that as a compliment?” I joke.


  “You should,” she sasses. “Now can you please tell me? I watch you and Nathan, and you two seem happy. Or would you say it is just the bond?”


  “Um. My loving him isn’t just the bond; those are my real feelings. It was because of the bond and our mating, though, that I fell for him so quickly and did things with him quicker than I would’ve if we weren’t mated. All of the checking with him before I do things and not being able to go hours without missing him is the bond.” I pause. “I mean, I’d still think about him, not miss him to the point where I’d want to take breaks in between what I’m doing to see him. That’s the part I hate. It steals my independence and that so cliché. The least I can do is walk away without feeling tarnished I didn’t tell my mate first. You know?”


  “Yeah, I wouldn’t like that either.” She finally turns back in her seat, releasing me from her head-on stare. “Can I ask you another question? I know you don’t know me that well and this may seem a little personal, but I won’t know unless I ask.”


  “Yeah, go ahead,” I say nervously.


  “Don’t think I’m a bitch but, when you had to choose between Nathan and Roehl. How close were you to choosing Roehl?”


  I don’t mind answering, but I’m sure her mind will change about me. “Don’t think different of me,” I mutter as if someone were listening in on our conversation.


  “I won’t. I know what your choice is,” she assures.


  “I was, really close to choosing Roehl. The thing that steered me away was that our heartbeats didn’t match like Nathan’s and mine. And Nathan’s cry for me when I was choosing to leave with Roehl. I don’t know what he did, but it was in the way he said my name.” I immediately go into explaining why knowing that sounded bad. “I didn’t want to choose Roehl. It was just that he did something to me to make me want him. But I didn’t, and I don’t.”


  “You don’t have to explain to me, Tracey, I know.” She pauses. “If you could do it all over, from the beginning. Would you?”


  Ouch. That is a loaded question. “Um.” I think on that. I wouldn’t give up Nathan and me. I love us. A lot of events we’ve gone through I’d like to relive but what’s done is done. And what is, is. “No.”


  “That’s a cliffhanger.”


  “I don’t want to talk about it,” I say uncomfortably. “But the good outweighs the bad in it. Like the comforting feeling he gives when his fingertips just barely graze your cheek overcomes the inconvenience of needing his permission. The freedom you feel when you kiss him overcomes the obligation to be around him. Then the love he gives outweighs all the bad and messed up stuff that’s happened in your lives.”


  “Yeah, and not to mention the sex.”


  I smile to myself. “Right, then there’s that.”


  She readjusts herself in the seat. “Yeah, well, I just hear it’s amazing. To make love to someone’s mind and body. But, I wouldn’t know.”


  “Good,” I mutter. “Because it can be addictive. Especially with the bond and this unique feature where you can get high off each other’s touch and smell,” I say even quieter. “Stay that way as long as you can.”


  “Maybe, or at least until I mate.”


  “No, I think you’re supposed to wait until you’re made.”


  “How do you know?”


  “I know these things, Carmen. Nathan doesn’t just keep me on a shelf. I talk to his family and am up to date on all the Sephlem terminology.”


  She laughs. “Okay, so I’m supposed to wait until we’re made. Now that we’re closer let’s stop at a restaurant and eat. I’m starving.” She belches, mocking her statement.


  “Yeah, I can tell,” I chaff.


  “That was a hunger burp, not a full one.”


  I don’t want to stop, but I will because she asked, and I don’t want to make it seem as bad as it is. “Okay, we’ll stop.” But my leg’s jumping, and if I let go of this steering wheel, she’d see my hands fidgeting.


  I drive to the restaurant Nathan took us to with the patio. We order our food, and they quickly bring it out. As we eat, Carmen talks about how she wants her mated relationship to be. And I encourage her with smiles and the experience.


  “Hi, Tracey,” slides from a familiar voice.


  I cuss under my breath not wanting to look. Seeing him will turn this day around for me. Sipping my sweet tea through my straw, I feel Michael take another step closer.


  “I said hi, Tracey,” he restates, standing right behind me.


  I meet Carmen’s questioning gaze and roll my eyes. “Can we help you with something?” she asks, irritated.


  Michael must be standing really close for me to feel the air move around his pulsing body. He’s nervous.


  “No, not you. But Tracey can.” He takes a seat at our table.


  I drop my fork and grumble. “Michael, not today and not right now.”


  He gazes, admiring me. “I’m not, Tracey. I’m saying hi.”


  I roll my eyes again, looking away from him. “Okay. Hi. Now, please go.”


  “Am I making you uncomfortable?” he asks, trying to make his voice sound seductive. But it sounds all wrong. “Stop writing me off, Cey.”


  “No, you make me annoyed. And I’m trying to have a conversation with my cousin. So if you do not mind, please excuse yourself.”


  The restaurant floods with Nathan’s demanding presence. It’s bombarding, and I hate to consider it, but I hope the shit doesn’t hit the fan. I’m just catching a break for Pete’s sake.


  “I can’t understand why you haven’t moved yet,” Nathan says from behind us, Carteal and Courtney on his flank.


  “Where do you keep coming from?” Michael blurts exaggeratedly.


  Nathan looks at Michael with a devilish grin. “You know. . . I’ve wanted to crush your skull since the first time I heard your voice.” He steps forward.


  Michael jumps to his feet, squaring off with Nathan. He looks like Jack in front of a bean stock. I laugh aloud at my thought, reluctantly standing. “Just because you’re with my ex-girlfriend doesn’t mean I’m going to let you threaten me.” Michael tries to swell his small chest.


  I laugh harder, moving to stand in front of Nathan. “Come on, Nate. Let’s go,” I say, pushing him to walk away.


  “No, wait, Tracey.” Michael reaches out to me.


  I wrench away―faster than I should move with people around―trying to avoid being shocked.


  “What the?” Michael mutters as his eyes suspiciously fixate on me, a puzzled look stealing his poised expression.


  My eyes twitch, and the film demands me to blink.


  “Do it, Sparks,” Nathan says from behind me.


  I take a breath and blink.


  Liquid-like, yellow eyes peer back at me past lashless lids. The warm toned skin, once smooth and caramel is now a dark and a scaly texture that makes me never want to touch him again. Michael’s tight, curly hair is looser, giving it a wavy appearance. He’s also a bit bigger. There’s nothing familiar about his features, nothing about this beast would tell me he’s Michael.


  My eyes demand me to blink, and I do, bringing him back to short, smooth-skinned, curly haired Michael. While observing him, I hadn’t noticed Nathan had moved to my right side or Carmen to my left.


  Michael stumbles back, jabbering words I can’t hear.


  It hits me like a ton of bricks. All this time we were together, he wasn’t human. He isn’t human. Oh—my—gosh! “Who are you?” I burst unable to hear myself shout.


  Michael throws his hands up, mouth moving a million miles a minute. My hearing has faded and the more he talks and I can’t hear him, the more worked up I become. I squeeze my eyes shut, trying to get a grip. But unable to see and hear spikes a panic forcing me to flick my eyes open. Michael strikes forward, grabbing me by my arms, and smashing his lips down on mine. I push, shove, and slap him away, hands only connecting with air and space. Blinking, my sight flickers through being tinted and not. Michael’s standing in the same spot seeming to never have moved.


  Ugh. . . That had to be embarrassing. I avoid meeting the wide eyes of the people in the restaurant glaring at me. It’s better just to walk away. I can’t hear anything, but I feel the many eyes follow me out. Gah, it’s just like before. Absolutely nothing has changed.


  It reminds me of when I was eight, sitting in a restaurant with Mom and Dad. Our waiter had approached with anger sewn so deep in his face I thought his words would come out in shouts when he asked for our order. But it wasn’t him who drew on my concern; it was the man at the table behind him. He had jumped from his seat and lashed at our waiter, stabbing him again and again with his steak knife. I was screaming as our waiter had fallen on top of our table, crying and begging for the man to stop as the waiter’s life had bled from his body, and he was soon dead. My tears had been falling as I held on to Mom, begging she call the ambulance and she save him. She’d had my shoulders in her hands, shaking me, trying to get me to calm down. She begged me to tell her what was happening and I did. But when she’d said, calm down and breathe. I did and found none of it had happened. My arms were clutched around her, I had risen from my chair, and my shirt was wet from my slob and tears. The entire restaurant was staring at me, and the manager had to ask us to leave because I scared the guest. That was episode number four, and when Mom had insisted I see Dr. Phisher without any negations from Dad.


  I trip down the last step, catching myself with the railing. I’m panting, one hand clamped at my chest, the other squeezing the might out of the wood railing of the stairs. I don’t want the hallucinations to come back. I don’t want an ability that welcomes my crazy.


  Nathan steps in front of me and takes my face in his hands. His mouth moves, making the words, “It’s okay.”


  I breathe, hearing the cars pass and the wind blow. “Thanks.”


  Carmen and her brother gallop down the stairs of the deck, followed by an angry Michael.


  If I let go of Nathan, there’s a fair chance I will set Michael on fire.


  “Maybe just hit him. Don’t set him on fire. We’ve drawn enough attention to you already,” Nathan drones, although I can hear his poorly timed humor. “I know you want to ask him why and find out what’s going on but don’t talk to him.


  I nod.


  Michael folds his arms in front of his chest, taking a stance that shows he means business. “What the hell, Tracey?” he asks, demanding an explanation.


  “You should excuse yourself, Michael,” I quip, wanting to keep it short. My blaring questions are sitting at the tip of my tongue, ready for me to yell them out. Like, why the hell he isn’t human and why the hell he didn’t tell me.


  “What? Do you think I’m going to ignore that little episode you had back there?” he asks loudly, gesturing toward the restaurant.


  “Who are you to question her?” Nathan interjects.


  “Not right now, Hercules. I’m talking to her.” Michael thrusts a point at me.


  “Then you’re talking to me.” Nathan steps toward him and I hold him back. “Last time I checked, we have no obligation to you.”


  “Tracey, talk to your stud. I’m not going to take too much more of this.”


  Nathan cuts me off, saying, “Doubt it,” in a dark, sarcastic tone.


  Michael cracks his neck and visibly takes a deep breath. “I’m just trying to figure out what’s going on with you, Tracey. You just looked at me with full black eyes and fought the air.”


  “I’m good. Leave me alone.” I turn from him, getting in the passenger’s side of Nathan’s car.


  Nathan says to Michael, “Don’t come around Tracey anymore. Don’t speak to her. I don’t care where you are or what you think you need to say. You better act like she doesn’t exist.” He pauses. “By the way. . . Good disguise, Faylaman. You’re all the same,” he finishes, disgusted.


  Michael lowers his tone. “How can you know that?”


  “Doesn’t matter. Don’t disregard what I told you unless you want to lose your life. And I’d profusely enjoy watching your blood dripping from my hands.”


  Michael steps closer to Nathan. “I’m over you threatening me, imitator.”


  Nathan shoves him back, regaining his space. “I don’t threat. I guarantee. I will kill you . . . and soon.” He turns away and gets in the car. “Turn down your ears.”


  “That was dark,” I say, putting on my seatbelt.


  “I had to get my point across.”


  “What’s a Faylaman?” I ask.


  “How do you know that’s what he is?” Carteal asks, dropping in the backseat.


  “I saw him through Sparks,” Nathan answers.


  “And how did you see him?” Carmen asks me.


  “An ability Nathan gave me,” I say, not wanting to go into detail.


  Nathan starts the car and looks in the backseat. “Where’s Courtney?”


  “He’ll meet us later. He’s going to stay here with some girl,” Carteal answers, pointing to Courtney waving out one of the restaurant's windows.


  Nathan nods, driving off. “Your ex is a full demon. Specifically, he’s a Faylamen. He should be dead.”


  “Wait, a full demon? Wait, before you answer that. When you say, should be dead, do you mean he’s supposed to be dead, or you should kill him now?” I ask, needing to know what I’d dealt with in my past. Like, is he a dead demon who is alive? Like, how does this supernatural stuff work?


  “Probably both,” Carmen snorts a laugh.


  “I should kill him.”


  I’m not sure how I feel about that. I don’t have feelings for Michael, but he. . . Dammit! All the things I did with that boy. And this entire time he wasn’t human. He’s not human.


  What’s wrong with me?! Do I just attract demon guys?


  “Damn, Sparks. Now that’s harsh.” Nathan pulls me from my thoughts, insulted.


  Ugh, forgot. . . “I’m sorry, Nathan. I didn’t mean that the way it seemed.” I love your demon, I say happily. “But not everyone else’s,” I follow in a whisper.


  “It’s fine, Sparks. But you know what’s going to happen.”


  “Yes,” I respond, looking out the window.
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  I LAY ON NATHAN’S back, legs splayed over his, his butt to my pelvis, my chin resting on his spine. Counting, I make it to twenty-seven before I ask again. “You know I won’t be upset if you tell me.”


  He adjusts his chin on his arm, and his head moves higher where I can’t see the TV without adjusting myself. Why I care what’s on the TV shouldn’t matter because all he’s doing is flipping, never resting long enough on a channel. “No. Accept the no,” he discards.


  We rest on his bed. Been laying here for a while not saying anything since he came back from looking for Michael. This is the third time in the past month since he’s been out and he won’t tell me if he found him or not.


  He found him. I know he did. If he didn’t, he’d tell me like he’s told me any other time. He’s also had a lot more to say than accept no.


  “Are you going to settle on something or just flip through the channels?” I ask, watching channel seventeen fifty-six pass for the third time.


  “I’m just going to flip.” The TV holds on a channel with a baseball game for five seconds; then he’s back to flipping.


  I roll my eyes, letting my head fall back between his shoulder blades.


  I try to ignore the multitude of trouble my life’s endured. But it doesn’t let up. Glen’s like a thousand-ton elephant I see in every room or hear down every hall, no matter where I am. She’s a weight I’m too afraid to work off, but is too heavy to hang on to. I want her back, here with me so that I can be there with her. But there’s a reason for everything I’m told. A reason we stay and go, and I often wonder how true it is that the dead have it better than the living. But if memories are all I must go by, I’ll live with them.


  On the upside of things, I start college in two months. I’m so excited. Nathan’s pushed off him starting by a few months because his company is requiring more of his time with his expansion to Washington. He’s excited about that.


  “Ahh!” I jump back, sitting on his butt. Nathan’s back heats, growing hotter by the second. It’s too hot to touch. “Babe, you’re back is turning red, and it’s extremely hot,” I tell, watching the red areas darken.


  “I see. And it hurts badly.” He hisses. “Take the pain away.”


  I touch his sides, avoiding the parts changing color. He expels his relief in a harsh breath.


  “Don’t look away from it,” he says, when I look up at the TV that’s finally landed on a channel. Shifting my gaze to his back, I study it. An image’s branding into his skin, darkening its part of his back. The marks almost look like scythes, two of them. And they’re huge, with one upside down and the other right side up, almost shaping a triangle. In their middle’s branded an evil eye on an upside down hand.


  It’s intimidating.


  “It is, huh?” he jests, finding it humorous.


  “You would think that’s cute. . .”


  “Not cute, but daunting. Excuse me.” He adjusts to get up, and I move from him. I follow him into the bathroom and watch him stand in front of the mirror examining his back. He yells, “Mom!” It carries, loudly echoing off the bathroom walls.


  “Really, Mommy’s Boy. Did you just call for your mom, Mr. I’m fifty-four?” He is such a kid for that. “Not to mention you didn’t have to yell her name.”


  “Hush.” Looking over his shoulder at the mirror, he touches the parts he can reach.


  Natalia rushes through the room, panic strong in her presence. “What is it, Nathan?”


  He turns his back to her. She stumbles backward, hand flying to her chest. “W-when did this happen?” she utters nervously.


  “Like, three minutes ago,” I answer as she walks up to touch where the marks lie.


  Her fingers barely graze the marking as if she’s afraid to touch them. “Nathan, how many have you killed?” she asks as if his answer will give her the answer as to why they appeared.


  His gaze flicks to me and then back to her.


  “You better tell her out loud and in a language I understand, grim,” I hurry to say, knowing he’ll try to hide his answer from me.


  “You’re going to think wrong of me, Sparks.”


  “Just answer her,” I order, preparing myself for his reveal.


  He faces Natalia. “Honestly, I don’t know. A lot. . .” He throws his head back, flicking his gaze toward the ceiling. “Maybe one or two, maybe three for every year of your life.” He shrugs.


  Both of our eyes widen at his response. “Nathan,” she utters.


  I straighten, trying not to look too surprised. But I know I’m failing. Natalia has to be decades older than him. That’s a lot of people.


  After looking it over again, Natalia grazes her thumb across the eye. “It’s the sign of misfortune or injury, but it being in reverse, guarded by the scythes. . .” Her brows knit as she thinks further. “It is your ability marking, stating that of one who can bring forth death—injury and misfortune. One, he who takes care should fear. One, he who dares test will and can bring harm. You’ll see before the plea.”


  I shiver.


  “Is that a bad thing?” Nathan asks, amused.


  He is so sick, I think to myself, trying to hold back my smile.


  “Considering the lot you’ve killed, maybe. But it means nothing over your life. It may, however, be what you can bring or possibly cause,” she responds slowly. “The marking is late coming in, and that concerns me. But no, son, you’re okay.”


  “Thank you. Wanted to make sure I wasn’t hexed or cursed or something. We’ll come down for dinner later,” he tells her.


  She nods and leaves the room.


  “Sparks, this eye thing may actually be for you, in relation to your illusions and stuff.”


  “Maybe. So, I guess this means you did kill him,” I retort as he passes me.


  “Can you make these reaper knives and Mary hands go away before we talk.” He plops down on the bed, rolling his shoulders.


  I cross the room, stopping before I get in front of him. “I don’t know how to do that.”


  His hand shoots out, eases around my waist, and then yanks me to him. “The same way you do everything else,” he affirms, taking my hand in his and placing his lips to my palm. A cool breeze I recall sweeping over my face that took away my feather, black hand, and heals me blows across my hand. The fog-like mist brushes over my skin and its icicle-mini-flakes dissolve in the air. It tingles with him being so close and the touch of his lips against it. “Just barely kiss my back on each side and maybe in the middle. As you desire for them to go away, you breathe out through your desire for them to fade. And hope you don’t get something started.” He moves my hand to his shoulder. I smile, failing at holding it back. Him saying that is getting something started.


  I climb onto the bed behind him. The marks make his back a different kind of attractive. Maybe, deadly attractive, when you know it’s something you aren’t supposed to be involved with, but you go with it anyway.


  I sweep my fingertips over their areas.


  His head falls forward as he mumbles, “Can you not touch me like this? We have to be down for dinner, and then go to your house to finish helping your parents pack for their departure week after next. Keep touching me like this, and we’re going to miss something.”


  Bringing my lips to the curve of his ear, I drop a kiss on his earlobe. “I vote dinner,” I whisper, kissing the side of his shoulder.


  Twisting around, he wraps his hand around my neck, pulling me into his stop my heart from beating, steal the breath from my body, kiss. I lay back on the bed, taking him with me.


  He welcomes himself between my legs, gliding his hand over my thighs right up to my butt. He squeezes it hard and our hips align. I move his hand from my butt to my sweetest spot, inviting him to touch me. He rubs against her, distantly pleasing me, as his kisses send us blasting through the firmament and into a wave of blazing meteorites. Finding his wrist, Nathan smacks my hand away and slips his in my panties. I’m hot—hotter, enlivened by him kneading me. I sigh, seconds away from my limit. But he stops before I reach it. I grumble, frustrated he did.


  Chuckling, he grabs the waistband of my shorts and panties.


  “Please, Nathan. Don’t tease me.”


  “Hush, Sparks,” he tells me, stripping off my clothes. The exact moment I lift so my shorts can pull down with ease, the door opens. The freaking door opens!


  Olar, Lana, Carmen, Courtney, and Carteal walk in the room, neither caring about being welcomed first.


  Ugh!


  Nathan yanks up my shorts and breaks away from me. “I can’t understand why none of you know what a closed door means.”


  I slam my fists against the bed, expressing my anger and frustration in my mini temper tantrum. Grumbling, I sit up, gaze zeroing in on Nathan in all his shirtless glory staring at the group of intruders. It should be illegal for him to look this good and interruptions and restrictions lie in this world.


  “So,” Courtney sings, waggling his brows. “What were you two getting ready to do?”


  “Lock the door,” Nathan mutters, passing them to the closet.


  “Whoa, Nate!” Olar exclaims.


  “Oh yeah. That’s what we were supposed to be doing,” I say to myself.


  “What is that on your back?” Carmen asks high-pitched.


  “Nothing,” Nathan answers, whipping around so he faces them. “What do you need? Can you give us five minutes?”


  “That’s all you need?” Courtney asks, twisting his lips to the side. “I expected a lot better from you, Nate.”


  “No. What I need is for you to know what to do before you enter my room,” he fires back, annoyed.


  “Unh, unh, unh,” Courtney hums. “Man, the benefits of having your girl stay with you. You can get it whenever you want.”


  Nathan turns up his nose and knits his brows. “Obviously, I can’t.”


  “But you haven’t said anything about those markings on your back.” Olar cuts in.


  “If you give me five minutes, there will be nothing for me to say.”


  “Come on, Nate; we’re family. You can tell us what’s going on,” Carmen assures.


  “Or, I can tell you to get out,” he shoots off sardonically.


  Leaving the bed, I meet him, understanding he doesn’t want to talk about it. With his height, I can stand behind him without being seen. Olar goes on trying to convince Nathan to talk about his problems and how, maybe, he can help. I place my lips on the left, right, and middle of his back, willing the marks to go away. The cool air passes my lips and dances against my face from pushing off his back. It’s sucked up by his skin as if it’s breathing it in. I lean back, watching the scythes, evil eye, and hand fade out.


  Plastering a frustrated expression, I step aside. “It doesn’t matter,” I say, cutting Olar off. “There’s nothing to talk about. What do you need?”


  “I know I saw something on his back when you were on the bed and when he almost walked passed us.”


  “There’s nothing here, let it go.”


  Olar comes over and examines Nathan like a post.


  “Now, if you’re finished being my girlfriend. What is it?” Nathan asks, frustrated.


  Fixing us with a suspicious stare, Olar waits before responding. It’s funny. When did he start caring this much? What happened to the easy going, don’t give a damn Olar? “Little Nathan had a girl over,” Olar starts. “She tried to attack Lana. She accidently died,” he quips, disclosing his tell as if he were telling us dinner is ready instead of someone just died.


  I turn down the corners of my mouth, squinting my eyes. “Accidently?”


  He returns my expression. “Yes.”


  I shrug. “Well, it—”


  “Wait, Sparks,” Nathan cuts me off. “Let’s go talk to Little Nathan.” Nathan leaves to the bathroom, closing the door.


  Olar’s suspicious gawp cuts a hole into the side of my head. “What?” I blurt.


  “You two are hiding something,” he accuses.


  “We’re not. You’re just, I don’t know, seeing things.” I leave to the hallway, waiting on Nathan to come out.


  Not shortly after, he does, and we head downstairs. “Call him and see where he is,” he says.


  “You can’t call him because. . .?”


  “He won’t answer if it’s me.”


  I nod. “That’s because you’re a grim reaper and you scare the shit out of people.”


  He snorts. “That’s not funny.”


  Little Nathan, I call.


  Yeah, Tracey, he answers.


  Where are you?


  My room. Nathan’s with you?


  Of course.


  Is he angry?


  No. Not at all.


  Okay. I’ll meet you in the family room.


  Little Nathan looks beyond sad. We sit on either side of him, and Nathan nudges his shoulder. “Why are you attracting all of these psycho girls, little brother?”


  “I don’t know what’s wrong with me,” he huffs. “I meet them, and recently, the ones I decide to bring home haven’t been what I expected.”


  “Stop bringing them home.”


  “Yeah. You mad?” Little Nathan asks uneasily.


  “Nah. It wasn’t Sparks, so I don’t care. I wanted to talk to you to see how you felt about it.”


  “I don’t know how I—”


  A loud explosion shakes the house.


  The wall with the fireplace explodes, and I have no choice but to watch the vast fire blast toward me. Gasping, I close my eyes, readying myself to feel the heat and be consumed by the angry flames.


  The heat warps my body, but there’s the wind, and then a heat free breeze blowing around me. I peel my eyes open, standing on the beach, watching the right side of Nathan’s house go up in a raging blaze. Alone, I panic. I cover my head, blasted by the wind of another explosion.


  Nathan! “NATHAN!” I shout.


  I’m running. Racing to the blazing house.


  Natalia and Nathan appear in front of me, bringing me to a halt. “I’m okay,” he says in a rush. “I need to make sure everybody gets out. Look out for my mom.”


  I take Natalia by her shoulders. She wails, shaking in my arms. I sit her down on the sand, rubbing her shoulder. I’m not able to soothe her how I want with me worrying too.


  Valerie and Vance rush to us, and they take a seat next to Natalia. The rest of the adults come out with the children, and I sigh, relieved the babies are okay. But Nathan, Olar, Lana, and Little Nathan still haven’t come out. I don’t see Ann and Roseland either.


  Carmen takes my hand, letting me squeeze the life out of hers. We watch the entire right side of the house burn and cave.


  My left shoulder strokes in excruciating pain. I sprint for the house, racing to get to him.


  Sparks, don’t! Stay there! Nathan yells in my head. I’m just. . . Stay there!


  I stop in my tracks, making it to the grass of the beach. Nathan, please, come out. I can’t take it.


  I have to get Little Nathan. I’m fine. Just stay there. You’re safe there. Do not come in here.


  I throw my hands up, smacking them on my forehead, and shoving them through my hair. I need to go. I need to help him. Hearing him isn’t enough confirmation he’s okay. There was stress in his voice, proving he’s hurt. Shuffling my steps, I battle staying or going.


  Going. I race to the house.


  Dammit, Sparks!


  My hand heats and my sight tints. Nathan’s words play back in my head, consume the fire.


  That’s a lot of fire, unruly spitting out flames, heating this area. Don’t be afraid of it, I tell myself, raising my hands to consume it.


  Nathan appears at my side, holding Little Nathan over his shoulder. “You don’t listen.”


  “Where’s Olar?”


  “I can’t find him and keep you from trying to play Superwoman.” He snatches me up, and another powerful explosion pushes us away from the house. We’re airborne for only seconds before smashing onto the sand. Carmen helps me to my feet. Nathan makes sure Little Nathan is breathing and okay, and I’m relieved when he props himself up on his elbows. Nathan pats his shoulder and stands to look everyone over.


  “Roseland and Ann still aren’t here,” I say, knowing he’s checking missing faces.


  A thin line of remorse sticks in his narrowed eyes. “I have to go back, Sparks.”


  The middle of the house collapses in, echoing in the afternoon air. The bright blue sky’s coated with a thick, gray, rising cloud as the fire worsens. Its smog coats the air that we’re forced to inhale. “No, Nathan.”


  “Sparks, I have to.”


  I can’t take it. “Nate, please?”


  He looks at the house then to me, then back to the house. “I know where he is. I’m sorry, Sparks. Just stay here. Don’t help.” He takes off before I can object.


  I dejectedly throw myself down on the sand. Carmen sits beside me, wrapping her arm around my shoulder. We wait, and we wait. Natalia comes and sits at my other side, and there’s still no sign of Nathan. I count the times the fire spurts toward the sky at its highest point.


  One-hundred-four. One-hundred-five. One-hundred-six.


  Finally, through the smoke I see Nathan coming out with Olar over his shoulder and Lana at his side.


  “Can you please run?” I mutter, knowing he can hear me.


  “Calm down, Sparks. He’s heavy.”


  He places Olar to the ground when he makes it, and I jump from the sand, wrapping around him. Behind him, Roseland is carrying an unconscious Ann.


  Nathan hugs me tight.


  I return it, kissing over his ash-smeared cheeks and neck. “Don’t play Superman if you don’t want me to be Superwoman. Especially when I have to sit back and wait on you.”


  “Everybody is safe; we’re all okay. I’m sorry, but you know.”


  I pull back to look him over. “I understand. I just don’t like it.”
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  The fire took forever to die out after the firemen showed up and contained it. If people aren’t crying, they’re complaining.


  Nathan and I walk through the water damaged, half-burned down house, trying to find out what happened.


  The left side of the house containing the kitchen, living room, and a couple of bedrooms remain standing, never touched by the fire. There’s nothing that can be done to the right, where the majority of the bedrooms were, including the great room and the family room.


  “Who could have done this?” I ask, taken aback but the damage. “Why would they do this?”


  Nathan rubs his hand over his beard. “I don’t know, Sparks.” He’s so angry but is doing a good job at containing his rage. We walk through what used to be Olar and Lana’s old room.


  I look around, sight caught by something in what used to be the corner. It reflects a gleam from the setting sun.


  “Wait,” I say to Nathan. The carpet squishes under my shoes as I walk over to it. “What’s this?” I point to the black box with thin black cords sticking out from it.


  We crouch in front of it. “It looks like a homemade bomb,” he says low, still trying to figure it out.


  “That seems human,” I say, not able to put the pieces of the puzzle together. Why would Sephlems need a bomb?


  “That is human,” Nathan mutters even lower.


  I watch him sort through his thoughts. Humans?


  
[image: EPILOGUE]



  Nathan


   


  An unknown number’s been calling my phone since seven this morning. Sparks woke up, throwing her hands over her ears, as she does every time my phone rings playing a screeching electric guitar. It’s the only thing that can alert me.


  It rings, again, the same unknown number. And once again, I consider answering it or letting it ring. I know who it is and I know what he wants. I’m just not in the mood for threats today. With everything that had just happened: us losing the house, my mother, my losing my cousin, and Sparks losing her friend. The last thing I need is to take shit from Lunis . . . again.


  * * *


  Lunis had called me on my birthday, telling me I should enjoy the day with much enthusiasm because stealing from him will cause me not to see another lucky year. I’d laughed and hung up. We were out, trying to enjoy the small time we had of no bullshit. That small window of opportunity to enjoy life without thinking about killing someone, looking out for Sparks, our family, or myself. I wanted that sweet spot of being old enough to know better but young enough not to give a fuck.


  Believe it or not, that shit didn’t last long. On my birthday, after we’d left this lounge Olar and I used to go too often before we met our mates, he and I had run into that damn Faylaman. Fucking Michael. I hate him more now than I did when I thought he was human. I’d been looking for him to end him. A full-blooded demon, who, every time he sees Sparks he has to say something to her. And instead of her leaving, she sits there saying, you need to leave, Michael. It does not occur to her that she’s welcoming his obnoxious, request to be slaughtered behavior. She should leave if he doesn’t! Better yet, set the fuck’s face on fire and make it so he can never say shit to her again. But no, she still has those “my first” feelings for him. That’s bullshit.


  Olar and I had walked out of the lounge and right into him and another Faylaman, Detrick. He, too, needs to die. I guess that makes me a hypocrite, to be made of demon and hate them so. But I have my reasons.


  Michael had smiled and flexed, cracking his knuckles with the stretch of his hands. No matter what form he’s in, I tower him. I couldn’t kill him right then because this girl, who was familiar with Olar, had come outside the lounge. She was bitching about how wrong he was and how he would regret cutting things off.


  I’d watched the drunk girl with red short hair, no ass, and tight lips go back and forth with my cousin. She was too fucked up to remember anything and the risk of exposure to get rid of this idiot was beneficial. However, Michael had walked up to me, standing the same height as Sparks, and said, “I know you know what I am and understand your threat if I don’t stay away. But remember, no matter what you are now, I will always come before you. I paved your way.”


  That shit had caught me by surprise. And I admit, I wasn’t prepared for his boast. But before I could react, he and his associate were gone. Ran off into the night, while I had stupidly looked stupid, standing in the parking lot of the lounge. The dickhead had a point, but it was a point I didn’t need to be reiterated.


  My attention had turned to alternating between Olar and the girl as she said, “Olar, stop and listen to me.” He had held her back by her arms, stopping her from pushing up on him. “Can you please?”


  “No, Faye.” She’d moved closer, and he had moved back, trying his best to avoid her waving hands and puckered lips. “Stop already. You’re drunk. Go sleep it off.”


  “Okay. I will if you come with me.”


  “No.”


  “You’re going to go with her and just drop me? You know, she has secrets too!” she had shouted, slurred.


  “You don’t even know her,” he’d objected, pushing down her arms she tried to wrap around his neck.


  “I do know your mate, Lana,” she’d sang. “And if you knew her, you wouldn’t be dissing me for her regardless of what she was to you.”


  Olar had charged forward, shoving her back. Faye had hit the ground, flinching away as Olar furiously pointed down at her. “What the fuck is that shit supposed to mean?!” he’d yelled.


  I’d stepped in, separating them, taking a fist to my back when Faye jumped to her feet. It was meant for Olar, but because it was more important to hold him back than to talk to her, I ignored it. We can get a little protective and defensive over our mates and with Olar and his anger problem, shit would’ve gotten fucked up for Faye. We don’t go for guys hitting women. A push, maybe, but he was far too aggressive. “Step back, Olar.” I had thrown my arm out, stopping him from passing me.


  He had shaken in his attempt for control but retracted. Stepping to the side, he’d shot her a cutthroat eye, snarling, “Tell me what that meant.”


  “Maybe you need to do a background check on your woman to see what you’re dealing with. You never really know someone until you meet their family,” she had hinted in a singsong voice.


  I had to look at her when she said that, wondering what the hell she was talking about.


  Faye had flicked him off with a “Fuck you!” and wobbled back inside of the lounge.


  I’d held Olar back from going after her. “Walk away from that. She’s probably just talking,” I’d told him, grabbing his shoulder.


  “What the fuck did she mean by that?”


  “That shit is not important right now.” I didn’t know, at the time, just how meaningful that insignificant comment was. . .


  * * *


  My phone rings again. I answer it, sure, Sparks is no longer around with her bionic ears. “Yeah.”


  “Nathan, we have never had animosity toward each other. Why start now?” Lunis suavely avouches on the other end.


  I lean against the wall, ready to enjoy this intimidating conversation. I know the role very well. “Yeah. . .?” I drag, propping the soul of my boot on the wall at my back.


  “You come in and steal from me. I’ve done nothing to you.”


  “Neither have I.”


  “Have you not? You take my prisoner and my family for your personal gain of torture.”


  That shit was unexpected, but I don’t let it sound in my voice. “No. Never for personal gain.” I take a second, registering he’s referring to Lana. “Plus, she wasn’t taken, she came willingly.” This girl is his fucking family, this entire time, and she never said shit. It clicks what Faye was saying the night at the lounge.


  “How do you mean?”


  I smile so he can hear the delight in my voice. “She’s family now.” May as well piss him off. This will end badly anyway. “Welcomed, with open arms and a hard dick.”


  “My sister would never mate with a nuisance like you, not a Newcomb. Watch your mouth, boy.”


  Fucking sister? His fucking sister! I shake my brain, stammered by the news, but say without falter, “Ha.” I snort. “Nah, not me. But close. And yes, it is a Newcomb.” I laugh. “Your sister will now be known as Lana Newcomb. Congratulations! I’ll send you an invite to the wedding.”


  He goes silent. I should hang up, but I can’t resist the enjoyment of his speechlessness. “You owe two.” A slam sounds in his background. “You. Not Olar. You!”


  “I owe you nothing,” I spit.


  “Deliver me two plus yourself, or I will come for her and your mother.”


  “Good luck with that.”


  “Do not think I can’t find out. I know more than you think. And with Roehl’s older sister living with you and you being the cause of his death, I’m sure she will be more than willing to release that to me. Who your mate is.” The phone beeps in my ear, letting me know the call ended.


  Same second, Sparks comes around the corner. “Hey. Who were you just talking to?”


  Damn ears. “Do you want me to be honest?” I want to lie. She’s gonna spaz out.


  She thinks no, but she says, “Yes. Though, I’m nervous that you had to ask.”


  “Lunis.”


  Her heart speeds up, and her hearing fades out but back in. She’s been having these anxiety attacks ever since Glen died. I’ve been trying to keep her leveled, but I can’t control myself.


  “What? Why? Did he call you? What did he want? Why did he want to talk? What did he want to talk about? Why aren’t you answering me?” She throws question after question at me. Her heart’s going crazy, and her cheeks are turning red. She talks with her hands out in front of her and at the end of each question her pinky finger twitches.


  “I’m going to answer you, but you haven’t stopped asking.”


  “Okay, start answering,” she pushes.


  I take a breath, bracing myself for her reaction. “He said I owe him for taking Olar and Lana.”


  “Owe him how?”


  “With me and two others. Or, you and my mother. He wants me to come to him.”


  “Do not tell me you are thinking about going, Nathan!” Her voice rises at the word tell and every word after.


  “I—”


  “No, Nate.” She whines my name, and when she does that, it crushes me, turning me soft. “You can’t. Please don’t. We’ll deal with it as it comes like we do everything else. They’ll come for us, and we’ll fight them off.”


  This is nothing like that Roehl shit. Lunis will take her. He isn’t ruthless but he’s careless, and the people he hires is vicious. Lunis won’t get the dirt on his hands, but he’ll give the order. I will get dirty, give the order, and take out anything and anyone who tries to get Sparks.


  But if they are able to take her. . . The pain they’d put her through would kill her. Not physically, but mentally and emotionally and I can’t put her through that. Leaving her may be my only choice.


  “Nathan, do you hear me? Don’t do it, please. I know that look.” Her panic picks up and the hurt from my unreleased answer sounds in her thoughts that say, he’s going to go. I just know he’s going to go.


  She’s right, but she won’t know it. “I’m sorry, Sparks.” I smirk and hitch my finger through her belt loop, reeling her in. “I didn’t mean to upset you.” I grab her beautiful face in my hands, tilt her head back, and place my kiss against her mouth. Consuming her, I erase from her mind this whole moment up until she came around the corner. And I replace the now empty time with her recalling I caught her, and we ended up like this. She deepens my kiss, confirming all is forgotten.


  I rarely steal her memories; I actually think making her forget things is fucked up. But it’ll kill her knowing or thinking I will go to Lunis. Her knowing or suspecting that I will leave her. I don’t want to hurt her like that. I gently kiss her lips, leaning away. “Where were you going?”


  “Looking for you. I want to leave.”


  “Leave and go where?” Olar and Lana come around the corner. Exactly the person I need to talk to.


  I need to speak to you without Lana and Sparks, I tell Olar. He acknowledges me by meeting my eyes. “Go check on my mom and make sure Carmen hasn’t turned her into a Barbie,” I tell Sparks.


  “Okay, Nate. But I’m ready to go.” Her thoughts are erotically bad. I hold back my smile to only a smirk. She turns and heads for the elevator. Her, from the back, her ass, makes me forget about Lunis. She gains less than a foot from me before I strike out, grabbing her by her back pockets. I pull her close and turn my back to Olar, and lift her by her waist onto her tiptoes so I can feel her ass pressed against me. Our heart speeds up, and her body shakes from a chill feeling me rise against her.


  “Wait,” I mutter in her ear.


  Full lips comfortably spread into a temptress smile. They part, and past them slide the word, “Yes?” The tasteful thoughts racing through her mind makes holding back worse.


  “Just a taste.” I lean down, teasing myself with what I asked for. She arches her back, pressing her tight, round ass firmly against me. A growl builds in my chest, trying to erupt from my throat. I bite it back, taking my bottom lip between my teeth.


  Sparks leans back, asking a million questions with a single look.


  I shake my head, going back in, making love to her through a kiss. A sigh creeps from her, and I grudgingly break away, needing to be the brains of this operation. Sparks won’t stop. And if I don’t, she’ll end up getting it in the hallway of this hotel, against that wall over there, in front of Olar and Lana. “Stop it,” I drawl in a voice I know melts her spots. “You’re working on something.”


  “I’m not the one who pulled me back.” She narrows her eyes, thinking she doesn’t care. But I know she does.


  “Go ahead. I’ll come down there in a minute.” She walks around me. I stay faced the opposite direction of her, resisting the need to watch her and her ass walk away. I can’t get enough of her, no matter how much I take or how much she gives. I can be the entire Earth flooded by the entirety of her, and it still wouldn’t fill me.


  “Can you accompany Tracey? We’ll meet you two shortly,” Olar tells Lana. Once the girls are in the elevator and the doors close, I turn back around. “What?”


  “Don’t be a bitch about this.” I wait, because Olar may need me to kick his ass today about this shit with his mate. He glares at me as I continue, “Lunis just called me, said I took his prisoner and his sister, so I owe him two and my own.”


  Olar’s cheeks rise and squints his eyes. His eyelashes practically touch his eyebrow rings with how tight his face pulls together in bemusement and animosity.


  I lean against the wall, waiting for the fight within him to be over.


  His hands shake and calms every five seconds. Growling, he punches the wall next to my head, then looks at me with hostility set deep in his face.


  “Did that make you feel better?” I look at the hole next to my head and back to him. Pointing to it, I say, “You’re paying for this.”


  His next words are slow and malicious, drawling, “I heard what you said, but I can’t understand it.”


  “Do you want me to say it again?”


  “No!”


  I shrug. Personally. . . I don’t give a shit what he wants. I only wanted to let him know. “So Faye, that chick from the lounge. She was right. And once again, I have to go dig us out of this hole of a mess you made.” Probably the last thing he wants to hear, but I needed to say it. Olar’s always piling shit on my plate, and I’m always left eating it. But he’s the only person I can rely on, so I have his back. “I’m not leaving now. Maybe not even in the next couple of months. It’ll probably be after we are settled in the new house. But when I do leave, look out for Sparks.”


  “Why go?”


  “If I don’t, he’ll get Sparks and my mom. He knows about Ann and her relationship with Roehl, so my back is kind of against the wall.” Literally. I pat the wall behind me. “Thanks again, Olar.”


  “And he said she’s his sister.”


  “Yep.” I lean from the wall and head down the hall. “We’re leaving for Sparks’ house,” I say, walking through the door of the stairwell.


  “Faithful are the wounds of a friend; but the kisses of an enemy are deceitful.”


  Proverbs 27:6
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  “Oh, Tracey. Honey.” Mom grabs me into another hug for the third time in this hour. “I am going to miss you more than everything I love.”


  I return her hug, pressing my chin to her shoulder. “Me too, Mom.”


  “You can still come with us. We can grab another ticket right now,” she declares, hugging me tighter. Her purse falls to the floor and both hands squeeze me harder.


  Her saddened presence bombards me and I want to squeeze her, to feel the tightness in my own hug, but I can’t. I squeeze her tight enough for her, until I hear her oomph.


  She attempts to pull away and I can’t bring myself to let her go. “I know, Honey,” she soothes, keeping her arms around me. “I know.”


  “Don’t hog her, dear. We only have thirty minutes until the plane leaves and it’s going to take me at least forty-five.” Dad steps to Mom’s side, rubbing her back. His hand bumps and brushes over mine. I grab it, firmly pressing it between my hands as they press against Mom’s back. He wraps in our hug and kisses the top of my head before turning his cheek to rest there.


  The tears from my eyes mix in with Mom’s that’s been rolling down my cheek with our faces smashed to each other’s. I inhale, saving Mom’s lavender scented shampoo to memory. “I’m going to miss you both,” I mumble, trying to keep Mom’s hair from being sucked into my mouth. I break out of our hug and wrap my arms around Dad’s lean waist.


  He kisses the top of my head again. “Ladybug, you be good. I’ll be making frequent visits here to check on you.”


  “Do that, Dad. Whenever you want. Bring Mom with you.”


  “We can get you a ticket right now, and instead, you can make frequent visits here.”


  I chuckle softly, wanting to let off I acknowledge his humor but that I’m also upset to see them go. “No, I’ll stay. It’s just hard seeing you leave, knowing you won’t be here, around the corner.” It’s easier for me to say goodbye to Dad than it is to depart from Mom. It was hell pulling away from her to hug him. But Dad would complain and draw attention to us from everyone in the airport if I didn’t.


  He rubs my back and I step back to look in his face. His red eyes prove he’s fighting back the tears Mom and I had no problem shredding.


  The intercom announces, “Gate twenty-two. Now boarding.”


  “No,” Mom sings, rocking us in another hug. “Just five more minutes.”


  “Just five more minutes,” I utter in her hair, matching her beg. I could leave with my parents, but I don’t want to. I just don’t want them to leave either. Undeniably, I’m going to miss them. Mom especially.


  They’d pushed back their move by a month because, honestly, neither of us are ready for this change. But months later, saying goodbye is still as hard.


  “Come on, dear, before we miss another flight,” Dad urges, patting Mom’s shoulder. It was his fault they missed the first one. And today’s a repeat of yesterday. Dad couldn’t take the goodbye and wouldn’t stop hugging Nathan and me. Mom was the same, and somehow, when the intercom had announced their flight was boarding, it’d went unheard. When we’d finally ended our hug fest, the passengers had boarded and we were the only group standing at the gate. I had laughed, watching the airplane pull away from the terminal. The four of us had headed back to the empty house and slept in sleeping bags and pallets on the floor. This was the third next available flight out this evening and if they missed it, the next one out wasn’t for a couple of days.


  Mom breaks out of our embrace as Nathan’s hand moves comfortably across my back, filling the empty that was preparing to overtake me.


  Mom steps over and hugs him. On their release, Dad pulls him into a manly hug. They pat backs as Dad murmurs his daddy will get you if anything happens to my baby warnings in Nathan’s ear.


  “We’re going now, Tracey. Call me when you need anything.” Mom dabs her nose with a tissue. She packed her purse full of them this morning. “Anything, okay?” Her perfectly arched brows almost touch her hairline as she looks upon me as her two-year-old, instead of her adult child.


  “Okay, Mom, I will. Promise,” I reply, much like a child.


  Dad cuffs his arm around her back, grabbing her shoulder for comfort. “Nathan, look out for my daughter.”


  “Of course, James.”


  “Gate twenty-two. Now boarding.” The intercom rushes us.


  “Okay, you two turn away first, and then it will be easier for me to walk away and get on that plane.” She sniffles, dabbing her mascara smeared tissue under her eyes.


  “Come on dear, we’ll be back next month to check on them.” Dad turns her around to walk to the line of people waiting to board the plane. She tries to fight it, turning back to look at me every step.


  Nathan and I stand together, watching them board. I wave and blow kisses, trying to keep my tears from falling. Mom smiles, tears streaming down her made-up-face. A part of me feels bad I’m not going with them. But that small part is easily accommodated as a warm hand rubs along my back, soothing my sadness.


  The grey doors close, sealing the terminal. I rush to the wall-sized window of the airport, searching the windows of the plane for Mom’s face.


  “Twelfth window from the front. She’s waving.”


  I spot her and smile, waving back.


  Nathan and I stick around until the plane takes off. “That was better than yesterday,” I say, pulling myself away from the cold glass.


  “Yes, much better. Your dad only hugged me twice.” Nathan nudges his head to our right, motioning for us to head out.


  “He did.”


  “That was weird.”


  I chuckle. “It was a little.”


  “You going to be okay?”


  “Yeah, I’ll be fine. I’ll miss them, but I’ll be fine.”


  “So, where you want to go?”


  Now, we have no place to live but the hotel with the rest of the family. After the house burned down, everyone went to a hotel over an hour away. It was the biggest and nearest place to us to house all the Newcombs. Nathan and I have been sleeping at my parent’s house until today, and with the options limited, we’re pretty much stuck at the hotel. It’s only thirty minutes from the airport but I’d like our bed to sleep in, to be comfortable. Dad was right when he said I’ve never been anywhere, it’s because I hate sleeping in unfamiliar places. I’m not sure what’s in those beds, I’m confined to one room, and I dislike traveling.


  “Home,” I answer.


  “Two more weeks, Sparks.”
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  Tracey Warren has her last year of high school mapped out--stay focused, graduate in a few months, and get the hell out of Bennington, Virginia. Everything is working out in her favor. Life has finally started to level out, until a car accident sends her plans spiraling out of her control.


  Her pedestrian reality crashes around her after an innocuous encounter with a diabolically handsome stranger. Nathan Newcomb has her head and her world altering minute by minute. Soon, she discovers the only cure for the uneasy feelings and abrasive pain is Nathan himself. A man whose very existence balances between violent chaos and rigidly controlled dangers.


  Nathan knows the life of a woman mated to a Burdened Sephlem is destined for peril beyond a human’s reckoning, that he’ll be required to literally hand over his heart to her. But Tracey calls to his desire to experience love in spite of the hazards. And Nathan’s impossibly potent magnetism draws Tracey into a bonding that will put her in mortal danger again and again.


  Once the pair becomes one, the threat escalates and nowhere is safe. There are enemies that lurk behind every corner. But the greatest danger may be in the bloodlines that course through Nathan’s veins.


  Can their love survive or will their burdened souls surrender and fade away?


  Get A Burdened Novel Extras Here
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  Living for someone has never been this literal. Tracey's fun and free life has taken a nefarious turn. Since releasing her heart to Nathan, the repercussions for choosing to love a Burdened Sephlem have been deadly, daunting, and more dangerous than she ever predicted.


  If life only allowed her a moment to breathe, to break away from her tainted father and chaotic friend, the injurious bonding may be easier. But there are sentiments rushing through her veins that is twisting her through a whirlwind of bliss and chaos. And a breath of fresh air only resides in one place. . . Until he's changed. . .


  Someone who lives to destroy Tracey's mate, Nathan, has the perfect concoction for tragedy and Tracey is his primary ingredient. Influenced by the sinister intentions of Roehl, Nathan's half-brother, Tracey's outlook on her bond has faltered. She will be required to choose again, and all signs point in the wrong direction; for her and her friend.


  Can bonds tied to the soul be broken? Or will a Burdened Sephlem have to bare his soul to keep his mate.


  Leave A Review ? Here
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