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DEDICATION
To Caroline, one of the strongest ladies I know.
Sometimes we don’t know how strong we are until the universe challenges us beyond our limits.



Duality
By
Elle Casey



Chapter One: Malcolm
FOR AS LONG AS I can remember I’ve brought nothing but misery to those around me.  Pain.  Sadness.  A loneliness so bone-deep it smothers any thoughts of joy or hope that might try to seep in from reality.
I don’t do this on purpose.  In fact, I’d do anything to change it, this effect I have on people.  Some kids might think they want to be an agent of darkness, so they dress up in black clothes and dye their hair and do drastic things to their wardrobes, shocking people with their angry, outlandish attitudes.  But if they were to walk a day in my shoes, they’d change their minds in a second.  They’d join the Latin club and study hard and do everything they could to make their parents proud.  No one truly wants to be me; they just think they do.
I call myself that - the agent of darkness - but I don’t really know what I am or what my problem is.  What I do know is that it’s real and it’s nothing I can control.  Believe me, I’ve tried.  I’ve done everything from smiling entire weeks on end until my face ached with it, to hiding out in my house and cutting off contact with the outside world.  But nothing works.
My own happiness and attitude have nothing to do with how others feel in my presence; I can be smiling like a Girl Scout who just offloaded a thousand boxes of Thin Mints for cold hard cash, and the Miserables would still dive into the depths of despair without a second thought after being around me for a while.  That’s what I call them - the Miserables - those people who want to be sad for some strange and entirely effed-up reason.
I’m not a Miserable.  I’m immune to the sadness that I deliver in spades to the innocents around me.  It’s kind of a sick joke on me, how I can be working so hard at being happy while I make everyone around me want to jump off a cliff.
Hiding doesn’t work.  No matter how invisible I try to be and no matter how hard I try to stay away, the Miserables come and find me anyway.  They seek me out and haunt me, refusing to leave without a fight.  I’m rarely alone.  Sometimes there are whole groups of them flitting around me like angry black butterflies, and other times it’s just one person.
Case in point: my latest unwelcome acquisition, Caden Kucharski.  His friends call him Kootch for short.  I don’t call him anything because I’m trying to get rid of him, but the kid is miserable with a capital M, and he wants nothing to do with happiness.  He’s been all over me like a fly on shit since last month.
“Yo, Malcolm. What’s up, man?”  He stood waiting for me at my locker.  Again.
I just stared at him hard for a few seconds, wishing he’d take the hint and get lost. I spun the combination of my lock, focusing all my attention on it, hoping he’d see I was blowing him off.  It was a wasted effort, though.  It always is.
The problem with Miserables like him is they never get the hint.  Sometimes it even seems to make them happy when I’m mean like this, which is really sick and twisted.  Lots of times I have to force myself to be nice, when all I really want to do is scream at them to fuck off and leave me the hell alone.  I mean that in the nicest way, though.  I’m just trying to protect them from me, from the effect I have on them.  I wish I could have friends.  I just ... can’t.
My hard look had zero effect.  Caden smiled.  “That good, eh?  Yeah, me too.  Just got out of Chem class.  That asshole Pritchard is a real prickard.  Get it?  Prickard?  Guy’s a prick?”
“Yeah, I get it.”  I shut my locker and spun the dial on the lock.  I sighed heavily, knowing I was going to be peppered with Kootchisms all the way to my next class.
“So what’s up after school?  Going anywhere?  Wanna hang out?”
“Busy.”
“Oh, you’re busy again, huh?  That’s cool.  Seems like whenever I ask you to do something you’re busy, but hey, you can’t blame a dude for trying.  I downloaded some new music to my nano, you should check it.  Hardcore metal, man.”  He held out his mp3 player towards me.
I didn’t even look down.  “No, thanks. I don’t like metal.”
“Really?  That’s surprising.  I figured ... well, who cares.  I don’t like it that much either.  I’ll probably delete it off today anyway.  What music do you like?  What’s your favorite band?”
“Are you asking me on a date?”  Sometimes if I play the homo card with guys it makes a difference and scares them off.  I should probably feel bad about playing on people’s phobias to save myself, but I don’t.  I know it saves them too.
“Ha!  That’s funny.  No, man.  I’m straight.  I like the ladies and believe me, the ladies like the Kootch. Check this.”  He lifted up his hand and held it out towards a girl coming our way down the hallway.  “Yo!  Melissa!  Give me some-a that sugar.”
She scowled at him and walked by, making sure to stay far away from his outstretched hand.
I tried not to react, but I couldn’t help it.  I laughed.
“Bitch,” he mumbled, letting his hand drop.  “Chicks in this school are so friggin stuck up.”  He cheered up instantly.  “But the chicks over at Eastman?  They’re hot and willing for the Kootch.  All up on me and shit when I’m at the games.”
“Whatever you say, Caden.  Listen, I have to go to the bathroom.  See you around.”  I made a sharp left turn into the guys’ room and quickly locked the main door behind me.  Luckily, no one else was in there.
The sound of Caden hitting his forehead on the door echoed out into the wall-to-wall tiled room.  “Hey, man, did you lock the door?  What’d you do that for?  I need to take a shit.”  He laughed.  “Nah serious, I don’t need to do that, but I could take a piss. I got the urge to purge.  Open up.  And hey, you can call me Kootch, by the way.  All my buds call me Kootch.”
I dropped my bag on the floor and sat down, resting my head on my forearms crossed over my knees.  This was the only thing that worked - waiting them out.  Even the Miserables had to heed the call of the school bell.  I’ve racked up a record amount of tardies in my high school career, but it’s better than being molested in the bathroom by a million questions and one-sided conversations that made me want to drown myself in the toilet.
The bell rang, interrupting Kootch’s inane chatter.  He was quiet for all of two seconds.  “Oh, dude, you’re going to be late. Don’t worry, I’ll cover for ya.  I’ll tell Adams that you’re constipated or something.  Talk to you after class!  Or you could text me in class.  I’ll risk it for friends like that.  Later!”
And then he was gone.
I sighed and stood in front of the mirror, taking a few seconds to look at myself.  I try to be unnoticeable.  I dress average - not in fashion and not out.  I don’t wear black or paint my nails.  I wear my hair in a boring cut, not too long or too short, and keep it the natural brown I was born with.  I tried the emo thing for a while, dressed all in black and tried to look forbidding and dangerous so people would leave me alone, but the Miserables loved it.  They ate it up.  It attracted them to me in droves, so I had to stop.  Now the name of the game for me is to be plain.  Unremarkable.  Invisible.
Grabbing my backpack off the ground, I sighed at what my life had become.  Hiding out in the bathroom again, fending off the friendly advances of another Miserable soul.  So lame.
I walked over to the bathroom door, counting to ten slowly once I reached it.  I had to make sure I couldn’t hear Kootch anymore before turning the lock.  Miserables can be really persistent and tricky when they want to be.  I’ve been hijacked by a few who held their breath so I wouldn’t hear them.  They can be freaky intense in their need to be unhappy sometimes.
When I was sure he was gone and the nearby hallway empty, I unlocked the door and walked out.  I turned left to go to English Lit class, the wide corridor stretching out in front of me and beckoning me forward.  It’s a sick joke.  The hallway calls me to something I can never have - a normal day in high school, filled with gossip, friends, jokes, and maybe even a crush on a cute girl.  There will be none of that for the agent of darkness.  None of it.  I’ve given up on being sad about it.  It’s just my reality, nothing more, nothing less.
The second bell rang right next to my head.  To me it’s not just the sound of being late.  It’s the sound that reminds me I’ll never fit in here or anywhere people are.  I’ll never have any friends.  I’ll never be able to live a peaceful life until I go so far, far away that no one will ever find me.  I have three months left before my eighteenth birthday.  Three more months before I can cut out of this place and disappear forever.  I’m counting the days.



Chapter Two: Rae
I SMILED AT THE PLUMP lady standing behind the front desk.  But not too much.  I have to be careful not to smile too much.  People get very attached sometimes, and then it’s not good for anyone.
“We’re thrilled to have Rae here with us at Preston High,” said the principal, Mr. Tweeds.  He was trembling, he was so excited.  “Just thrilled.  I’ve received nothing but glowing recommendations from everyone I’ve talked to about her.”  His smile revealed capped teeth and funky-colored gums.
The receptionist’s constant, unwavering grin was putting me on edge.  I had to turn my back to her.
Facing my parents now, I watched their heads bob up and down in response to the principal’s glowing accolades.
“She’s top of her class here just like she was at her previous school, and on track to be valedictorian,” the principal continued.  “We’ve already done the conversion of her transcripts.  We’re just pleased as punch to take her on.  She’ll be a credit to the school.”
“Oh, she will,” said my mother, so absolutely sure of her words, they practically sparkled as they came out of her mouth.  “She’s been number one in her class since her very first day of kindergarten.  We’ve never had to worry a single moment about her grades.”
I gritted my teeth in frustration.  My parents.  Ugh.  They meant well, but ugh anyway.  They refused to accept the fact that my perfect grades weren’t the result of a brilliant mind but rather a side effect of something else entirely.
“It’s other things that are a problem,” said my father.  He was being stern, like he always is when he talks about this part of my life.  “We have to be absolutely sure she’ll be safe here at this school.  As I mentioned in my email and over the phone, she’s had some ... issues before.  And I don’t want to see those issues repeated here.”  My father frowned at the principal as if the poor rotund man was personally responsible for the incidents at my last school.
Mr. Tweeds was shaking his head vehemently and holding out his hands like two stop signs.  “You have absolutely nothing to worry about, nothing at all, I can assure you.  We have a zero tolerance policy towards stalking of any kind, and that includes social media and other types of cyber activity.”
“Good.  But you have to remain vigilant.”  My father had his finger up and was pointing it in the man’s face.
I nearly laughed at how comical he looked, all serious like that.  I knew it was a big deal, but sometimes he took it too far.  I rolled my eyes.  I couldn’t stand it anymore.  Reaching out and taking his finger, I gently pushed his hand down to his side.  “Okay, Dad, he knows.  He heard you the first twenty times you said it.”
My dad turned his concern on me, all his anger gone and replaced with fear - fear for my future.  He always worries about my future - my next year, my next week, my next five minutes.  It was suffocating at best and more like insanity in my darker hours.
“Rae, you know we have to be careful.  People get ... crazy sometimes where you’re concerned.”
Anyone listening in on this conversation from a remote location would think we were all members of a looney bin, having a deluded discussion over a celebrity or something.  But I’m no celebrity.  I’m just Rae.  And for as long as I can remember, I’ve had this problem.  It follows me everywhere like a faithful dog at my heels.  People who get near me become happy, too happy.  They become so full of joy, they eventually get to the point that they can’t not be around me.  And in their need to be close, they get too close.  They smother me.  They scare me.  They become a danger to everyone.
Or at least, that’s what my dad thinks.  The problem is, he suffers as much as the strangers do from the effects of being in my presence.  He thinks he’s just being a protective, loving father, but I know the truth.  He’s under my thrall.  He can’t be without me, just like my mom can’t.  Just like the kids at my last school and the one before it and the one before that one...
The only thing keeping my parents from homeschooling me on an island in the middle of nowhere is my threat that I’ll leave them.  It’s a threat I have to reissue every time they pull me from another school.  Eight times in the last three years, I’ve stared my parents in the face and warned, “If you don’t enroll me in a public school somewhere, I’m going to disappear and you’ll never see me again.  Ever.”
And so they enroll me, because they have no choice.
Neither of them wants me to leave.  In fact, they both believe they’d die if I ever did.  It’s been a burden of mine that I’ve been unable to shake, try as I might, since I was old enough to understand what was going on.  I hate to say this even just to myself, but one of these days, I am going to leave.  I’m going to disappear forever and never look back.  I’ll go where no one can find me, where I’ll be completely alone.  Then I’ll never have to worry about people gluing themselves to me and not wanting to let go.  I’ll finally be able to think and just breathe for a change.  Maybe I’ll get a dog to keep from being completely lonely.
“Here’s your list of classes and a map,” said the receptionist behind me.
“You don’t need to give her a map,” said the student helper standing next to her.  She snatched the paper out of the older lady’s hand.  “I’ll be happy to show her where to go.”
The girl grinned at me with a thousand-watt smile.  The orange and yellow of her cheerleader uniform went perfectly with her bouncy ponytail and miniature megaphone earrings.
Uh-oh.  A Rainbow.  That’s what I call the people who can’t get enough of me - people who want to overdose on happiness until they drown in its sweet depths.  But no one can handle that much of it at once.  It always manages to short circuit something in their brains.  Want changes to need, and then I become the drug they’re addicted to and can’t live without.  It’s not a good thing to be someone’s personal happy-crack.
I have to stay very far away from Rainbows whenever I can help it.  It was a Rainbow at my last school who I now have a restraining order against.  Jerry the Rainbow.  Captain of the basketball team with hands as big as dinner plates.  His joy was a scary thing to behold in the end.
“No, that’s okay,” I said, taking the map from her hands.  “I like to find my own way.”
“Nonsense, this is the first thing we always do,” said the principal.  “We give a tour and hands-on service for every new student or student in need.”  He grinned big at me.  His front teeth looked like they were just balanced there, like they’d fall out at any moment.  I tried not to stare.
A small snort came from across the room.
I leaned to the side so I could see around the fat principal.  A girl with hacked up and dyed green hair sat there in a chair, waiting for someone.  She was examining her fingernails, which I noticed were painted moss green to match her hair.  Her torn stockings went perfectly with her scratched-up combat boots, ratty shorts, and loose shirt that hung off her right shoulder.  Her bright red bra strap stood out in stark relief to her pale skin.
I smiled briefly.  It was possible I was looking at a Neutral, which thrilled me to the bone.  I’d only met a couple in my life, but they were like golden people to me - the few who weren’t affected by me in any way.  They either liked me or hated me on my own merits.  Usually, it ended up in hate because being around someone like me can be very annoying, with the Rainbows there all the time.  But still, for a few short moments in my life, I’ve had interactions with Neutrals, and I could recount their looks and mannerisms all in detail by detail even now.  Years later.  Being me is a lonely business.  I hang on to what I can and try to forget the rest.
“I’ll get to you in a moment, Miss Butts.  You can just wait your turn.”
I lifted an eyebrow.  Her name is Butts?  Holy bad luck.
“Can’t wait,” she said, not looking up.
“How about if she shows me to my first class?” I asked.  I’m not ashamed to admit I turned on the sweetness just a little.  It doesn’t take much for me to get my way.
“Are you sure that’s a good idea?” asked my mom, frowning at Miss Butts.  She leaned in closer to me and whispered really loudly.  “I think maybe you’d be better off with the cheerleader, don’t you?”
I whispered back at her, putting as much admonishment into my voice as possible.  “Mom, geez, give it a rest.  Please.”
My mom got that expression on her face, like she was going to get all firm about it.
I looked at the principal. “Tell her it’s okay, would you?  She worries too much.”
The principal was nervous.  He looked from the rebel in the waiting room to the chipper cheerleader bouncing in her Keds and didn’t know what to say.
“I ... um ...”  Sweat beaded on his forehead.
“Please?”  I smiled at him.  “Just this once?  I’d appreciate it.  I’m sure your receptionist could use her assistant’s help, and I’m anxious to get started.”  Lies, lies, lies.  I just wanted to get away from all these people and out into the empty hallways.  I took my moments of peace when I could get them.  Maybe this Neutral wouldn’t hate me all the time.  Maybe we could be friends for two minutes before she got tired of the Rainbows.
“Well, if it’s all right with your parents.”  He looked to my father for guidance.
I gave my dad the look.  The one that said, “Don’t suffocate me.”  He’d seen it thousands of times.
“Fine.”  He turned his head to look at the girl in the chair.  “But you mind your Ps and Qs young lady.  Our daughter is very special.”
She looked up and scowled at him.  “Who the hell are you to tell me what to do?  You’re not my father.”  She stood.  “I’ll take this special snowflake where she needs to go, but only so I can go have a smoke on the way.”  She grabbed the map out of my hands and the schedule from the assistant without hesitating.  Looking down at it, she said, “Come on ... Rae.  Let’s go find your English Lit class with Mr. Adams.”  She walked out the door without waiting for me.
I patted my mom on the shoulder.  “Bye, Mom.  Bye, Dad.  See you after school.”  My mom leaned in for a kiss, but I ignored it.  It was better not to encourage her.  She’s been known to dissolve in tears over a simple goodbye.
“We’ll pick you up!” shouted my mom.
“I’ll get a ride!” I said from out in the hallway.  I took several long steps to put some distance between us.
“That was lame,” said the girl, clearly disgusted.
“Yeah.  Sorry.  My parents are seriously overprotective.”
“Poor you,” she said, just before blowing a big bubble with her gum.  She popped it and then sucked it in, cracking the gum as she chewed it down.
“What’s  your name?” I asked.
“Jasmine.  Jasmine Butts.  Go ahead and laugh.  Like I give a shit what you think.”
“I like it.  Jasmine Butts. Jazzy Butts.”  The smile came whether I wanted it to or not.
“Call me that again, and I’ll kick you in the taco.”
I burst out laughing.  “Wow.  In the taco?  You don’t mess around, do you?”
“No.”  She blew another big bubble and sucked it back in.
“So, do you like going here?” I asked.
She looked at me briefly and frowned.  “Please hold all questions until the end of the tour.”
I bit my lip and nodded, not trusting myself not to laugh again.
She gestured to the left.  “This is the shitter on your left.  If there’s a chick on the door, you can use it.  If it’s got a man on the door, well, I don’t recommend it.”
A little farther down the hall, she gestured to the right.  “That’s the water fountain.  If you don’t mind drinking other people’s loogies, go for it.”
“Oh, sick.”  Note to self: Bring water bottle.
A door opened in the hallway farther up ahead and a boy came out, a backpack thrown casually over his shoulder.
She spoke in a quieter tone.  “And that, ladies and gentlemen, is the elusive and mysterious Malcolm McNamara.  Late to class as usual.”
Something about the way he was walking caught my attention.  I couldn’t see his face, but the way he slouched over and slinked a little, it was as if he was sneaking down the hall, trying not to be seen.
“Who’s he?” I asked, speeding up.  I just wanted to see his face.
She put her hand on my arm to stop me from going too fast.  “He’s our resident ghost.  Just leave him alone.”
I shook her off.  “Why?”  We were stopped now, our bodies still facing down the hall, but heads turned to face each other.
She shrugged.  “I don’t know.”  She seemed mystified by her answer.  She blew another bubble and then sucked it in.  “Come on.  You’re already late.”  She started walking again.
“Why were you in the office just now?  Were you in trouble?”
“You could say that.  But then again you could say that I was in the process of actively thwarting the tyranny of the close-minded, too.  It just depends on how you look at it.”
“What’d you do?”
“I let everyone in the cafeteria know that our meatballs are tainted with horse meat.”
I laughed, a little shocked to learn that about my new school.  “Are they?”
“How do I know?  But if it pushes a few more kids towards being vegetarians or at least thinking about what they shove in their stupid mouths, then it works for me.”
“Okaaaay,” I said, nodding while at the same time wondering what her ultimate goal was.  Definitely not popularity.  Friendship probably wasn’t the plan either.  The concept was a luxury to me, to actively shun friendship for no other reason than not wanting it.  But maybe she’d change her mind after getting to know me; maybe she’d want to be friends with me.  It wouldn’t be terrible to hang out with her, even though she was obviously someone who worked pretty hard at getting people mad at her.  Anything was better than being alone.  Almost anything.
“So here you are,” she said, turning the corner and gesturing towards the first door on our left.  “Your very first class at Butt Suck High.  Here’s your map, here’s your list, and here at the bottom is your locker combo and number, written in purple pen because Ashley Dumbass doesn’t write in any other color but purple.  You’ll find it around the corner, back where we just were.  When you get your books, you can load them in there and never look at them again like most of the students here do, or you can use them to study.  I leave that up to you.”  She saluted and turned to go.
“Thanks, Jasmine.  For your help and the tour.”
She said nothing.  She just waved over her head and popped another really loud bubble on her way down the hall.
I went over to the door and peeked through the narrow but tall rectangular window with wire mesh embedded in it, getting a partial view of the classroom’s interior.  Most of the students were looking at the teacher.  The boy Malcolm was just sitting down in a seat near the back of the class on the far side, and a boy in the chair next to him was leaning over to say something to him.
I took a deep breath and grabbed the doorknob.  “Might as well get it over with,” I said, turning the handle and pushing the door open.
All eyes went to me, and the teacher stopped talking in mid-sentence.



Chapter Three: Malcolm
KOOTCH WAS IN THE MIDDLE of telling me how he’d given Mr. Adams some stupid explanation for why I wasn’t in class, when she walked in.  The new girl.  I couldn’t tear my eyes away for a full thirty seconds.
Kootch stopped whispering when he saw I was otherwise occupied, and when Mr. Adams quit talking in mid-sentence, he turned to see what all the fuss was about.  “Daaaaamn,” Kootch said quietly as his gaze took in the girl standing awkwardly in the doorway.
It wasn’t difficult to see that he was speaking the mind of pretty much every guy in the place.  She was cute for sure.  But what struck me most about her was her outfit.  I’m not really a guy who notices stuff like that, but her clothes were so ... plain.  So was her hair.  Most of the cute girls in this school went all out with their wardrobes, with skinny jeans and shorts so tight I could read their lips, and cleavage coming out of everywhere.  They spent tons of time and money on their hair; I’d heard them talking about it.  Even the girls without the means to do it found a way to be trendy and sexy.  This chick looked like she’d just stepped out of a 10-year-old magazine ad for JC Penney instead of yesterday’s Abercrombie advertisement.  She looked like our librarian.
My mouth quirked up in a half smile as I realized I’d been trying for the same look myself when I’d gotten dressed this morning.  Fashion-challenged students unite!  Maybe she did it to keep the guys from hanging all over her.  She definitely had Kootch drooling.
She caught me looking at her and smiled.
I quickly changed my expression to a scowl, breaking eye contact and looking down at my desk.  The last thing I needed to do was take the new girl down nightmare alley.  Let her stay as far away from me as possible.
“May I help you, young lady?” asked Mr. Adams, moving from behind his desk to stand in front of her.  I looked up at his tone.
She handed him a paper.  “I’m in your class.  Today’s my first day.”
“Oh, wonderful,” he said, looking down at it.  “Rae Livingston.  And where are you from?”  He was grinning at her like a loon.  I’d never seen him so happy before.  Normally, listening to him talk was about as exciting as watching the antique road show on TV.  Oooh, look!  An old-as-shit lamp!  But right now he sounded like he might be worth listening to for a change.  He had some kind of energy in his voice that wasn’t usually there.
“I’m from South Carolina.  That’s where I was last, anyway.”
“I don’t hear an accent,” he said in a singsong voice.
Is he flirting with her?  Oh, man, that’s gross.
“I wasn’t there long.”  She looked out over the class.  “Do you have a spot for me anywhere?”  It was like she was changing the subject or something.  I didn’t blame her.  Mr. Adams was kind of creepy when he was acting excited.  I suppressed a shudder.
Six guys stood up all of a sudden, making a horrible racket scraping their chairs across the floor.
“She can sit here!”
“Take my chair!”
“I have room!”
“No, Rae, sit here!”
The other two just stood there, dumbstruck.
“Oh, man,” said Kootch, loud enough that everyone around him could hear.  “Guess I’m out.”
“No, Mr. Kucharski, you’re not out,” said Mr. Adams, wryly.  “Please stand and come to the front.”
The six guys who offered seats sat down, grumbling.
Kootch looked at me, his eyeballs practically dancing out of his head.  “Dude!” he man-squealed.  He stood and half-walked, half-skipped up to the front.  “You want me to show her to her seat?  You want me to carry her stuff for her?”
Never mind that she wasn’t holding anything but a purse. Kootch’s enthusiasm was embarrassing to watch.
“No.”  Mr. Adams frowned at him.  “I want you to go to another classroom and get her a chair.  We don’t have any extra as you can see.”  He gestured out into the room.
Kootch calmed down considerably.  “Oh.  Yeah, okay.  I can do that.”  He flexed his right arm for the class, earning a few giggles.  “Be right back.”
He nodded at Rae on his way out, walking into the door accidentally, apparently forgetting he had to open it first.  Several students laughed as it shut behind him.
“Miss Livingston, please take Mr. Kucharski’s seat.  He can use the one he’s bringing in.”
My heart stopped beating for a few seconds.  She’s going to sit here?  Oh, shit.
She looked scared.  “Oh, no, that’s okay.  I don’t want to steal anyone’s spot.”
Mr. Adam’s waved her on.  “It’s fine, just go take it.  He needs to sit up front anyway.  It’ll help him concentrate.”
More giggles came from around the room.
Dammit.  Here she comes.
All the eyes in the room followed her progress.  I could swear I was hearing the music from the movie Jaws playing in my head.
Duh-nuh.  Duh-nuh.
I wanted to shout at her to go away.  To go sit somewhere else.  But that would have been rude, and I really don’t like being rude.  She looked like the type that would cry, too.
Duh-nuh-duh-nuh.
She smiled at me and tucked a piece of hair behind her ear.  She has a dimple in her right cheek, and her two front teeth stick out just the littlest bit.  It made me like her more when all I wanted to do was hate her.  Hating her was better for her health.
She was only three seats away now.
Duh-nuh-duh-nuh-duhnuhduhnuhduhnuhduhnuhnaaaaaa!
She sat down at the desk next to me, and her perfume or the fabric softener in her clothes wafted over and sailed up into my nose.
I rocketed to my feet.  Before I could figure out what the hell I was thinking, my legs were moving.  I strode to the front of the class, tripping over backpacks and purses on my way but still not stopping.
“Mr. McNamara!  Please take your seat.”  Mr. Adams sounded as confused as I felt.
“I can’t,” I said, standing there in the front of the room in a panic, begging Mr. Adams with my eyes to let me leave.
“Well, sure you can.  Just turn around and march your feet back in the direction they just came from.”  He waved a finger at me dismissively.  “Go on.  Sit.”
Everyone laughed.
“I have to ... help Kootch.  Kucharski.  Caden.  With the chair.”
Mr. Adams actually rolled his eyes at me.  “Mr. Kucharski can manage, I’m pretty sure.”
I took more steps towards the door.  “I’ll just go check.”
“Mr. McNamara!”
His frustrated voice followed me out into the hallway, but I ignored it.  I ran.  I had to get away.  That girl is a nice person, I can tell.  She isn’t loud or showy or anything.  Just nice.  Smiling with that dimple.  Plain but not plain.  I couldn’t mess her up like I’d messed up so many others.
I tried to calm myself down as I walked, looking for solutions where there probably weren’t any.  Somebody’ll take my seat next class, and I’ll sit as far away from her as possible.  That’ll solve the problem.  Distance. All I need to do is put some distance between us.  Skipping school was not an option.  I had the State on my ass all the time, and they always came knocking when I didn’t show for school.  Until I was eighteen, they called the shots in my life.  Three more months.  Three more months is all I need.
Kootch came around a corner, lugging one of the heavy wood and metal chair-desk combo units at his side.  “Dude, what’re you doing out here?  Coming to help me?”
“No.  Mr. Adams wanted me to run an errand.”
“Oh, okay.  I’ll see ya.  I’ll take notes for ya while you’re gone.”
I didn’t say anything.  Even a little encouragement was a bad idea.  I jogged to the end of the corridor and ran down the stairs.
Pushing open the exit door, I realized I was in the smoking section of the school, outside under the overhang that protected the smokers from inclement weather - as much as it could anyway; the school didn’t want to make smoking too convenient.
There was only one person out there.  Jasmine is her name.  She’s one of those rebels without a cause, making herself look ridiculous just to cause a fuss.  But I like her.  She doesn’t take shit from anyone, and she’s also one of the people least affected by me.  It’s weird because she seems like she’d be a full-on Miserable the way she’s always scowling, but she pretty much lives in her own world, not bothering with me or anyone else.
“What’s the matter?” she asked.  “Bullies after ya for your lunch money?” She blew smoke up above her head, kind of smiling.  Her expressions always have a tinge of bitterness to them.
“No.”  I shoved my hands in my pockets, looking around and jumping up and down a little bit to stay warm.  It wasn’t yet summer and some days were still too cold for a t-shirt.  I’d left my sweatshirt in my backpack, which was sitting by my desk in the classroom.
“Ass on fire?” she asked, sucking hard on her cigarette.
I looked behind me.  “Not that I’m aware of.”
“Good.  I hate flaming asses.”  This time she blew the smoke in my face.
“Do you mind?”  I scowled at her.
“What?” she asked, her face the picture of innocence.
“I don’t smoke, and I don’t particularly want to get cancer from your second-hand crap either.”
She rolled her eyes and then pointed with her cigarette at the sign affixed above her head on the overhead support.  “Then why are you hanging out in the smoking section, freak?”
I stared at the red sign for a few seconds, its bright white letters glaring out at me, calling me stupid.  SMOKING SECTION. PUT YOUR BUTTS IN THE PROPER RECEPTACLE.
“I have no idea what I’m doing here,” I said under my breath, turning and grabbing the door handle.  I left the smoke to Jasmine’s lungs and entered the dark stairwell, climbing the steps with little enthusiasm.
I was practically in slow motion by the time I got to the landing.  I could have left my backpack in the classroom and just said screw it, but my poetry journal was inside, and I didn’t want some idiot like Kootch getting his hands on it.  I had to go back.
I really didn’t want to return to that classroom and have to sit by that girl, though.  She was trouble, no doubt about it.  Maybe she’d even be like ... 
No.  Do not go there. Focus on what matters now - the future.  Stay away from the past.  I had to keep my head up and my nose clean, stay under the radar for just a little while longer.
I can do this.
I walked out into the hallway and took slow, measured steps to the classroom, hoping to get there just before the period was over.  The only problem was my watch said I had thirty more minutes before that would happen.
I took a detour around the inside of the building, passing every set of lockers twice before I got back to the classroom.  I was just reaching for the handle when the bell rang.



Chapter Four: Rae
THIS WAS ALWAYS THE WORST part - walking into a classroom of a new school on the first day.  Twenty-odd pairs of eyeballs stared me down and searched my face, hair, and clothing, all the while making judgments.  And if that was all it ever was, I’d probably be fine with it.  But always, always there was the beginning of the Rainbow connection, too - the first tendrils of energy or whatever it was flowing out of me and into them.  I’d been hoping today it wouldn’t happen ... that today would be the first day I could walk into a room of strangers and not feel them warming to me instantly.  But I knew immediately that today was not going to be that day.
Mr. Adams lit up the room with his smile, and from the expressions on the other students’ faces and the giggling I heard, it wasn’t his normal reaction to a new student.  I resisted the urge to sigh.  This is my life, and I just have to deal with it.  At least for now.  There was no point in getting mad at any of these people or the teacher; they couldn’t help themselves.
No less than six boys stood and offered me their chairs.  No girls this time.  I gazed out across the room, hoping I’d see some Neutrals there.  Jasmine was an awesome find, right there on my first day before I even started classes.  Maybe I’d win the lottery and stumble into a whole room of them.  A girl can dream.
The happy faces staring back at me said, no - no Neutrals in here.  I would just have to hold out hope that in one of my other classes I might get lucky.  Everyone here was giving me the Rainbow vibe.  Except ...
I frowned.  There was a blank space in the Rainbow network, somewhere out there in the classroom.  Someone who wasn’t like all the rest was sitting there amongst the others.  I scanned the room, stopping when I found the spot where there wasn’t a feeling of need and want coming at me.  There you are.  Got ya!
It was a boy, the one who Jasmine had said was a ghost.  Malcolm Mac...something.  He was sitting towards the back of the room on the far side nearest the windows, looking at me.  First he was smiling, but then he wasn’t.  I couldn’t believe it when his expression turned sour, as if he’d smelled something nasty.  And now he wasn’t checking me out at all; he was staring at his desk.
I wanted to jump up and cheer, but I had to control myself.  If I got too happy about being scowled at, everyone else’s emotions would just get that much more amped up.  I took a deep, even breath and let it out slowly.  Just chill.  You can talk to him after class and see if he’s a Neutral.
I’d gotten distracted by my thoughts, and now realized I’d missed something.  A boy was skipping to the front of the class, coming towards me with a goofy grin on his face.
“Oh.  Yeah, okay.  I can do that,” he said, flexing his arm and pumping his bicep muscle for effect.  It was pretty impressive, but I schooled my features to remain impassive.
“Be right back,” he promised.  But he was so focused on staring at me, he walked right into the door.  I laughed along with everyone else; it was impossible not to.  He left the room with the goofy grin still on his face.
“Miss Livingston, please take Mr. Kucharski’s seat.  He can have the one he’s bringing in.”  Mr. Adams gestured out into the room.
I went into panic mode.  I don’t know why, but suddenly the idea of being next to the boy who might be a Neutral had me freaking out.  I’ve never seen a Rainbow do what he did before, but neither have I seen a Neutral do it either.  People either fawned over or disregarded me ... at least in the beginning.  No one had ever gone from smiling to angry in such a short period of time.  Usually it took Neutrals a solid couple weeks to start hating me.
“Oh, no, that’s okay,” I said.  “I don’t want to steal anyone’s spot.”  I scanned the room, hoping I’d see another place open somewhere else.  But the room was jam-packed.  I wasn’t even sure where he was going to put the desk the other student was bringing back.
“It’s fine, just go take it.  He needs to sit up front anyway.  It’ll help him concentrate.”
I gave him a small nod and walked over to the seat, keeping my eyes glued on the guy who seemed mad at me.  It was better than encouraging the others, and not as weird as staring at the floor the whole way.
He was focusing on the surface of his desk almost the whole time I came towards him, but then when I was just a few feet away, he looked up.  He didn’t smile, and he didn’t frown.  He just stared at me.
I grinned, suddenly shy.  I so wanted to know what he was thinking at that moment.  Does he want to be my best friend like everyone else in here?  Or could he just ignore me without a problem, like Jasmine?  Is it possible he’s someone I could be near and not worry about my safety or his?
Before my butt was completely in the seat, he jumped out of his and stumbled to the front of the classroom.  Suddenly he was in a huge hurry to get the heck out of the room, like he’d forgotten he had a very urgent appointment somewhere far away.  Or like I was a disease and he didn’t want to catch it.
Mr. Adams told him to sit down, but he ignored the teacher and eventually ran out, giving up on asking permission.
I stared at the empty space where he’d been sitting, at a total loss about what had just happened.  No one had ever reacted like that being around me.  Maybe it should have hurt my feelings to be so completely and obviously dissed, but all it did was make me more curious about him.
No one else seemed to be concerned at all with his reaction.  The kids sitting near me just smiled at me and nodded hello, acting like Malcolm hadn’t just run out of there like a bat flying out of hell.  The boy in front of me turned halfway around in his seat and whispered, “Hello.”
I gave him a watery smile and looked again at the desk next to me.  There was an old, battered and partially torn navy blue backpack on the floor next to the seat.  It looked mostly empty, sagging almost flat.  I couldn’t help but wonder what the boy who acted like a ghost kept in his school bag.
I settled into my chair, putting my purse over the back of the seat before turning to face the teacher.  He had moved back behind his desk and was speaking about something, but I didn’t hear any of it.  All I could think about was the boy who’d run at the first sign of being near me.  Maybe Jasmine was right.  Maybe he was a ghost that just wanted to be left alone.
But ghost or not, he’s one of the cutest guys I’ve ever seen.  He isn’t flashy handsome like a lot of the guys in the room.  He’s more understated hot - like bad boy hot.  I think his eyes are brown, but I could be wrong about that.  He was wearing light-colored jeans, well-worn and torn at the knee, with a dark green long-sleeved cotton shirt. His hair was just plain.  Nothing about him said he was interested in anything but blending in.  I smiled to myself when I thought about how he and I had that in common.
I make it a point to never be fashionable.  It attracts attention that I’m already trying to avoid.  My hair always just hangs straight in the most basic of styles.  The only thing I ever do to it is sometimes put it in a ponytail when it’s hot or wear a hat over it when the temperature drops.  It’s easier to be plain than stylish and it’s definitely cheaper for my parents.  But I wish I could do things differently sometimes.  I see things in the store with bright colors and wild patterns and dream about putting them on.  I always walk away, though.  The few times I’d stepped outside the box of plain vanilla that needs to be my life, it had been disastrous.  Everyone is better off with me looking like a dork.
The door opened with a bang, and the guy whose chair I took was there, shoving a desk through the door.  “Got it!  Had to go two halls over, though.”  He sounded like he was expecting a medal.
“Thank you, Caden.  Could you please just add it to that row right there and then take a seat in it?”
He stopped his furniture moving and looked over at his old seat.  “But...”  He gestured at me with his chin.
“You can go get your things, but I want you up here near me.”
“Aw, Mr. Adams.  Come on, man.”
“No arguments.”  He looked at the class.  “As I was saying...”
I blocked out the lesson, watching Caden maneuver the desk and then make his way over to where I was sitting.  I looked up when he stopped next to my desk.
“Sorry,” I said, feeling bad about getting him moved to the front.
“No prob.  I’ll just get my stuff.”  He grinned at me and bent over to grab his backpack from the floor next to me.
I expected him to turn around and go, but he didn’t.  He kept his eyes on me and sank down in the desk next to me, not fitting very well since he’d gone in on the wrong side, where the desk attached to the seat.  His legs were squished together and he had to hunch into himself to fit in the small space.  “So.  Where’re you from?”
“Mr. Kucharski!”
My mouth fell open, but I wasn’t sure what to say, so I remained silent.  I looked at the teacher and then back at Caden.
“I’ll sit here, Mr. A.  Malcolm’s out running your errand for ya.”  Caden didn’t even look at the teacher.  He just kept grinning at me.
“Mr. Kucharski, if you don’t get up from that desk right now and take the one I’ve assigned to you, you’re going to find yourself in a week of detention.  Right now!  Snap to it!”
Caden rolled his eyes and then winked at me.  “Catch you later,” he whispered.  And then in a louder voice, he said, “I’m comin’, I’m comin’.  Don’t get your Calvins in a bunch.”
“That’ll be five days detention,” said the teacher sourly, pulling a pad of paper from his desk drawer.  “Would you like to double down or are you good with this?”
“Nah, man.  I’m good with the five.”  Caden sounded defeated, shuffling to the front of the class with his bag hanging at his side.
The whole class laughed.
“Excellent.  Now we can get back to Dickinson.  Let’s talk about how her isolation may have contributed to her verse...”
My mind wandered again.  I’d read some of Emily Dickinson’s poetry in my last school, too.  Normally, I’d find the discussion worthwhile, but now I found the idea of a boy who couldn’t stand to be near me much more interesting.



Chapter Five: Malcolm
I RUSHED INTO THE CLASSROOM and down the first aisle of seats, ignoring the students gathering their things and standing to leave.  The room was filled with talking and laughing, giving me the perfect distraction I needed.
“Mr. McNamara!”
Or so I thought.
I looked up at Mr. Adams and waved, letting him know I’d be there to talk to him once I had my things.  I kept my gaze low after that, hoping that new girl would be gone by the time I got to my desk.  I took it easy, giving people extra time and space to get past me so I could delay as much as possible.
I finally arrived at the end of the last aisle as the noise in the room was dying down.  The dark form of my backpack was clearly visible on the ground just up ahead.  Zeroing in on it, I made my way past the few stragglers who hadn’t yet left the spots next to their seats, trying not to touch any of them on my way.
Just being in my presence is enough to get people feeling the darkness, but touching me was a whole other level of awful, especially for the most sensitive ones.  The Miserables usually figured that out pretty quickly and then did whatever they could to touch me as often as possible.  It’s why I wear long-sleeved shirts, even in summer.  I have zero hope of ever having a tan, but it’s better than the alternative.
I was almost within reach of my bag, and I was stretching over to get it from the seat behind, when it sailed up over the top of my chair and desk.  My hand grasped only air near the ground.
“I got it for ya, buddy,” said Caden.  He was standing in the next aisle over, blocking people from leaving in his enthusiasm for helping me out.  Or in his enthusiasm for getting in the new girl’s face.  It was kind of hard to tell what his goal was the way he was standing there hugging my backpack to his chest and grinning at the girl who stood immobile in front of him.
I walked farther up the aisle, keeping the row of desks between us.  I avoided looking at the girl at all.
“Hand it over.”  I held out my hand, trying to grab the handle on top.
Caden twisted to the side a little, keeping me from being able to reach it.  “What you got in here?” He acted like he was going to unzip it.
“Don’t,” I said, reaching over farther to grab it.
My fingers accidentally brushed over his, and he let go of the bag with that hand like he’d been burned.
“Dude.”  He stared at me, his other hand just barely keeping a grip on it.
“What?  Just give it.”  I yanked the bag away and let it fall to the chair between us.
Caden stood there, looking confused.  And then he glanced down.
That’s when I saw that the new girl had her hand on his forearm.
“I was just trying to help,” Caden said.  He sounded lost.
“My name’s Rae.”
I didn’t know if the girl was talking to Caden or me, but I didn’t stick around to find out.  I started walking, pulling my bag out of the chair as I went.  When it was free, I used the momentum to sling it over my shoulder.
“Where are you going?” asked Caden.  “Wait up!  I’ll go with you!”
I moved faster.  I had my eyes on the door, and I was totally focused.  Get the hell out.  Don’t look back.  Get away from both of them.
A hand closed over my shoulder and held me back.
I yanked myself sideways, ready to yell at Caden to leave me the hell alone, but found myself facing Mr. Adams.  I slapped my lips shut, stopping myself from doing something really stupid.
“Malcolm?” he said, tentatively.  “You okay, son?”
I blinked a few times, trying to get my head on straight.  I wasn’t used to adults being that nice to me.  “Uh, yeah.  I’m fine.”
“Do you want to explain your disappearance, perhaps?  Try and convince me I shouldn’t give you detention?”
“Uh ... yeah?”
He raised an eyebrow at me.  “Well?  I’m all ears.”
“I ... uh ... had to take a smoke break?”
“Wrong answer.”  He walked back to his desk and wrote out a detention slip.  “See that you come on time.  Oh ... and plan to stay for the entire period next class.  You take off like that again, and you’ll be spending some time in the principal’s office.”
I took the detention slip from him with a frown.  “Sorry.  I won’t do it again.”
“See that you don’t.  Be in detention hall starting tomorrow.”
I looked down at the paper, my eyes bugging out of my head when I read what was printed there.  “Five days of detention?  Are you kidding me?”
Mr. Adams gave me a mean smile.  “Consider it an early Christmas present.”
“But it’s March!”
“I could advance you an Easter gift too, if you’d like.”
I sighed in defeat.  “No.  Christmas is good.”
“Fine.  See you Monday.”  He gave me a fake smile before returning to his desk to shuffle some papers around.
Asshole.
I walked out of the room, not looking back.  Other students were coming out and going in at the same time, most of them looking down at cell phones to send or receive text messages.  I let them push me around and jostle me out into the hall.
What a dick.  Five days of detention?  That’s total bullshit.  All I did was leave.  What if I was sick or had to take a crap?  People shouldn’t get detention for that.
“Dude, you got shit on too.”  Caden was at my side and obviously feeling very happy about my situation.
“Yeah, thanks, I didn’t realize it until you pointed it out.”  I sped up.
“Hey, I got five days too!  That’s cool, right?  You and me can hang out.”  He kept pace with me, knocking into people and ignoring their cries of annoyance.
I said nothing.
“So, what about that chick, Rae?  Pretty sweet, huh?”
“If you say so.”
“Don’t tell me you’re not into her.  That’d be a fucking lie, man.  She’s hot as shit.”
“Sounds attractive.”
“Don’t be such a downer, dude.  You know she’s cute.  Why don’t you just admit it?”
I looked over at him sharply.  Miserables never tell me to cheer up.  They like it when I get pissed.
“What’d you say?”
Caden punched me.  “You heard me.  Don’t be a douche.  Come on, let’s go.  We’re doing basketball in gym today, and you’re on my team. Yo!”  He held up his hand for a high five, and I responded without even thinking about it.  The crack of our hands echoed over the heads around us.
It was so strange to see him happy and all lit up like this around me, I forgot to try and ditch him.  Or frown.  I smiled all the way to gym class, listening to him cut up about Mr. Adams and the gnarly hairs that were always climbing out of our teacher’s nostrils and ears.



Chapter Six: Rae
I WAS HOPING SINCE IT was my first day that I’d be able to skip out of phys ed, but no such luck.  The husky P.E. teacher handed me a pair of sweatpants that were two sizes too big, a t-shirt with the school’s logo on it, gray socks, and a pair of used kicks in my size.
“There you go.  Everyone dresses out.  And don’t come here crying to me about being on your period, either.  Everyone participates, every class, every week, all year long.  End of story.”  She looked at me with a curious expression on her face before smiling.  It was pretty clear this wasn’t a normal thing for her.  She seemed surprised by the fact that her teeth were showing, hurrying to cover them with her lips after a few seconds.
“Okaaaay,” I said, taking the clothes and turning slowly towards the locker room.
“I don’t mean to be rude,” she said at my back as I walked away.
I waved over my shoulder, saying nothing.
Someone laughed.  “Did I just hear The Hatchet apologize to you?”
I looked to my left.  Jasmine was standing there wearing her gym clothes, a modified version of the ones I had in my arms.  The sleeves had been cut off her shirt, and some words were written in permanent marker on the front of her pants.
“I guess.”  I said, shrugging.  The teacher’s name was Hatcher, but her nickname seemed pretty appropriate.  She had a pretty severe face and very short hair that could very well have been cut with an axe.
Jasmine threw an article of clothing into her locker before slamming it shut.  “Somebody write that shit down.  The Hatchet apologizes.  Wonder what the occasion is.  Maybe she got laid last night or something.”
“Isn’t she a lesbian?” asked a girl just down the bench from Jasmine.
Jasmine rolled her eyes and shook her head.  “Somebody put that girl out of her misery, would you please?”
“What?  What’d I say?”  The girl looked around and then gave up on finding an answer.  “Shut up, Butts.”  She stormed off while the other girls standing nearby giggled.
I walked over and put my things down on the bench next to Jasmine, relieved she and I had this class together.  I like sports, but school gym class was pretty much universally lame, no matter what district or state I’d been in.  “Do we have assigned lockers?”
“Nope.  Just bring a lock and use whatever’s free.”
I held out my purse that was still hooked over my shoulder, wondering what I should do.  I hadn’t brought my lock, which was stupid because I knew better.  Several of the schools I’d been in before had the same policy.  Most of them gave me a few days’ grace period, but still.  I should have known.  A girl doesn’t go through eight different high schools and not learn a few basics.
“Use mine for today or until you get one.”  She opened her locker again and gestured to the inside before sitting down to tie her purple high-top basketball shoes.  The ragged pieces of multi-colored cloth tied on her wrists flapped around as her hands moved.
“You don’t mind?”  I put my purse down on the bench and used my toes to pry off the back of my other shoe, balancing by holding onto the wall of lockers.  I’d worn short black boots with black socks and jeans - nothing that would work for gym class, so I was stuck with the loaner outfit the teacher had given me.  I looked at it with distaste.  It was hideous, but would probably be perfect for keeping people away.  At least it smelled clean.
“I offered, so I guess the answer is no, I don’t mind.”  She reached in the locker and pulled out a pack of cigarettes.
I watched her, wondering if she was going to light one up in here.  I couldn’t imagine the Hatcher lady just ignoring that.
Jasmine caught me staring.  “What are you looking at?”
“You with that cigarette.  I was just wondering if you were going to smoke it in here.”
“Are you an anti-smoking campaign on legs too?”  She tucked the cigarette behind her ear.
“Um, no.  I don’t smoke, but if you want to that’s your business.”  The truth is I think smoking is dumb, but I wasn’t going to offend the only friend I might ever have in this place by telling her that.
“Good, because I like smoking.  It calms my nerves.”
“Good.”  I smiled at her.  I was anxious to change the subject, so I smiled and said, “Sorry if my shoes stink.”
Jasmine looked down at my feet.  “You’re putting smelly shoes in my locker?”
I grimaced.  “I might be.  I was nervous today.  First day and stuff.”
She sighed.  “Fine.  But you owe me one.  And if you get any of that stink on my stuff, I’m going to be pissed.”
I refrained from telling her that her smoke smell was getting all over my stuff.  Beggars can’t be choosy about stink.  “Deal.”  I shoved my shoes in on top of hers and then put my purse in above them on a hook.  I was dressed in the borrowed clothes in less than two minutes and cinching up the drawstring when I heard people laughing.
I turned around to see what they were doing and noticed a group of girls standing in the doorway, looking out into the gym.
“What’s up with them?” I asked, folding my clothes and putting them in the locker.
Jasmine shut the door and attached her lock, turning the dial to make sure it wouldn’t open.  “Who knows.  Probably some dumbshit acting stupid.  Chicks around here dig that stuff.”
We walked over to join them.  “You don’t?”
“No.  I like more mature guys.  College guys.”
“Do you have a boyfriend?”  We walked out of the locker room and into the big basketball court area.  There was one full-size court going length-wise and two smaller ones going the other direction, with a total of six basketball nets around the periphery.  Bleachers were accordioned in around most of the gym, but one set was pulled halfway out, and it was there that some of the students were gathering for the start of class.  The sounds of sneakers squeaking on the court and the echoing of basketballs bouncing all over came at us from every direction.
Jasmine talked louder to be heard over all of it.  “Not right now.  I don’t have time for guys.  I’m too busy with ... stuff.”
“What kind of stuff?”
“Stuff stuff.”  She walked ahead of me and took big steps up to the top of the bleachers, sitting down well away from the others.
I looked at my options and decided pretty quickly to follow.  Several girls were smiling at me in obvious invitation, but I didn’t want to encourage them.  They’d be on me soon enough.
I got to the last row and walked over to join Jasmine.  Sitting down, I gazed out across the gym.  Groups of guys were standing around below us on the court, some of them busy taking turns at making baskets.  A few others were walking on their hands, seeing who could go the farthest across the floor before falling down or knocking into someone else.
One of the guys was making everyone laugh.
Jasmine shook her head and breathed out a sigh of annoyance.
“He was in my last class,” I said.
“Kootch.  Total dumbass goofball.”
“Kootch?  I hope that’s a nickname.”
“Yeah.  It’s short for Kucharski.  Polish or something.”
“Do you know him?”
She looked at me with a frown.  “Why, you interested in him?”
“No,”  I nudged her a little with my arm, “not at all.  He was just really funny in my last class too, so I was just wondering about him is all.”
“He lives next door to me, so yeah, I know him a little.”
I looked from her to him, wondering if there might be something to the way she’d said that.  “Boy next door, huh?”
“Ew.  No.  Don’t say it like that.”
“Why not?”  We watched as he walked on his hands and then fell over into a somewhat graceful cartwheel.  “He’s got a nice body.  He seems nice.”
“Yeah, he’s all muscle and dumbassedness and no brains.”
I laughed.  “Dumbassedness?  New word.”
“Don’t try to deny it makes total sense.”
“Oh, I won’t.  I get it completely.”  I smiled, loving this feeling of two girlfriends talking about guys.  It felt so normal, and normal for me was so abnormal it was like a gift.  I would cherish it as long as it lasted.
Kootch took that moment to try and do a breakdancing move that didn’t work out so well.  The sound of his head hitting the floor made me flinch.
Jasmine gestured casually.  “Exhibit A.  Kootch face-plants into the wood floor.  Total fail.  Dumbassedness in action.”
All the guys jogged over to see if he was okay - all of them but one.  The lone unconcerned classmate only caught my eye because he was standing off to the side by himself, stopping himself from going over to check on his friend with obvious effort. He took a half step out towards the court and then turned back around, shaking his head.
“There’s that guy again,” I said, mostly to myself.
Jasmine turned her attention away from Kootch and was staring at Malcolm now.  “The ghost.  You still on him?”  
“I’m not on him, I’m just ... curious.”
“I told you, he’s a ghost.  You’re not going to get to know him so you should just let it drop.”
“That sounds like a challenge to me.”  I don’t know why I said that.  I shouldn’t have been trying to get to know anyone at this school, least of all a boy who’s bigger and stronger than me.  A Rainbow’s want and need can be such scary things when paired with superior strength.
“Go for it.  If you think you can get him to even give you the time of day, when he’s turned down pretty much every girl at this school, then he’s all yours.  Trust me, no one gets through to that guy.  Many have tried.  All have failed.  Crash and burn.  Horrible to watch, really.”
I shrugged, acting like it didn’t matter to me.  “No, I’m not interested in him like that.  I was just wondering what his deal is.”
“His deal is that he’s a ghost.”  She stood, knocking me in the arm with the back of her hand.  “Come on.  Let’s go shoot some hoops.”
“I’m pretty good at basketball, you know.”  I made sure to put the challenge in my voice as we walked down the bleachers.
“I’m better.”  She walked out onto the floor, stealing the first ball that came her way, ignoring the cries of the offended guys and walking over to the farthest net.  She stopped when she was at the free-throw line, bent down, and put the ball between her legs, launching it at the net granny-style.
I laughed when it went in.
Jasmine made a gesture with her hand, imitating the ball going in.  “Swish.  All net, bitches.  Let’s see you beat that.”  She turned around and blew me a kiss.
“What are we playing?”
“I have the letter D.  First one to spell the word wins.  You have to make a shot from where I did or you don’t get a letter.”
“What are we spelling?” I asked, taking my spot and aiming the ball, using the technique my dad had taught me many years ago.
“You’ll see.”
I launched the ball up, putting just the right amount of backspin on it.  All net.  Oh, yeah.  “Swish.  Letter D for me too.”
Jasmine nodded.  “Respect.  That wasn’t half bad.  But can you do this?”  She did a lay up, once again managing to throw the ball up from between her knees and getting it in the basket.  It was so not graceful.
I couldn’t stop laughing.
“What?  Jealous?” she asked, bouncing the ball as she walked over my way.  She switched from dribbling with her right to her left.
“Jealous of your granny action?  I don’t think so.”
“Hey, Rae!”
Jasmine and I looked over at the same time as Kootch came jogging up to us, dribbling a ball at his side.
“Check it,” he said as he cruised by, throwing the ball up in a casual toss as he went under the net.  It bounced off the rim and out into the court where someone else snatched it up.
“Nice moves, Kootch.  Been practicing a long time?” Jasmine snickered.
He stopped jogging and turned, walking back in our direction.  Gym class had barely started, but he was already sweating.  “Don’t be jealous, JB.  You know you want this.”  He stroked his hands from the top of his chest down to his waist.
She feigned retching and then swallowed hard.  “Oh, man.  I just vomited in my mouth.”
Kootch stopped in front of me.  “You’ll have to forgive little JB there.  She’s had the hots for me since she was five.  Poor kid.  I had to let her down easy like eighteen times so far.”
Jasmine stared daggers at him.  “Kootch, get your stank-ass jock off my court before I have to school your stupid dick in front of all those girls.”  She jerked her head over to the gaggle of them sitting on the bleachers.  They’d moved down to be closer to the court.  Several of them were looking over at us.
“Oh, you wanna play, JB?”  He started moving back and forth, pantomiming dribbling an invisible ball or something, staring at her no matter where his body went.
“Stop calling me that idiotic name.”  She stared at him, her expression clearly saying she thought he was a complete fool.
“What?  JB?  But that’s your name.  Come on, let’s do this.  Two on two.”
Jasmine snorted.  “Your math skills are blowing my mind, Kootch.  I count three.”  She gestured to me, her, and him.
I held up my hands.  “Don’t count me in on this.  I’m just watching.  Do one-on-one.”
“No, you’re not, Rae-Rae.  You’re in.  And I got my wingman over there.”  Kootch gestured to the far corner of the room.
Jasmine and I looked over.
Malcolm.
The idea of playing basketball with him got my blood going.  I spoke before I could think too hard about it.  “Okay, I’ll play if you can get him over here.”
Jasmine frowned.  “He won’t play with us.  He never plays.  He takes a zero for anything but soccer.”
“Why only soccer?”  I couldn’t help but wonder what made that sport different.
“I don’t know.  I guess he likes to kick the shit out of things.”  Jasmine grabbed a ball that was rolling by.  “Go get him, and we’ll play.  Otherwise, beat it, Kootch.  We’re busy.”  She crouched down and launched a granny shot at the basket.  When it went in she did a funky dance, not caring who watched.  “Swish-it.  Swish-it real good.”  When she was done shaking her hips a few more times, she walked over and retrieved the ball from under the net where it was still bouncing weakly.
Kootch took off towards Malcolm, waving as he went.  “Come on, man!  I got us a game going!”
Jasmine brought the ball over and handed it to me.  “He’s not going to come.  Your turn.  I have letter O.”
I spared one last look for Malcolm who was busy shaking his head no, before walking over and lining myself up at Jasmine’s last point.  The ball was just leaving my hands when Kootch let out a big whoop and threw me off.  The ball bounced off the rim and came flying back at me.
“Bummer for you,” said Jasmine, taking the ball away from me.  She turned to say something and froze with her mouth hanging open, staring at a point behind me.
I turned to see Kootch and Malcolm coming towards us.  Malcolm didn’t seem at all happy about the situation.
“Well, well, well ... would you look at that,” said Jasmine, her tone low so only I’d hear her.  “The ghost is coming to play b-ball with us.  Huh.  Wonders never cease.”  She nudged me in the back.  “Maybe he likes you or something.”



Chapter Seven: Malcolm
I SAW CADEN COMING FOR me, and I should have taken off.  But I stood there like an idiot, and then before I could do anything about it, he was jumping up and down in front of me all hyped up about something.  His voice was a couple notches higher in pitch than normal.
“Dude, come on!  It’s two-on-two with the new girl and Butts.”
“No, thanks.”  I tried to move around him to go sit on the bleachers.  I was happy taking a zero as my grade for non-participation.  Basketball tended to be a contact sport in my experience, and when people mixed physical contact with me and the natural competitiveness of sports, it usually ended up being a pretty potent combination of anger and drive.  I’ve seen plenty of bloody noses in my time.  Way more than I should have in basketball.
Caden blocked my progress.  “Whaddya mean, no thanks?  You’re not going to take another zero are you?”
“Yes, I am, actually.”  I stepped to the other side, but Caden blocked me there, too.
“Dude, stop being such a lame-ass pussy all the time.  Come on, I like this girl.  Be my wingman.  Keep Butts busy while I make my move.”
I battled with myself.  Being near the new girl was a mistake.  I knew it was.  I wasn’t so worried about Jasmine; she didn’t seem all that bothered by me either way.  But the new girl had a chance at staying happy if she could just keep the hell away from me.
The only thing I couldn’t shake was the idea that if I could get Caden to fall for her - and her to fall for him - maybe he’d finally detach himself from me.  And then he could have a chance at being happy.  As long as he was stuck to me like this, he was doomed to be a Miserable for life.
The risk was worth it.  It was only one game.  How much trouble can I cause with a single game of two-on-two?  “Fine.  One game and that’s it.”
Caden jumped up really high and whooped so loud it echoed all over the gym.  “Whoot!  Yes!  Come on, dude.  I already got warmed up.  You need to take a few shots before we start.”  He snagged a ball that was rolling by and bounce-passed it to me.  “Come on, take a shot over there.”
He pointed to the basket next to where the girls were playing.
I dribbled the ball very unenthusiastically over towards the net, and when I was about ten feet away, I launched the ball up without aiming.  It completely missed the backboard and banged into the closed bleachers behind.  Several people turned around and laughed.
Caden just stood there staring at me, arms hanging at his sides.  “Is that why you sit out every period?  ‘Cause you suck balls at sports?”
I couldn’t help but laugh.  “Fuck you, Kootch.  I’m just cold, that’s all.”
Truth is, there’s no point in me getting competitive and trying too hard because it’s too easy for me to win.  When I turn up my emotions, they overwhelm people and throw off whatever concentration they might have, making it possible for me to win without even trying.  I’m actually pretty good at basketball, but it’s better when I play stupid and let other people have the glory.  That way no one gets hurt.  I’d given up long ago on the idea of being a superstar.  Superstars live in the limelight, and I have to stay in the shadows.
Caden grabbed the ball and passed it hard to me.  The force of it stung my hands.
“Stop being a homo and throw the damn ball like you’re s’posed to.”
“A homo?  Come on, man.”  I frowned at him, bouncing the ball a couple times, my shoulders moving up and down with the rhythm.
“Yeah, you’re right.  Calling you a homo is an insult to homos everywhere.  Stop being a chick and throw the ball like a man.”
“Wow.  I wonder how the new girl will feel about that one.”
“She’s gonna love me.  Now throw the fucking ball in the goddamn net before I come over there and take your man-card away.”
I stared at him long and hard for a few seconds.  And then I threw the ball up without even looking at the net.  It bounced once off the backboard and went in.
Caden nodded his head in respect.  “Well, all right.  Now that’s what I’m talkin’ about.  Come on, dude.  Let’s go wipe the court with their sweet asses.”  He loped over and grabbed the ball.  After dribbling it in my direction a few steps, he turned and faced the girls, waiting for me to catch up.
Caden had his game face on now, and for the first time this period he had his voice low enough that only I could hear it.  “Okay, now, here’s the plan.  We’ll go in there and act like we suck a little.  It’ll be an act for me, but you can just go ahead and suck like normal.  And then when they think they have us bending over and kissing our own asses, we give it to ‘em.”
“Give it to ‘em?”  I raised an eyebrow at him.
“Yeah.  We cram the ball down their throats and show ‘em who’s boss.”
“Your knowledge and skill around members of the opposite sex is a wonder to behold, Caden.”
“If you don’t call me Kootch I’m gonna get pissed.  Caden’s a stupid name.”
“And Kootch is ...”
“Fucking cool.”
“Okay, Kootch it is.  But just in case you weren’t aware, some girls call their hootch a kootch.  So maybe it’s not as cool a name as you think.”
“Dude, shut the fuck up.”
“Yeah, okay.”  I had to stop.  Messing with him was fun, but it was too much like friendship to be safe.  I was a little bummed about having to blow him off all the time, because as obnoxious as he was, he was at least amusing.  Taking the zero in class always made the time go so much slower, watching students run around and have fun while my butt got numb on the bench.
“Now, let me do all the talking.  I don’t want you to mess this up,” he said as we got closer to the girls.
I said nothing, instead focusing on looking at anything but the new girl.
“Okay, chicks,” announced Kootch, “the men have arrived.  Get ready to lose this two-on-two in a matter of fifteen minutes, max.”
Jasmine was all about getting down to business.  “What’re the rules?  I don’t want you crying later when you lose that we broke some imaginary rule.”
“There will be no crying unless it’s by you two, but here are the rules:  First team to five wins.  No elbows, no touching the jewels, and no leaving the half-court here.”
“Jewels?” asked the new girl.
“The nads.  Testicles.  Man muffins.  You know, jewels.  Hands off the merchandise.”
“Wow, you guys play rough here,” she said.
Jasmine snorted.  “He wishes.  He keeps laying that rule out every week hoping to tempt someone into actually touching them, but so far no joy.”
“Shut up, Butts.  What do you know about my nads?  They get touched all the time.”
“I know nothing, thank the Lord. And no, before you decide to volunteer the information, we don’t want to know who’s been touching your junk other than you.  Come on, are we going to play or stand around talking about your hairy bean bags all day?”
I laughed.  I couldn’t help myself.  Glancing up, I caught the new girl’s eye.  She was laughing too.  Damn.  That dimple again.
I looked away and snagged the ball out of Kootch’s hands.  “Come on.  We got the ball.”
I dribbled it over to the half-court line and waited for Kootch to get in position.
“I’m open!” he yelled, moving over to stand to the right of the basket.
Jasmine ran over and stood between him and me, blocking his access to my pass.
“Aw, come on, Butts.  Go get Malcolm.  Rae’s got me covered over here.”
Rae was standing closer to me, not doing much of anything.
“Play basketball and shut up,” Jasmine said, arms flapping all over the place.  The ripped pieces of cloth that served as her bracelets looked like tiny banners flying in the wind, a rainbow blur covering Kootch’s face.
Kootch tried to run around her, but she checked him with her hip and sent him flying.
“Hey!  Foul, man!  Butts is using her butt to block me!”
“Can’t hack it?  Stay off the court,” she responded, turning around and flapping her arms in his face again.
The new girl - Rae - started coming for me.  She looked so innocent and sweet jogging over in those huge baggy sweatpants and funky sneakers, it distracted me or something.  It was only after she dove at me and slapped the ball away that I realized she might know more about the sport than I’d given her credit for.
“Hey!” I shouted as the ball spun out of my hands and she ran by, recovering it and turning it into a nice dribble by her side.
“Yes!” yelled Jasmine.  “Go, Rae, go!”
Rae dribbled the ball towards the net, leaving me in the dust.  She was totally focused on her goal of getting that first point; I could tell by the determined expression on her face.  Her tongue was stuck out in concentration.
But Kootch had other ideas.  He spun away from Jasmine and lunged towards Rae.
She saw him coming and screamed, launching the ball up into the air.
It sailed over his head and arched towards the basket, but the force she’d put on it wasn’t enough to get it all the way there, and it angled down a foot away from the rim.
Jasmine had already moved and was standing under the net.  She caught the ball and granny-shot it up onto the backboard, earning their first point.
“Yes!  Take that, Kootch!”  Jasmine strutted over and high-fived Rae.
“Thanks for covering for me,” said Rae to Jasmine.  She grabbed the ball off a bounce and passed it to me.
Kootch punched me in the arm.  “Come on.  Half-court.  Time to stop fucking around.”  He wasn’t laughing anymore.
I rolled my eyes, knowing we were in for a serious game now.  Kootch wasn’t the losing type, especially when there were girls on the other team.
I passed him the ball and walked parallel with him to the net.
He was doing all kinds of fancy moves with the ball, passing it between his legs, spinning around, juking-out no one at all.  The girls just stood back and watched him, shaking their heads.
“You want a piece-a this?  You want a piece-a this?  Come on now, girls.  You got lucky once.  You aren’t gonna get lucky twice.  Unless the Kootch decides to let you get lucky.”
He accidentally bounced the ball off the top of his toe, and it went rolling straight over the court to Rae.
She picked it up, pivoted, and tossed it up into the net.
“That’s what we call a swish, bitches.”  Jasmine held up her hand for a high-five and Rae slapped it without even moving her feet.
“That’s two,” said Rae, looking back at us and grinning.  She caught my eye and turned to face me.  Reaching up, she tucked some hair behind her ear.  “Ready to surrender?” she asked.
My heart stopped beating for a second, and then it raced to catch up.  Before I could answer, Kootch was there in our faces.
“Surrender?  You must be outta yo’ mind, woman.  Never surrender!  Never say die!”
“I think I heard that in a movie once,” said Jasmine, staring at him with no expression on her face.
“Yeah, best movie ever.  I wrote it.  It’s called Kootch Is Going to Fucking Win This Game.”  He snagged the ball out of Jasmine’s hands and ran to the half court line.  “Come on, Malcolm!  Get your ass in gear!  You’re giving them the game!”
I jogged over, the whole time wondering if that double meaning in Rae’s question was intentional or if I was just imagining things.  It had to be me just dreaming, because there’s nothing to surrender.  There is no game or challenge or anything like that between us, other than this stupid basketball match.  She’s just naturally sexy or something.  She acts like she doesn’t even realize it about herself.  She’s totally going to take Kootch down, and he’ll have no idea it’s happening until it’s all over.  Hopefully, she’ll be gentle with him.  He’s a dipshit a lot of the time, but underneath it all, I think he’s a good guy.
Kootch gave up on the whole idea of teamwork and took a shot after walking two steps.  It wasn’t pretty, but it went in.
“Yeah!  Three points!”
“One point, dumbass.  You get one.”  Jasmine walked over and took the ball.
“It’s just an expression, Butts.  And don’t call me a dumbass.”
She was dribbling the ball and chewing her gum really obnoxiously, walking backwards to the half-court line.  “I call it like I see it, dumbass.”
“Listen, Butts, I’m not the one with the word ass in my name, okay, so just put your shit away.”
“Why don’t you come over here and make me put my shit away, Kootch?  Or should I call you Hootch?”
“Listen, Buttface, I’m warning you...”  Kootch started walking towards her.
“Uh-oh,” I said softly to no one in particular.
“What?  What’re you going to do?”  Jasmine was totally taunting him now and she knew it.  She was actually smiling, and she didn’t do that very often.  “You gonna throw a rock at me again?”
I frowned.  Rae had been walking over and she stopped next to me.
“What’s she talking about?” Rae asked.
“I have no idea.”
Kootch threw his arms up.  “I told you I didn’t throw that fucking rock!”  He was roaring mad now.
I took off after him without thinking too hard about it.  I was just afraid he was going to do something really stupid, and I wanted to stop it before it went too far.
Rae apparently had the same thought, because she ran right next to me.  We both reached Kootch, just as he was getting in Jasmine’s face.  His jaw was bouncing as he held in his anger with gritted teeth.
“Yes, you did!” Jasmine yelled.  “It was totally you, you prick!  And I still have the scar from it, too!”  She jabbed a finger towards the corner of her eye.
“Yeah, well, it’s an improvement.  You should thank me.”
She shoved him in the chest.
He didn’t even budge, but he did roar.  And then he squatted down and grabbed her around the waist, picking her up about a foot above his head as he squeezed her to his chest.
Jasmine screamed in either fright or surprise, beating him about the head and shoulders.  “Put me down, you fucking lunatic!  Ahhhh!!  Get him off me!!”
Rae was on him in a second, trying to pull his arms away from her teammate.  But Kootch was much stronger than her, and she looked like a little mosquito buzzing around him, having no effect whatsoever.
Kootch started spinning around in a circle, making it impossible for Rae to help her friend.  “Say you’re sorry!” he yelled.
Jasmine poked him in the eyes on purpose.  “Sorry for what?!  Telling the truth!  Never!”
I stepped over to help, worried either someone was going to get hurt or we were going to get busted by the teacher.  I was trying to grab him by the shirt sleeve, and I did get a grip on it, but his movement carried me sideways when I didn’t let go.  I accidentally slammed into Rae, knocking her off her feet.
I had a split second thought that I needed to help her not fall on the hard floor, but only succeeded in going down with her.  We landed in a tangle, me on top of her and Kootch and Jasmine spinning just above us.
“Owww!  Those’re my eyes, Butts!” he yelled.
She slapped him in the face, first one cheek and then the other.  “Good!  See how you like it!”
I struggled to roll away from Rae.  I was freaking out that touching her was not only feeling way too good, but it was going to hurt her in ways that were too awful to think about.  She was going to get attached and sad and then terrible things would happen.
“Hey!  Hey!  What’s going on over there?!”  Mrs. Hatcher the gym teacher had finally decided to make her appearance.  The slapping of her feet on the wood floor reached my ears.
Kootch took one step back and got his foot caught in my legs.  “Ahhhh!!  Buuuuuutts!”
He went down in slow motion, Jasmine high above him and still in his arms.
Everyone screamed, including me.



Chapter Eight: Rae
EVERYTHING WAS GOING SO WELL, and then Jasmine and Kootch had to get into it with each other.  One second they were arguing, and the next thing I knew Malcolm and I were running over to break them apart.  I nearly had a heart attack when Kootch grabbed Jasmine and lifted her up, spinning her around.  If I hadn’t heard the angry words between them, I might have thought he was just being playful; and if I hadn’t seen her slapping and poking him, I might have thought she was his girlfriend being swung around in fun.  But that was definitely not the case with them, and I had to rescue my new friend.
I was reaching up to grab Kootch’s arm and stop him from spinning anymore when Malcolm slammed into me.
I was so stunned, I didn’t realize what had happened until I was on the ground and he was on top of me.  All the air had been pushed out of my lungs and I couldn’t breathe for a few seconds, but that didn’t stop me from feeling every inch of his body as it lay on mine.
He was heavy and warm.  I could smell his scent - not cologne exactly but something definitely male.  Some of his hair tickled my cheek as he rolled to the side.  Part of me wished he had stayed right where he was, but a girl like me can’t have that kind of contact without terrible things happening later.  Unfortunately, I think it made me want it that much more.
An adult’s voice shouted out across the gym.  “Hey!  Hey!  What’s going on over there?!”
The teacher.  Oh no!  I scrambled to get my arms and hands under me so I could get up.
And then the mountain that was Kootch started to fall.
I screamed, and so did a bunch of other kids around us.  Even Malcolm yelled, holding up his hands as if to stop it all from happening.
The full weight of Kootch holding Jasmine landed across my middle, and I grunted hard.  I continued with frantic wheezing as all kinds of scrambling was happening on top of me.
“Let!  Me!  Go!  You complete idiot assjockey!” yelled Jasmine.
“I’m trying!  I’m trying!  Ow, stop kicking me you nutbag!”
“All of you get up!  Get up right this second!  Do you hear me?!”  Mrs. Hatcher had joined the fray, leaning in to try and grab bodies.
I just laid there trying to get my breath back as everyone rolled away and kicked around in their attempts to get free.
The teacher grabbed Kootch’s shirt and hauled him to his feet.  “Detention!  All of you have detention, do you hear me?!  Physical violence is not tolerated in my class.  That is bad sportsmanship!  Bad sportsmanship!”
She pulled Jasmine up by the wrist next, taking her by the shoulders when she was standing finally and setting her off to the side, away from Kootch.
Jasmine glared at Kootch as she straightened her t-shirt and pants.
Everyone was on their feet now but me.  I looked up at Malcolm, finally able to breathe again.
He held out his hand to help me up, staring at me with a strange expression on his face.
I took his hand and used the leverage he provided to stand.  His fingers were really warm, and I didn’t want to let them go when I was up.  Something about him made me want to hold on ... to cling.  He was like a life raft and I was lost at sea.
But he dropped my fingers like they were burning him, and turned away.
I let my arm fall to my side, staring at the floor as the teacher continued to lecture us.
“What were you thinking, Caden?  You know you can’t touch girls like that.  I thought you knew better.  Maybe I should call your parents.”
“Aw, no, Mrs. Hatcher, please don’t do that.  If you call them ... just don’t.  I’ll clean out the locker room.  I’ll wash all the towels or whatever.”
“The janitor does that work, but believe me, it’s tempting.  No.  I’m giving you two weeks of detention.”
“Are you sure you can’t just make me clean some lockers or toilets or something?” he asked in a pitiful voice.
“I’m sure.  Now go get dressed.  You’re done for the day.”
Kootch walked off, his head hanging low and his feet shuffling on the dusty wood.
“As for you, Jasmine ... how many times have I told you that your mouth is going to get you in serious trouble?”
“About eighty?”
“Don’t be a smartbutt with me.  Just go get changed, and think about how wrong this could have gone for you if it hadn’t been here in this gym with all these witnesses around.  A boy as big as Caden in a dark alley could mean big problems for a girl like you.”
“Kootch wouldn’t have hurt me even if it was in a dark alley.  He’s not like that.”  Jasmine sounded offended on his behalf.  I was kind of proud of her for sticking up for him like that, even if I wasn’t sure if it was true or not.
“You don’t know that.  You don’t know him at all.  Everyone has secrets, and most of them things you don’t want to know about.  Now go.”  Mrs. Hatcher pointed to the locker rooms.
Jasmine was mumbling as she walked away, but I couldn’t hear any of the actual words.
“And you two...”  Mrs. Hatcher was staring at me and Malcolm.
Neither of us said a word.  We looked at each other for a couple seconds and then at the floor.  My heart skipped a beat.  He is so cute.  And he doesn’t seem to be affected by me.  Maybe he’s a Neutral!  How can I get him to talk to me so I can find out?  I can’t believe I could have two Neutrals in one class.  That would be a first.
“Malcolm you finally decide to participate and this is what you do?”
“I told you ...”
“Yes, yes, yes ... you’ve told me ... it’s better if you don’t participate.  But I don’t agree.  It’s better if you do participate and be a part of a team.  You can’t be a loner your whole life.”
He looked up sharply at that, sounding angry when he responded.  “Yes, I can.”
“No.  You can’t.”  She fixed him with a stern look.  “Everyone needs people.  That’s how we’re wired.  I don’t care what color you are, where you’re from, or what your sexual preferences are ... everyone needs someone.  And you aren’t going to find that someone by sitting on the sidelines of life all the time.”
Malcolm looked like he wanted to say something, but he just clenched his teeth together, making his jaw stick out at the corners.
She turned to me.  “And you, young lady.  It’s your first day, and you’re already involved in a physical altercation.  I cannot imagine your parents would be very proud of this kind of behavior.”
I was almost happy she was mad at me.  No one stayed mad at me, not even for a little while.  Could she be a Neutral too?  But she’d been so weirdly nice in the locker room...
“Um, yeah.  They’ll probably be mad.”  It was a lie, because even my parents couldn’t get mad at me, but it felt normal to say it.  Normal is awesome.
“And here I was listening to all this talk around the teachers’ lounge about our new valedictorian.”  She pointed a finger in my face.  “If you mess up your gym grade, I’m not going to be responsible for you losing that honor.”
“No, ma’am.”  I tried really hard to look chagrined, not sure I was pulling it off.  I wanted to jump and cheer over the idea that she was mad at me, like I was a regular kid in her class who’d messed up.
“Make sure you bring your own uniform tomorrow.  You can buy the shirt you need in the main office.  Wear any color sweats or shorts, but not too short.  I don’t want to see any butt cheeks in my gym.”
“Okay.”  I couldn’t stop smiling.
“I don’t see what’s so funny here, Rae.  A first impression is very hard to change.  If you set yourself up here as a trouble-maker, you’ll have a hard time living that reputation down.”
“Yes, ma’am.”  I should have been cowed and worried, but I was thrilled.  She’s mad!  She’s angry at me!  She’s treating me like everyone else!
The teacher rolled her eyes.  “I don’t know what to do with kids these days.”  She stared us down again. “Two weeks of detention.  All four of you.  Starting today after school.”
We both nodded at her, saying nothing.
She gestured towards the locker rooms.  “Go.  I don’t want to look at you anymore.  When you’re back in street clothes sit on the bleachers.  Apart.  I want all of you separated for the rest of this class.”
We walked around her without another word and moved towards the locker rooms in silence.  It was only at the door that separated the girls’ locker room from the boys’ that Malcolm finally spoke.
“You’re on track to be valedictorian?”
I shrugged.  “I guess.”
“Oh, man.  That sucks for Jasmine.”  He pushed the door open.
“Why?”
“Because until you showed up, that was her crown.”
He disappeared inside, leaving me with a sinking heart and a sick feeling in the pit of my stomach.



Chapter Nine: Malcolm
I JOINED KOOTCH AT THE lockers where our stuff was stored.  He was already standing in his boxers, pulling out his clothes.
“Can you believe that shit?  Totally unfair.”  He slammed his locker door closed.  The happy-go-lucky jokester was gone and in his place was the Miserable I’d been trying to ditch for weeks.
“Yeah.”  I removed my lock and opened the locker.  As I took out my clothes and dropped them on the bench, I realized I was twice as bummed now as I had been before.  For a little while there I’d actually been thinking I could hang out with Kootch.  Now I knew it was just a fantasy.
“That Butts ... she’s the one who caused all this.”  He pulled on his jeans but left them unbuttoned.
“No she didn’t, man.  You did.  You’re the one who picked her up and swung her around.”  I frowned, keeping my eyes on my clothes and not him.  I didn’t want to fight, but I couldn’t let him blame Jasmine for what happened.
“Did you hear what she said?  She’s still blaming me for that bullshit with her eye.  It was years ago.  Years.”  He yanked his t-shirt on over his head and pulled the bottom of it down.
I looked at him.  “What was that all about, anyway?”
Kootch sat on the bench and pulled on one of his socks and then one of his hiking boots, letting his pant leg bunch up at the top of it.  “When we were kids, she got hit with a rock that went flying over my fence into her yard.  That part was true.  But it wasn’t me who threw the fucking thing, so she’s blaming the wrong guy.”  He banged his foot down a few times, getting the boot on all the way.
I thought about that for a few seconds as he picked up his second sock.  “Who threw it?” I finally asked.
Kootch froze in the middle of pulling on his second boot.  He stared at the locker doors, saying nothing.
I laughed a little.  “Hello?  You in there?”
He went back to pulling on his boot.  “Yeah, I’m here.  I don’t know who threw it.”
“But it came from your yard?”
“Yeah.”  He sounded defensive.
“And you were in your yard when it happened.”
“Yeah!”  Kootch stood up and opened the locker door so hard it banged back against the others.  “So?”  He scowled at me for a second before going back into the locker.
“So ... you must know who threw the rock, right?”
“Yeah, I know.”  Now he just seemed sad.  He pulled out his backpack and dropped it on the ground.  Then he buttoned and zipped his jeans, not looking at me.
“Hey, if it’s a big secret, no big deal.  I was just curious.”  I quickly got undressed and grabbed my jeans.
After a long pause, Kootch finally responded.  “It was my asshole dad, okay?  He threw the fucking rock.”
My pants were only halfway up, but I stopped trying to get them on as I processed that bit of information.  I wasn’t sure I understood.  “Your dad?”  I pulled the jeans the rest of the way up, securing them as I stared at Kootch.
He shrugged.  “What can I say?  Guy’s a dick.”
I grabbed my shirt and fumbled around with it, trying to find the opening for my head.  “He threw it on purpose?  At a girl?”
“Nah, man.  Not at Jasmine.  At me.”  Kootch looked up, a flash of pain in his eyes.  It made me feel sick to my stomach for him.  His status as a Miserable suddenly became a lot easier to understand, assuming I was reading his expression right.
“Your dad threw a rock at you, missed, and it flew over the fence and nailed Jasmine in the eye.”
“Next to her eye.  But, yeah.  That’s pretty much what happened.”
“Holy shit.  Talk about being in the wrong place at the wrong time.”
Kootch smiled without humor.  “Yeah, tell me about it.  I felt like shit.  Still do, and it was like ten years ago or something.”
I pulled my shirt on over my head, not looking at him anymore on purpose.  There was no need to get things heavier than they already were.  But I had to say something.  Kootch was obviously torturing himself over the whole thing.  “It wasn’t your fault.”
“Yeah, well, it felt like it.  Maybe I shouldn’t have ducked or something.”
“That’s stupid.  No one takes a rock to the face if they can help it.”
Kootch stood, apparently done talking about it.  “Want me to wait for you?”
“No.  Hatcher wants us sitting apart on the bleachers.  I’ll see you out there.”
“Later.”  Kootch grabbed his backpack and left the locker room.
I sat down on the bench and pulled on my socks and shoes, thinking about what had happened.  For some reason out on the basketball court, Kootch had dropped the angry Miserable act for a while and livened up.  He was actually laughing and teasing the girls, which was so not like him; usually he was too angry to do anything but make sarcastic or rude remarks to people.  But then when we were in the locker room again he was back to being unhappy.
He must really like that Rae girl.  That was the only explanation.  Maybe being around her made him forget how unhappy he was when he was around me.  I guess it’s possible that love can be stronger than any power I might have over someone’s emotions, even though I don’t remember actually seeing that in action before.
I decided then and there that I had to encourage that connection between them.  Kootch was one of the hardest guys to shake; he’d hung on to me no matter how much I blew him off or was rude to him.  And over the weeks he’d been around me, he’d slowly gotten more and more depressed, his moods darkening to the point that I was really starting to worry, hence my hiding out in the bathroom earlier today.  Maybe if I could help him fall in love with Rae, he’d lighten up and not want to be around me so much.  And not be as sad and depressed.  I couldn’t have another kid’s suicide on my conscience.  One success and two near-misses were more than enough, thank you very much.
I jerked the laces of my shoe really hard, making the knot as tight as I could.  It seems stupid, but I always made sure that nothing could slow me down, not even untied laces.  When it’s time to run, I have to be ready to run.  A shoe tripping me up could be the difference between getting away and having an out of control Miserable going ballistic on my ass.  That was never fun.
I got up and took my backpack out of the locker.  After pulling my lock off the door and dropping it into a side pocket of my bag, I left the room and went out into the gym.  I walked over to the bleachers and took a spot halfway up, about six rows down from Jasmine.  Before turning to face the court, I gave her a nod.  I meant for it to be an apology, but I wasn’t sure she took it that way.  She scowled at me and stuck out her tongue.
My plan was to sit there and zone out for the rest of the period, dreaming of the log cabin I was going to live in up in the mountains one day, when my thoughts were interrupted by a wad of paper hitting me on the side of the head.
I turned to my right.  Kootch was gesturing from down the bench, pointing at the crumpled up paper at my feet.
I rolled my eyes.  Apparently he was back to being Happy Kootch and now wanted to chat.
I bent over and picked up the paper, opening it up and smoothing it out over my leg.
Meet me after class.  We need to plan this detention.
I just faced forward and shook my head, No.  The only plan I had was to take off as soon as that bell rang so I could disappear in the crowds.  I had three more classes before the end of the day, all of them without Kootch or Jasmine in them.  Hopefully, I wouldn’t see that Rae girl either.
Another wad of paper hit me, this time in the chest.
I whipped my head sideways and scowled at Kootch.  “Stop!” I whispered loudly.
“Mr. McNamara!”  Mrs. Hatcher was yelling across the court.  “Eyes front!  No talking!”
I waved at her and bent over, picking up the paper casually and waiting until she was turned around before opening it.
U have to help me w/R.  Do it.  Don’t B a pussy.
I flipped Kootch off, not even looking at him.
A minute later another piece of paper hit me, this time in the side of my nose.  I let it drop to my feet, ignoring it and Kootch.
“Dude!” he whisper-yelled.  “Better pick it up!”
I sighed heavily.  Reaching down, I grabbed the paper and opened it.
Wait 4 me or I’ll tell everyone u were checking out my junk in the locker room.
I laughed.  I couldn’t help it.  Kootch was totally mental.  I looked over.  “Fine.  Dick.”
He smiled enthusiastically and gave me a thumbs up.
I sensed a movement out of the corner of my eye and looked over.  Rae was sitting above us, several rows back.  She was staring at me.
I turned away, but not before I caught her smiling.
My face burned bright red.  I could feel it on my ears too, so I leaned over and put my forearms on my legs, lowering my head down so she wouldn’t see me.  The last thing I needed was some Miserable hooking herself to me when Kootch was hot on her tail.
Why does life have to be so friggin complicated?  I twisted my arm and stared at my watch, willing time to go slowly for a change.  I really didn’t want to go to my next class with Kootch next to me, listening to him plan how he was going to get Rae to go out with him.  All I could think about was how soft her body had been under mine, when I landed on her like a completely uncoordinated moron.  I’d felt her soft chest push up into mine for a few seconds, and she’d smelled like flowers.  The memory of it made my blood stir and my body heat up.
Oh, shit.  Think un-sexy thoughts, think un-sexy thoughts!  Old ladies!  Mrs. Hatcher!  Smelly dogs!  The fat lady next door!  It wasn’t working.  Images of Rae beneath me assailed my mind.  I had to shift in my seat to get comfortable as my jeans grew too tight in certain places.
I don’t know what made me do it.  I should have just stared at the fugly gym teacher and gotten control of myself.  But I was stupid and looking for trouble apparently, because I turned around again.
Rae had her hands folded under and propping up her chin, her elbows resting on her bent knees.  She smiled again when she caught me looking and waved her fingers at me.  The dimple caved in and she winked.
I turned around fast.  Oh, shit.  I’m in trouble.
I jumped up without thinking and grabbed my bag, holding it in front of my waist to hide my shame.
“Where are you going?” Kootch whispered loudly.
I didn’t respond.  I just leaped down the benches in front of me, banging them loudly as I went, and took off running when I got to the gym floor.
“Malcolm!”  Mrs. Hatcher was yelling.
“Gotta go, Mrs. Hatcher!” I shouted as I ran out the double doors and into the hallway.  “Emergency!”
Throwing my bag over my shoulder, I pumped my legs and ran as fast as I could through the lobby area and towards the main doors leading into the school.  I had to put some distance between Rae and me.  She was so pretty, so innocent, so nice.  And Kootch liked her.  I had to make sure she stayed safe, and the only way I could do that would be to keep her the hell away from me.
I kept going until I got to the bathroom nearest my next class.  I shut myself up into a stall and hung my backpack on the hook inside it.  I sank down onto the toilet seat and leaned against the wall of the stall.
Reaching up to trace some graffiti there, I contemplated my current situation, trying to figure out how I was going to avoid Rae when I had two weeks of detention in the same room as her, not to mention at least two classes.
Nothing was coming to mind.



Chapter Ten: Rae
I WAS SO HAPPY, I had a really hard time not smiling my head off.  In all the schools I’d gone to, this was the first one where I’d had such amazing luck right off the bat.  I had not just one, but possibly two Neutrals in classes with me, and they were already my friends.  Maybe even three Neutrals.  It was kind of hard to tell with Kootch. But even so, Jasmine and Malcolm ... it was too awesome to think about; if I did, I was bound to get all excited, and then the Rainbows would get crazy.  Deep breath.  Relax.
Malcolm took one look at me and went running out of the gym.  I have no idea what I did to make that happen, and truth be told it did sting a little to be so obviously rejected; but it was good news, because it meant he wasn’t attaching himself to me.
I sighed at myself, admitting that of course the one time a guy didn’t glom onto me I suddenly felt the need to have him do exactly that.  I guess I’m destined to be miserable, no matter what happens.  People attach, I hate it.  People run, and suddenly I want to date them.
Date them?  Do I really want to go out with Malcolm?  My face burned at the idea.  Having him touch me had been just a little amazing.  And seeing him close up and unguarded like that had shown me that he’s actually really, really cute.  There was something about him that was so attractive to me, but I couldn’t put my finger on what it was.  Probably it was the fact that he was the one guy in the whole school who wanted nothing to do with me.
Mrs. Hatcher blew three short blasts on her whistle.  “That’s it!  Bring it in!  Put your balls away and get dressed.”
Several students laughed when a guy yelled, “You heard her ... put your balls away!”
I got up and walked down the bleachers, catching up to Jasmine as she strolled towards the doors leading into the lobby area.
“So where do we go for detention?” I asked.  I was secretly thrilled to be punished like this.  I’d never received detention before, no matter what I’d done.
“There’s a big classroom for all detention given to people in our grade, right next to the library.  You have your schedule?”
I dug into my purse and handed it to her.
“You have Fine Arts as your last class.  I’m just down the hall from you.  Meet me outside the door, and I’ll walk you there.”
I took my schedule back and slipped it into the outside pocket of my purse.  “Thanks.  I was a little worried I’d get lost.”
“Don’t thank me now.  You’ll probably wish you were wandering the halls instead of being in detention later.”
“That bad, huh?”
“Boring.  Mind-blowingly dull.  You can actually feel yourself aging as you sit there. There’s no talking, no breaks, no eating.  Nothing but sitting there and studying.”
“Sounds like you’ve been there before.”
“I like to speak my mind.  Some people don’t appreciate it like they should.  Doesn’t affect my grades, though, so I can’t complain too much.”
Her comment reminded me that I wanted to ask her about the valedictorian thing, but I lost my nerve.  This friendship was so new and fragile, I didn’t want to do anything to mess it up.  Besides, if I worked really hard at it, it’s possible I could screw up my grades enough that she’d be back on top where she belonged.  That was the only fair thing to do.  I didn’t deserve to be number one when most of my grades had just been handed to me.
I resolved then to do whatever I could to bomb a few of my classes.  Starting with Phys Ed.  I’d take a page out of Malcolm’s book and go for the zero.  No more basketball for me.
“What are you so happy about?” Jasmine asked, glancing at me before she grabbed the handle leading into the main area of the school.  As she pulled the door open, the bell rang signaling the end of class.  “We have two whole weeks in detention, thanks to Kootch and Malcolm.  Trust me, that’s nothing to smile about.”
“Malcolm didn’t do anything wrong.”
Jasmine looked at me sideways as she joined me in the hallway.  “Hmmm, feeling a little defensive for Malcolm, are we?”
Doors opened and kids filled the halls.  We had to talk louder to be heard.
“No.  I’m just saying ... it was all Kootch pretty much.  He’s the dope who picked you up and swung you around.”
“Yeah, well, I knew it would get him all riled up to mention the eye thing.  That always pisses him off.”  She smiled.
“Why?  Why is he so sensitive about it?”  A guy running down the hall bumped into me, sending me crashing into Jasmine.  She just ignored it and kept walking.  She gave no indication that she felt the energy that flows through me.
“I have no idea.  But it cracks me up to see him get his shit in a wad, so I mention it a couple times a year just for fun.”
“What happened?”
Jasmine shrugged.  “I don’t know.  It’s stupid really.  A few years ago ... maybe five or six ... I was standing out in my back yard, and all of a sudden this big-ass rock comes flying over the bushes and smacks me in the face.” She turned and pointed to the corner of her eye.  “Just barely missed hitting me in the eye and blinding me.  I’m scarred for life.”
“It’s really small.  I can hardly see it.”  I said, squinting for effect.
“Don’t tell Kootch that.  Next time we’re around him, make sure you mention how big and hideous it is.”
“You really like messing with his head, don’t you?”
“He’s been my next door neighbor for most of my life.  We used to play all the time when we were little, and then one day he just decided he didn’t want to anymore and that was the last time we hung out.”  She shrugged.  “He deserves it.”
“Oh, he totally does,” I said, nodding.  I was getting the sneaking suspicion there was more to the story, but I wasn’t going to push.  At least not today.
We were inside the main building now, in the area where several halls converged.  It was like the Grand Central Station of the school, and the crowds were flowing around us, pushing us down the middle hall and jostling us around.
“That’s my room just over there.  You’re down there and to the left,” said Jasmine, pointing down a perpendicular hall.
“So I’ll see you after Fine Arts?” I asked.
“Yup.  See ya.”  She left me standing there and disappeared into the crowd.
I followed her instructions and found my next class.  I spent the next couple hours avoiding looking people in the eye and changing the subject when teachers tried to engage me in conversation.  All I could think about was getting through my last class, Fine Arts, and then over to detention.  This was the best day I’d ever had in high school, and I didn’t want anything to ruin it.
The bell rang, and I stood, putting my purse strap over my shoulder.
“Do you need help getting to your next class?” asked a girl who’d been sitting next to me.
“No thanks,” I said over my shoulder.  “I have a map.”  I left her standing there, blocked in by students gathering their things. I could tell she wanted to walk with me, but she was stuck.  I shoved past a couple kids to make sure I could get away before she was free.
In my hurry to escape, I carelessly allowed my forearm to rub up against a large guy’s arm.  He stopped in mid-sentence and looked down at me.  “Hi.”  He smiled, revealing perfectly straight, toothpaste-commercial-worthy teeth.
“Hi,” I said, dropping my gaze to the floor.  “Excuse me, I’m just trying to get by.”
“What’s your hurry? Rae, right?”
“Yes, it’s Rae.  I’m meeting someone.”  It was a lie, but he didn’t know that.
“Who are you meeting?”  He shifted to be even more in my way.
I opened my mouth, but nothing came out.
“Or is it a big secret?”  His tone had gotten softer, and he’d leaned down to say it closer to my ear.
I leaned back away from him, trying to keep him from touching me again.  “No, no secret.  I just ... can’t remember his name.”
“Well, I don’t want to get in the way of you and your meeting.”  He stood straight and turned to the side.  Stepping over his chair, he put himself in the next aisle over and gestured for me to go.  “See you later, Rae.”
I nodded and walked by, not making eye contact.
“Hey, Brody, what’s up?” asked a girl in a breathless voice.  She bumped into me from behind.  “Oh, sorry, Rae.  Didn’t realize you were still here.”
The girl who’d tried to walk with me earlier was there, pulling a chunk of hair out of her mouth.  She was smiling excitedly and breathing fast.
“Hey, Courtney, what’s up with you?” asked the guy - Brody, I guess.  “You got a secret meeting too?”
“What?”  She frowned at him.
“Never mind.  Ignore me.  I’ll see you later.  After school, right?”
“Yes, sure.  After school.”  She waved him off and then grinned at me again.  “Sure you don’t need some help getting to class?”
“She’s meeting someone, Courtney,” Brody offered.
“Oh.  Who is it?”
Uh-oh.  Rainbow alert.  I could already sense the desperation settling in.  I had two choices here: I could either totally cut her off and be over-the-top rude or I could just shine her on a little and then play the avoidance game.  That was definitely the nicer way to go, even though it involved a lot of ducking into bathrooms and closets.
“I just need to get to Fine Arts.  It’s not a big deal.”
She grabbed my arm.  “You have Blakenship?  I have Blankenship!”  She looked like she was about to do a cheer, with pom-poms and everything.
“Oh.  Goody.”
“Come on, I’ll show you!  It’s so lucky we were in this class together, isn’t it?”  She was practically squealing she was so excited.
I didn’t bother answering because she’d just ignore the No I was going to respond with.
“Bye, Court.  See ya, Rae.”  Brody climbed back over his desk as we cleared the aisle.
“Bye,” I said, not nearly as enthusiastic as everyone else in our little party.
“Later, Brody!” said Courtney, pushing me forward.  “Come on, let’s go.  I want to get there early and help you find a seat.”
I rolled my eyes.  No way was I going to sit near her.
We made our way through the crowded hall and went into the classroom she pointed out. “That’s it right there.  Two-oh-nine.  Blankenship and the wonderful world of Fine Arts.  You’ll like him.  He’s an easy grader and hardly ever gives homework.”
We walked into the room, and Courtney stood with me next to the teacher’s desk as I waited to get his attention.
“May I help you?” he finally asked, looking up from a stack of papers.  Some of them were being held down with lumps of fired clay, most of them in the shapes of animals.  I quickly counted two ladybugs, one turtle, and something that might be a warped koala bear.
I handed him my schedule.  “I’m new today.  I’m in your class this period.”
He took the paper from me in a paint-stained hand and frowned as he read it through some reading glasses perched on the end of his nose.  “Hmmm...  Rae Livingston.”  He looked up.  “Our new valedictorian, yes?”
I shrugged.
“Oh em gee!  You are not,” gasped Courtney.  “Wow, that’s amazing.  Ha!  Jasmine thought she had that one in the bag.  I can’t wait to see her face when she finds out.”  She sounded way too happy about bursting Jasmine’s bubble.
“It’s probably not right,” I rushed to assure her.  “They haven’t transferred all my grades yet.  There are some low ones in there.”
Mr. Blankenship interrupted Courtney’s next words.  “Hmmm ... okay, go sit down in the first roowwww ...” He checked a page in a thin book on his desk.  “... Seat number eight.”
I raised an eyebrow at his organization.  This was the first class that I’d been in at this school with assigned seats.  Everything else on his desk was a complete mess, papers stacked haphazardly with some of them even on the floor in various piles.  His table at the front of the room didn’t look any better.  It was covered in lots of different paint bottles and water cans with brushes sticking out of them.
“I was kind of hoping you’d put her by me,” said Courtney, pouting.
“I’m sure you were,” he said, looking at her over his glasses.  “Find your seat, Courtney.”
She looked like she was going to argue, but then Malcolm walked in and I stopped paying any attention to what she was doing.
As he moved into the room, I stared.  I couldn’t help it.  His jeans fit him so well, and he somehow managed to make that green long-sleeved shirt sexy.  He was one of those guys who didn’t try at all to be hot, but just managed to be amazing anyway.  He wasn’t overly muscled, but he wasn’t a wimp either.  And his hair was messed up from either the wind or the stress of our awful gym class, completely unlike the artfully arranged and gelled hairdos of the guys around us.  He was cute and genuine and mysterious ... maybe even a little dangerous; everything I should avoid in a guy.  And that just made me want to be near him more.  This is not good.
“Take your schedule, Rae.  And please find your seat.”
Courtney had already left and was happily conversing with a group of girls near her table.  She’d gone from wanting to be my best friend to acting like a complete stranger in a matter of seconds.
Weird.  Normally it took a lot more than a seat assignment to shake a Rainbow.
“Is this the first row?” I asked, pointing to the one to the right of his desk.
“Yes.  Seat number eight is at the fourth table down.  Next to Malcolm McNamara.”
I couldn’t stop the grin from spreading across my face.
The teacher raised an eyebrow.  “Is there anything else I can do for you?”  He sounded a tad annoyed.
“Uh, no.  Thank you.”  I took the paper with my schedule on it from the top of his messy desk and turned to go down the aisle between the large, black art tables.
Malcolm was standing behind his chair, the one nearest the wall, and had dropped his backpack in front of him on the tabletop.  He was reaching into one of the pockets and pulling out a notebook when I walked over.
He looked up and stopped in mid-unpacking.  “What are you doing here?” he asked.  His tone was flat.
“This is my new seat.”  I pointed to the chair next to him.
“No it’s not.”  His expression went from bland to slightly panicked.
“Yes, it is.  Mr. Blankenship just assigned it to me.”
He glanced up at the teacher.  I followed his gaze over to the man who was standing at the front of the class looking out over the students distractedly.
“You can’t sit here.”  Malcolm pushed his bag over to rest in front of the aisle seat I was just about to claim.
I frowned, a little hurt that he was being kind of rude.  “Well, the teacher told me to, so I think I can.”
He sighed, almost angrily, before leaving the table and going to the front of the room.  When he walked by me, he seemed to be taking great pains to not touch me.
It made me want to smell my armpits, but I refrained.  I did blow my breath up into my nose, wondering if maybe I was all garlicky or something, but I didn’t notice anything wrong there either.
I stood there confused as Malcolm had an animated conversation with the teacher.  His arms were flapping up and down, making it clear he was upset.
The longer I watched, the more awful I felt.  He really, really didn’t like me.  He was like a Neutral who’d finally gotten sick of all the Rainbows smothering me and treating me like a princess.  But it so wasn’t fair.  He hadn’t even had a chance to see any Rainbows acting nutty, so why was he so angry at the idea of being near me?
The teacher shook his head no, so I took the liberty of pushing Malcolm’s backpack over to the seat where he had been standing, and put my purse down in the spot in front of my place.
I tried to catch Malcolm’s eye as he walked down the aisle, but he refused to look at me.  He walked around behind my seat and sat down in the one next to me, staring straight ahead.  I could practically feel the coldness coming off his body.  He really, really didn’t want to be near me.
The thought of it made me want to cry.  My happy bubble  burst, and now all I could think about was how embarrassing it was going to be having to be with him in detention for two whole weeks, plus sitting next to him here.
Maybe his behavior should have made him become ugly to me, but I wasn’t having any luck there either.  I looked at him out of the corner of my eye, and my heart spasmed over how handsome his profile is.  There was some stubble growing on his face, but not enough that he could ever grow into a beard.  His lips were a dark red and just begged to be kissed.
My last experience with kissing a boy had been a disaster from the word go, so the idea of being able to do that with Malcolm was making me crazy.
I tried to stop looking and thinking about it, but it was very difficult.  Only the teacher launching our next art project saved me from making a fool of myself and saying something stupid.  It had been on the tip of my tongue to ask Malcolm why he hated me so much when he hadn’t even taken the time to get to know me.
“Take one of these and pass the rest back,” said Mr. Blankenship.
When the stack got to me, I took two watercolor papers off the top for both me and Malcolm and passed the rest to the guy at the next table.  My fingers brushed against his during the exchange, but he didn’t even flinch or look at me.  He acted like nothing had happened.
I slid Malcolm’s paper over to him without looking in his direction.  What the heck is going on in this place?  Did I step into an alternate dimension or something?
I stared at my blank paper, considering everything that had happened over the last few hours.  Suddenly everyone was acting all weird, and after almost eighteen years of people acting exactly the same, no matter where I went or what I did, it was freaking me out.  I pretty much hated my life and couldn’t wait to change it, but that didn’t necessarily mean I wanted to be thrown in the deep end of a completely different one either; mainly because with my luck, it would turn out to be even worse then the one I was already stuck in.
I chewed my lip as I considered the possible outcomes of a different life.  None of them were coming up good in my imagination.  I’d found a Neutral for a friend, but with the way things were going now, this could be the shortest stint I’d ever had at a school, and then I’d lose her.  Back to the drawing board.  Another move, another town, another group of kids to fend off.  No more friends for me.
Luckily, the teacher announcing the instructions for our project today pulled me out of that murky place and set me on a happier course.  Today I would be painting an impressionistic watercolor that represented my life, while I sat next to a boy who wanted absolutely nothing to do with me - a boy who caused me to have more than just a slight ache of yearning in my heart.



Chapter Eleven: Malcolm
I COULDN’T BELIEVE MY TERRIBLE luck.  There were thirty or more classes going on right now in senior year, and Rae had to end up in my Fine Arts class and be seated in the spot right next to me.  The Fates were out to get me.  That’s the only explanation.  Or maybe they were out to get her.
Glancing at Rae out of the corner of my eye, I could see my darkness already working its magic on her.  She’d gone from happy to sad in the space of seconds, and now looked like all the other Miserables who came calling.
She left the table and came back less than a minute later with a watercolor paint box.  We were supposed to share, so she put it in between us along with the can of water and a pile of paper towels she held in her other hand.
“Start with your background,” said the teacher, speaking to the whole class as he wandered down the aisles.  “Use a lot of water and just wash the color over the paper.  Think about what you want to paint and get the colors behind your main content right.”
Rae was taking great pains to not look at me.  Her chin was tilted slightly up in defiance.  She was probably mad at me for trying to get rid of her, but it was for her own good, so I wasn’t going to feel bad about it.  At least, that’s what I kept telling myself.  The guilt snuck in anyway.
I dipped my brush in the water and wiped my paper down with it, getting it good and wet before I started.
Rae was being more precise.  She’d started with a big orange circle right in the middle of her paper.
I dipped my wet brush in the blue and then the black, making a big puddle of color in the plastic lid of the paint box.  Filling my brush, I brought it over to the bottom edge of my paper and started swiping it back and forth, covering the bottom with the darkest blue that I could get.  I added more black when it wasn’t quite dark enough.
Rae dipped her brush into the yellow and then red, using this bright color to draw circles around the one she already had.  Her paper looked like what someone having an acid trip would see.
I added more blue to my next stripe, just above the really black one.  I brought the end of the line up and turned it into a big wave that went to the top of the paper and then crashed back down to the bottom.  Turmoil.  Drowning in darkness.  This is my life.
Rae used purple next, putting splotches of it all over the place.  It looked like she was having a butterfly parade in the sun.
I knew it was ridiculous, but something about her color choices made me angry.  We were supposed to be doing an impressionistic painting of how we saw our lives.  Looking at her work was like looking at a lie.  Here she was, a nice girl coming near me, smiling and acting like she wanted to be next to me - a Miserable of the worst kind - and yet she was pretending like her life was a big, giant confetti explosion in the middle of a tripped-out sun.
“You hate it that much, huh?” she asked.  Her paintbrush was tinking around in the water can as she cleaned it off.
I looked back at my own paper, embarrassed that she’d caught me staring angrily at her painting.
“Yours sure looks cheery,” she said.
I shouldn’t have looked at her, but I did.  She was smiling.
I said nothing.  I just loaded my brush up with red paint and put a big red X in the middle of the wave.
“Two more of those and maybe you’ll get a buzzer to go off somewhere.”
I frowned at my paper and then at her.  “What?”  She was making no sense.  I got the impression she was having a good laugh about something.
She pointed at my X.  “That looks like those talent shows where the judges can X a person off the stage.  Just two more and you’re done.  You’re off the show.”
My nostrils flared.  This was no stupid gameshow.  This was my messed up piece of shit life.  I dipped my brush in the red paint and put two more Xs down.
“Eeerrrr,” she buzzed.  “Game over.  Time to go home.”
“What a great idea,” I said, dropping my brush into the water can and bending over to get my backpack.
“Where are you going?” she asked, sounding mystified.
“Game over, remember?”  I walked around her chair and moved out into the aisle.
My grand plan to exit using the steam of my anger as momentum ended the second she put her hand on my arm.
Stupid, stupid, stupid!  Why didn’t you put your sleeves down before you left?!
Her skin was touching mine, and the feeling that came up my arm and into my chest through her fingers was nothing less than mind-blowing.
I yanked my arm away, breathing fast in panic.
“Did you feel that?” she whispered, her face a mask of excitement and confusion all muddled together.
“No.”  I stepped back, my butt banging into the table next to ours.
“Yes, you did,” she whispered in a more subdued tone.  “I know you did, don’t deny it.”
“Static electricity.  The air’s dry.”
“Bullshit.  Don’t leave.”
I hesitated, one foot poised in front of the other, my heart beating like mad.  I was literally stuck in place as my brain warred with my heart.
Go!  Don’t stick around here and damage this girl any more than you already have!
Stay!  She’s drawing pictures of rainbows and butterflies for shit’s sake!  Maybe you won’t kill her!
But my heart was an idiot and had gotten people seriously hurt before, so I ignored it in favor of my brain.  “I have to go.”
I left her there at the table, and cruised to the front of the room.  Mr. Blankenship was so busy with his own artwork, he didn’t even notice me walking in front of him and out the door.  The other students were laughing and having a good old time with their projects, so they paid me no attention either.
Once out in the hallway, I put my backpack over my shoulder and contemplated my options.  I could skip the rest of school and detention altogether and go home, or I could go wait out the rest of this period and show up in detention right before the bell sounded.  That way I’d be able to pick a seat far away from everyone else.
I got to the bathroom nearest the detention hall and went inside.  Skipping the punishment would get me in deeper shit than I was already in, and I didn’t want to expose myself to students any more than possible. Three weeks of forced studying at a table with three other students was bad enough, but missing it meant adding more time to my sentence.  I had to just get it over with and hope it went smoothly.
I was sitting in the far stall when the bathroom door opened about fifteen minutes later.  I quietly stepped up, putting my feet on the seat so whoever it was wouldn’t catch me skipping class and possibly tattle on me.  Mr. Blankenship was such a space cadet he probably wasn’t going to notice I was gone at all.
At first all I heard were footsteps, but then there were voices.  It immediately struck me as strange because at least one of them sounded too adult to be in the student bathroom.
I kept my breathing as even as possible, hoping they wouldn’t notice me in here before they left.
“Did you see her?”  This guy was a student, but I didn’t know if he was someone I knew or not.  He didn’t sound like anyone I’d been in class with before.  I knew he wasn’t a Miserable; I heard their voices enough to recognize them easily.
“Yeah, I saw her.”  The second voice sounded familiar.  A teacher, maybe.  Or possibly someone who worked in the Main Office.
It was weird that a teacher and student were discussing a girl or a lady together in the bathroom in the middle of class.  It made me want to stay hidden so I could hear more.
“Is she the one?” asked the student.  He sounded excited and serious at the same time.
“All signs point to yes.  But I can’t be sure until we get her alone.”
Oh, shit.  This teacher wants to get a girl alone?  That’s messed up.  That can’t be good, right?  Why would he want to do that?
“How are we going to get her alone?”
This voice definitely belonged to a student - a guy and someone who’d already gone way past puberty.  His voice was deep but still youthful.
I wanted to get a look at him to see if I recognized him.  I shifted ever-so slightly so I could try and look through the crack of the door, but they were both too far to the right of me to see them.  All I could catch from where I was sitting were a couple of sinks and a mirror.
“I leave that up to you.  Make friends.  Play nice.  Do what you have to do, but keep it clean.  We don’t need anything scaring her away before we can get the program online.”  Whatever they were talking about was seriously important to this guy, that much was clear from his tone.
I figured they must be talking about a student, since the teacher was telling the other guy to get to know her instead of doing it himself.  At least this guy seemed to be advocating no violence, or a temporary no-violence period.  Whoever this girl was, she needed to be warned.  And this teacher should probably be reported.  But who would I report him to?  And what would I tell them?  That a chemistry teacher was talking in the bathroom with a student about getting a mystery girl alone?  I’d sound like a lunatic if I said anything like that.
“Got it,” said the student.  “I’ll start today.  She has detention.”
“I’ll get you in there.  How long?”
“Two weeks.”
“Whoa, two weeks.  How in the hell did she get detention?  She never gets detention.”  It was weird hearing Mr. Holder swear like that.  He always seemed to uptight and by the book, and now he just sounded stressed.  Not like himself at all.
The pool of potential candidates was shrinking.  They were talking about a student who had two weeks of detention who didn’t normally get in trouble.
Jasmine and Rae were the first candidates who leapt to mind because I knew they had just gotten two weeks; but that was stupid.  There would probably be fifteen girls in there today.  The chance that it would be someone I kind of know wasn’t that great.  Besides, I was pretty sure Jasmine is a regular in the detention hall, and the guy just said that whoever it is never gets detention.  Today is Rae’s first day, so it couldn’t be her either.
“Not sure how it happened,” answered the student.  “I didn’t see what went down, I just heard about it.”
This guy sure seemed to know a lot about this girl.  She must be in one of his classes.  A goody-goody from the sounds of it, since she never got detention.  It wasn’t that difficult to get in my experience.  I’d probably know her as one of the girls who wanted nothing to do with me.  A truly happy person.  That made me mad, to think they were going to take some happy girl and mess with her somehow.
“Well, find that out, too.  I don’t want any surprises.”
“I got it handled.  Just relax, all right?”  The student sounded annoyed.
“Impossible,” said the teacher, angry now.  “Do you have any idea the pressure I’m under?”
“Yeah.  The same pressure I am.”
“It’s not the same for you.  You can make mistakes.  I can’t.”
“No one can make mistakes.  Don’t fool yourself, old man.”
Old man?  What teacher lets a student get away with that?
“Just see that you get her alone and to me.  I’ll take it from there.”
“I can check her out without your help, you know.”  The student sounded offended.
“Are you sure you want to be the one to submit the report?”  The teacher paused before delivering his condescending response.  “No, I didn’t think so.  Just get her to me, and we’ll work on her together.  I supervise, though.  Deal?”
“Deal.”
My legs were seriously cramped, and I really wanted to stand up a little and get a look at them.  I shifted to the right, thinking I’d lift my eyes up over the top of the stall, but I accidentally banged my knee into the toilet paper dispenser.  I froze in a squatting position.
“What was that?” asked the teacher.  His voice shifted into an angry whisper.  “Didn’t you check in here before we came in?”
Footsteps moved closer to my stall.  They hesitated once, twice, and then a third time.  Now one of the guys was standing outside the door of the stall I was in.  I could see his Vans, the toes just peeking under the edge.  One of them slid back and came off the floor a little as he leaned over and looked under the door.
“There’s nobody in there.  I checked under all of them.”  The Vans disappeared.
If he’d just put his head a little closer to the bottom of the door, he would have seen me in here.  I wondered what they would have done if he had, shuddering at the idea.  I had a strong feeling it wouldn’t have been anything good.
When the student returned to his meeting, the teacher said, “You can’t just check under them, idiot.  You have to open them.”
“Jesus.  Paranoid aren’t you?”  The student was obviously annoyed at being ordered around.
The first door banged open.
My blood pressure sky-rocketed.
Then the second door banged open.  It rattled the dividing wall between my stall and the next.
The third door banged open.  It sounded like he was using his fist to punch them back.
The bell rang.
Shoes hesitated in front of the stall next to mine.
The sounds of students filling the hallway reached my ears and my blood pressure evened out.  I caught myself about to exhale loudly in relief.
“Dammit, I have to go,” said the teacher.  “I can’t be caught in here with you.”
“Go ahead.  I’ll stay.  I have to take a piss anyway.”
The main door opened and the squawking of students got louder for a few seconds before the door swung shut again.
Splashes inside a urinal came next.  And then the main door opened again and a group of guys came in, bringing a bunch of noise with them.
“Yo, what up, man?” asked someone from the group.
“Nothing much.  Takin’ a piss.  Going anywhere after school?”  This came from the student who’d been planning with the teacher.
“Mickey D’s,” answered someone.  “You in?”
“Nah.  I have detention.  Two weeks.”
“Two weeks?  Holy shit, that fuckin’ sucks.”
“Yeah, tell me about it.”
“Who’s the bitch?”
“Not a bitch.  Try dick.  Holder gave it to me.”
“Holder is a dick.  I don’t trust that guy.  Creepy.”
“Yeah, you said it.”
Someone banged the door shut next to me.  My face burned with the fear of being discovered.  I slowly lowered my feet to the floor and sat on the toilet seat.  I was afraid to take off while the guy was still in there, sure he’d see me and know I’d heard everything.
“You see that new chick?  Rae?” said a different voice.
“Yeah, I saw her,” said the guy who’d been talking to Holder.  It was killing me that no one was saying his name, and he was still over by the urinals nowhere near my door.  There was no way I could see who he is unless I stood on the toilet.
The voices were moving towards the exit.  The person in the stall next to me started grunting.
Someone shouted out some encouragement.  “Just relax, man.  Let it flow.”
“Fuck you,” said the guy in the stall.  He was very unhappy.
The main door opened and the sounds of the hallway came into the bathroom again.  I waited until they went silent and the room emptied of all sounds except the ones of pain coming from the stall next to me, before moving from my hiding spot.
“Jesus, God, remind me never to eat the burritos from the cafeteria again,” said the guy next to me.
I pushed out of the stall and walked quickly to the door.
“Hey!  Who’s in here?”
I ignored the guy and went out into the hallway, looking left and right, trying to figure out who’d been talking about getting a girl alone and also who’d been talking about Rae.
There was no way for me to know, though; it could have been anyone.  There were groups of guys all over the place, and none of them looked guilty of anything more serious than checking out girls’ asses as they walked by wearing short skirts.
I gave up on my hunt and turned right, following the hall that would lead me to the detention room, totally lost in thought.  Who are they trying to get alone?  And what are they going to do when they get her there?  Whoever it is, she has detention and I’m going to see her in a matter of minutes.  I wonder if I should bother saying anything to anyone.
I laughed bitterly at the idea of telling someone in the Main Office what I knew.  I hadn’t exactly set myself up as a credible source of anything at this school, the way I was always disappearing into the bathrooms and running out of class.  They’d probably send me to another psychologist or something if I announced there was a grand conspiracy to attack a girl being put together by a teacher and student in the bathrooms during class.  That the teacher was Mr. Holder, one of the chemistry teachers, was pretty clear - at least from what the student had said about his detention.  But who was the student?
I decided my best plan was to just keep my eyes and ears open.  If I saw anything bad happening, I’d tell someone.  Otherwise, I was just going to mind my own business and hope it was my overactive imagination turning a totally innocent thing into something sinister.



Chapter Twelve: Rae
I WAS PUTTING AWAY THE paint set and water can when the bell rang.  Quickly rinsing out the container and brushes, I stacked them up next to the sink with all the others and went back to my desk to retrieve my picture.  We were supposed to hang them up to dry on lines the teacher had set up along the sides of the classroom.  Each of us had assigned spaces on the line, and they went in order of our table layouts around the room.
Malcolm’s picture was still sitting on the desk.  I grabbed it along with mine and hung it next to our table in a hurry.  I had to get outside soon or Jasmine would probably leave without me.  Most of the class was already gone.
I clipped his painting up first and then mine.  As I was stepping back to pick up my backpack, I sensed someone behind me.
I turned around and found the teacher there.  He wasn’t preoccupied or grouchy anymore; he was smiling brightly.  I caught a glimpse of the last student leaving the room.
“Excellent work, Rae.”  His teeth were those of an older man - slightly stained from the coffee he drank and worn on the edges.  His mostly bald head was shiny, little wisps of white hair hovering over the top of it.
“Thank you,” I said, measuring the space between him and the table behind me, wondering if I’d be able to slip by without touching him.  It was doubtful.  I waited to see if maybe he’d leave soon.
“Whose is that next to yours?”  He pointed at the dark landscape with the Xs in it.
“That’s Malcolm’s.”
The teacher stared at our paintings for a few long seconds.  I could hear the ticking of the clock on the wall at the front of the class.  I wondered if I was about to have a Rainbow event with him.  My heartbeat picked up its pace.  It really sucked when it was an adult who was the Rainbow.  They could be much more intimidating.
“Interesting, isn’t it?  How you sit at the same table and yet your work is the polar opposite of one another’s.”
I shrugged.  “I guess.  It’s just what we see about our lives, and our lives are different probably.”
“Yes, but look around you.  Sitting next to someone influences students and what they draw.  I see it all the time.”
I looked up on the drying line, and as my eyes roamed down the line of drying watercolors, I could definitely see what he meant.  I could almost tell who was at a table with someone else.  It helped that everyone had hung his painting next to his tablemate’s, though.  Maybe I was just imagining things.
But then I looked at mine and Malcolm’s, and it was almost shocking how different they were.  Malcolm’s wasn’t the only dark one in the room; in fact, it was weird how the paintings started out dark at our end of the room and got lighter and lighter as they went down the line.  By the time they were the work of students sitting near the door, they were more like mine - full of color and life.
My heart sank a little.  If I hadn’t figured it out before by Malcolm’s behavior, it was really being made clear to me now.  I didn’t belong here.  I didn’t fit in.  Not with Malcolm anyway.  I should be sitting across the room from him.
So why did that make me want to be with him more?  I shook my head at my ridiculousness.  Rejection was apparently a very powerful aphrodisiac in my screwed-up life.  Maybe I should have used darker colors on my painting myself, but the thought of it was too depressing.  I had enough of that in my life that I didn’t want to focus on it.
“Good work, today, Rae.  Just wanted to let you know I’m happy to have you in class.”  He had his hands behind his back and was rocking up on his heels.
“It’s nice to be here.  I have to go, now, though.  I’ll see you tomorrow.”
“No, actually, you won’t.  We don’t hold Saturday sessions in this district.”
I face palmed myself.  “Oh, yeah.  Friday.  Forgot.”  I gave him a weak smile, not wanting to encourage him too much.
“Hey!” came a voice from the doorway.  “Are you coming or what?  We’re going to be late.”
Mr. Blankenship turned around, and I used the space he created to squeeze by and run around the back of the room.  “See you next week, Mr. B!” I said, skipping up the aisle on the far side of the room.
I reached the doorway and pushed Jasmine out.
“Hey, watch the grabby hands,” Jasmine protested, slapping me away half-heartedly.
“Thanks for the rescue,” I said, breathless with the excitement of gaining my freedom.  Mr. Blankenship hadn’t done anything threatening, but being too close to people like that made me nervous.  They reminded me of Jerry.
“What was that all about?” Jasmine asked, staring at me with a funny look on her face.
“He was just welcoming me to the school and being nice.”
“Man, what is up with people today?  Is it April Fools and someone forgot to tell me?”
Fear seized my chest as I wondered if I was going to lose my friend on the first day.  I tried to blow it off.  “I don’t know, maybe.  It’s Friday, so that always makes people crazy, right?”
“I guess.”  Jasmine didn’t sound all that convinced.
“So... detention!” I said with all the cheer I could muster.
“Yeah.  Wow.  Detention.  Hold me back.”
I nudged her with my elbow.  “It won’t be bad.  We can sit together and pass notes.”
“Be still my heart.  I’d rather text.”
“I’m cool with texting.  I need your number, though.”  I pulled my phone out of my purse and unlocked it.
Jasmine snatched it out of my hand before I could say anything.  She punched in her number while she talked.  “Phones are confiscated at the start.  Some smart asses bring old phones and hand those over so they can use their real phones to text.  But that’s just asking for more jail time as far as I’m concerned.  They don’t pay much attention to paper notes, so we can do that.”  She handed my phone back to me.
I pressed the green button and called her.  “Now you’ll have my number in your caller ID.”
Jasmine ignored the ringing in her bag.  “Good.”
We reached a door that a few kids were going into ahead of us.  I recognized one of them.
“Oh, hey, Rae.”  He smiled big and held the door open for us.
“Hi.  Brody?”
“Yeah, Brody.  Good, you remembered me.”  Another smile came beaming out at me.
“Hello, Brody,” said Jasmine with a saccharine sweet voice.  “How’s the weight room treating you?”
“You tell me, Butts.”  He lost some of his smile.
“Looks like you need to lay off the juice,” she said, walking past him and into the room.
“Says you.”  He scowled at her but then smiled at me again as I walked by.
“What’d you do to get in here?” he asked.
“I’m not exactly sure,” I said.  I wasn’t all that excited about telling people I got into a wrestling match on the floor of the basketball courts.  That was just a little too embarrassing.
“Doing anything after?”  He walked with me to the back of the room where a group of tables were set up in rows.  This was the largest classroom I’d been in so far here, and there was nothing on the walls.  It was very institutional and cold.
“Going home, doing homework.”  I walked faster, trying to keep up with Jasmine and leave him behind.
“Maybe I’ll catch you after,” he said, no longer walking.
“Maybe,” I responded, getting to Jasmine’s side.
“Brody Carstairs?  Ugh,” said Jasmine.
“What?  He’s nice.  I think.”
“Yeah, he’s nice as long as he wants to get in your pants.  Then, not so much.”
I didn’t know what to say to that, so I didn’t respond.  Besides, Kootch was sitting at a table next to Malcolm and was waving his hand at us like a goofball.  He had a backpack and a book in front of the two empty seats across from him and Malcolm.
“Are we sitting with them?” asked Jasmine, slowing down as she stared at the table.
“I don’t know.  What do you think?”  Part of me wanted to go there and sit by Malcolm.  The other just wanted to never see him again, so I wouldn’t have to deal with him being rude.  I was playing tug-of-war with myself and both sides were equally matched.
“Might as well.  Kootch is a pain in the ass, but at least he’s entertaining.  Plus, maybe I can grab a ride from him when we’re done.”
“You don’t have a car?”
“Let’s just say I’m transportationally challenged at the moment.”
“Me too.  Meaning I don’t have a car at all.”
“Good.  Let’s go suck up to the guy with the wheels, then.”  She picked up the pace and made a beeline for Kootch’s table.
I followed along behind, ignoring the stares that bore into me as I went.  I was really looking forward to losing the new girl label that was taped across my forehead.  It was pretty tough to be invisible and avoid Rainbows when my presence was this obvious.
“Here you go, Rae,” said Kootch, moving the book that was in front of him.  “Sit here.”
Jasmine took the seat he’d been apparently holding for me.  “Hey, Kootch.  How’s your ass?” she asked.
He frowned at her.  “Hey, that seat was for Rae.”
“Oh really?” She looked behind her and ran her hand along the wood of the chair.  “I don’t see her name on it.”  She turned back around and smiled sweetly at him.
I took the other seat across from Malcolm, secretly pleased that she’d taken the one in front of Kootch.  I hadn’t realized it before, but now I was starting to think Kootch might be crushing on me, and that could be dangerous for both of us.  He has muscles.  Maybe not as big as Brody’s, but big enough.
“You guys got fake phones?” asked Kootch.
“No.  We have paper,” I said.
“I have homework to do,” said Malcolm, pulling a notebook out of his backpack.
Kootch punched Malcolm lightly on the arm.  “Dude, don’t be lame, okay?  You’re at my table, and my table’s for passing notes.  Homework is for pussies.”
“Spoken like a true honors student,” said Jasmine.
Kootch didn’t even glance at her.  “Blow it out your tits, Butts.”  He was looking at me.  “Tell him, Rae.  Tell him not to be a lame-ass pussy.”
My mouth dropped open, and I looked from Kootch to Malcolm.  I wasn’t sure how to react.
Malcolm was staring back at me, a very slight grin turning up one corner of his mouth.  “Well?” he asked.
I knew then what I had to do.  I smiled, taking him up on his challenge.  “Don’t be a lame-ass pussy, Malcolm.  Do your homework at home.”
“Ha-haaaaa!”  Kootch held his hand out across the table.  “Now that’s what I’m talkin’ about.  Give me some skin on that.”
I leaned over and tapped his palm lightly.
“Okay, people!” came the teacher’s voice.  “Detention has officially started!  When the paper comes around, please print and sign your name.  Do not sign any name other than your own, do not write so messy I can’t read it, and do not put a cartoon character’s name in any of the blanks, or I will find you and I will give you more detention.  For any repeat offenders, you will find yourself with in-school suspension.  Do I make myself clear?”
Someone called out in a whiney voice, “Yes, Mrs. Hannigan.”  Several students giggled.  I wasn’t sure if that was really her name or they were just quoting the movie line.
She made her way to the front of the room and was staring at our table, a very unhappy expression on her face.
I grinned hugely, feeling like I was personally being threatened with being kicked out of school. It was a first for me.
“Don’t be so happy about it,” whispered Kootch.  “She’s not kidding.”
“Care for another week, Mr. Kucharski?” the teacher yelled at the back of his head.
He ducked down but answered loudly.  “No, I do not care for another week, Mrs. Dickcheeser!”
“That’s Deckchester, Caden. Deckchester.”
“Yeah, sorry.”
Several students giggled again.
“No talking, no texting, no doing anything but homework.  Put your phones out on the table so I can collect them.”
We all put our phones together at the edge of the table nearest Malcolm.
“Dude, you told me you didn’t have a phone,” whispered Kootch, sounding offended.
“No talking!” yelled the teacher right behind Kootch, making him jump.
Malcolm ignored Kootch’s tantrum as he dug through his backpack, acting like he didn’t even hear him.  He took out a pen and opened up his notebook, dropping his backpack to the floor at the same time.
The teacher came by and took our phones, putting them in a shoebox.
Jasmine slid a piece of paper over to me, hiding it behind a pile of books she’d set out on the table.  Her handwriting was very jagged and artistic, almost like a fancy font from a computer.
Where do u live?  Maybe K can give u a ride 2.
I took a pen out of my purse and wrote my answer.
In the Highlands.  Do u know it?
She raised an eyebrow before writing: How could I not?  Ritzy shitzy.
I smiled as I wrote back.  Not as shitzy as u think.  My parents always chose a community with gates and alarms.  We’d learned the hard way that being without them was too risky.
Kootch pushed a paper over to me.
Want a ride home?
I wrote out my answer, Me and Jasmine, yes, and slid it back to him.  He frowned at Jasmine but nodded eventually.  He slid the paper over to Malcolm.
Malcolm acted like he was going to blow him off, refusing to look at it at first.  But Kootch jabbed him several times with his elbow and forced him into it.
Malcolm looked down and shook his head, No.
I kicked him in the shins.
He looked up at me sharply and frowned.
I grinned, taking the paper from in front of him and writing out a message.  I told u already ... stop being a lame-A, P-word.
I pushed the paper over until it hit his notebook.
He stared at me for a few seconds and then finally dropped his gaze to read it.  A smile quirked up the corners of his mouth.  He took his pen and scratched out a response and pushed it over to me.
Jasmine leaned in and read it with me.
Careful. You could get yourself in big trouble calling a guy like me a lame-A, P-word.
I felt a flush in my cheeks start.  A challenge for sure.  His handwriting was so cool.  So much like a guy.  Messy, careless.  I wanted to fold the note away and put it in my purse and keep it so I could stare at it in my bedroom later, re-reading it about a thousand times, maybe more.  Geez, what is wrong with me?  I’m acting like a lovesick fifth grader.
I was going to write a response, but Jasmine took the paper from me before I could.  She wrote something out and passed it back to Malcolm.
He read it and smiled, pointing to it and looking at me with a big question mark on his face.
I took the paper and read what she wrote.
Trouble is her middle name.  Bring it.
I snorted.  I couldn’t help it.
“No talking!  Did you hear me over there!  Table Kucharski!”
“Hey, it wasn’t me!” yelled Kootch.  “I’m just sitting here all innocent, studying and shit.”
“Add a day to your detention for that language, Caden!”
Kootch got a mutinous expression on his face.  He was opening his mouth to say something back when suddenly he jumped and a look of pain crossed his features.  He glared at Jasmine for a few seconds before grabbing the paper from us and writing on it furiously.  He shoved it over to her.
I leaned over and read it with her.
That’s physical abuse!  Now we’re even!  Keep ur pointy boots to urself!
She smiled all evil-like and wrote a response.  I caught most of it before she slid it over.  She followed it up by pointing to the corner of her eye.
U almost blinded me.  Not even....
Kootch read it and rolled his eyes, dropping his head in his arms in surrender.
Jasmine opened up a book and acted like she was studying.
I looked at Malcolm again, expecting him to be reading or writing in his notebook, but he wasn’t.  He was just looking at me with those deep brown eyes of his.
A shiver went down my spine.  I could feel my pulse in my neck.  All he had to do was look at me to get me feeling all hot and bothered.  It was sad, but oh so very exciting.  I hadn’t felt this alive in a long, long time.  So much of my life was about keeping my head down and not connecting with people.  And here he was, getting under my skin, making me think a lot of things I shouldn’t.
He pushed a paper over to me.
Ride with Kootch.
I answered him back.  I will if you will.
He read it and frowned.
His next note made me want to scream.  It’s better if I don’t.
I shrugged, keeping it cool.  Then I won’t either.
His nostrils flared.  You’re stubborn and frustrating.
I gritted my teeth.  You’re the master of that, I’m pretty sure.
He shook his head, smiling again like he’d given up on being mad at me.  He wrote a message and slid it over.  I’ll go.  Just one time.
I felt like I’d triumphed in a serious business negotiation or something.  I couldn’t keep the grin off my face as I took one of Jasmine’s books and pretended to read it.
The rest of the hour flew by.  I got nothing done other than looking around the room and passing a few notes with my new friends.  Malcolm had been really fun at first, but after he agreed to ride with us, he stared at the people sitting at other tables as if he were measuring them up.  I tried not to be jealous whenever his gaze landed on another girl, and it made me feel better that he never smiled at any of them.  But still, I wondered why he kept doing that and why he seemed so intense.  His eyes would narrow as they landed on someone, and I could see his mind racing with something.  What I wouldn’t give to know what he was thinking...
I was really looking forward to the ride home, especially now that I knew Malcolm would be going with us.  He was trying to keep me away, but for now, I wasn’t going to let him.  As long as he wasn’t acting like a crazy Rainbow, I wanted to get to know him better and find out why he’d drawn such a dark picture of his life.  The danger of it was luring me in, and I ignored the alarm bells going off in my brain telling me to just walk away.



Chapter Thirteen: Malcolm
I DON’T KNOW WHAT POSSESSED me to say I’d ride home with Rae.  She’s trouble with a capital T.  Jasmine hadn’t been joking when she called her that, even if she’d thought she was.
What kept messing me up is the fact that Rae isn’t like any other Miserable I’ve been around.  She’s always smiling, she has nothing negative to say about anything, and that picture she painted with all those colors and brightness ... none of it made sense.  She was like a Miserable in the way she was wanting to be near me, but the opposite in the way she was inside.
I scrubbed my hands against my hair in frustration.  She was looking at me again, but I didn’t want to make eye contact.  Every time our gazes met, I felt like I was going to have a heart attack and my body got all hot and sweaty.  Somehow she managed to turn up the temperature in any room she was standing in.
“Okay, time’s up,” said the teacher.  “Collect your phones before you go.  Don’t leave anything behind.  I’m not responsible for lost items.”  She put the shoebox of phones down on a table near the door and wandered over to her desk were she sat down and began typing something out on her own cell.  Apparently her job was over and she had no more interest in what we did.
“Finally,” said Kootch, dropping a pen into his backpack.  “That was the longest hour of my life.  You ready to go?”  He might have been talking to all of us, but he was looking at Rae.
“Show us the way to the beast,” said Jasmine.
Kootch glowered at her.  “Don’t make fun of my car, Butts.  She’s sensitive.”
“Dude.  It’s a car.”  Jasmine stood in the aisle next to the table waiting for Rae.
“If you can’t respect her feelings, you can’t ride in her.”  Kootch went around the chairs to stand next to Rae.
“Does that sound really wrong to anyone but me?” asked Jasmine, leading the way to the exit.
“It does sound a little off,” agreed Rae.  “But I appreciate the ride, so I’ll give her the respect.”
“Thank you,” said Kootch, sounding mollified.  “Finally.  Someone who appreciates a fine piece of machinery.”
I snorted, knowing exactly what his machinery looked like.  I’ve never been in it, but it managed to announce its presence to the whole school easily enough.
Kootch turned around and walked backwards so he could face me but not leave Rae’s side.  “Dude, you’ve turned me down every single time I’ve offered you a ride.  I’m glad you finally agreed to come, but if you mock her, I’m going to leave your sorry ass in the dust and you can just walk home.”
“That’s fine with me,” I said, not really sure if I meant it.  Walking through the halls and then out to the parking lot with three people who weren’t acting like they wanted to slit their wrists any second was really nice for a change.  Even Kootch seemed to be in a good mood.  He hadn’t acted angry about anything since early this morning.  Just before Rae walked into our classroom for the first time.
“Okay, now remember,” said Kootch, taking his keys out of his pocket.  “She’s sensitive.  So just compliment her when we get close, okay?”
Jasmine laughed quietly.
“Butts, I’m not kidding.  One word against Geneva and you’re done.”
“Geneva.  You named the car Geneva.  I don’t know which is sadder, the car or you.”
“Neither of us is.  You’ll see, Rae.  It suits her perfectly.”  He lifted up his key and pressed on the key chain, but no sound came out.
“What are you doing, fool?” asked Jasmine.  “Your POS doesn’t have enough juice in her shoe-sized battery to power an alarm.”
“We like to pretend that she has auto locks, not an alarm.”  He stepped up to the back of the smallest, ugliest car on the lot, a satisfied smile spreading across his face.
“We?  Kootch, you are a seriously lonely guy, you know that?  Please tell me you don’t take her out on dates.”  Jasmine was giving him a feigned frightened look.
“Sometimes we go for a shake at MickyD’s.  Now shut up or you’ll be sitting on the curb all afternoon.”
He walked around to the side of the vintage Gremlin and opened up the driver’s door.  “Chicks in the back.  Malcolm, get in front with me.”  He stroked the top of the car, using the side of his fist and some spit to remove something from the paint.
I held the seat forward so Jasmine could climb in.  Rae got in on Kootch’s side.  Once the seats were back in place, Kootch and I took the front seats.  The door on my side made a hellaciously loud squeak as I tried to shut it.  I had to pull on it a few times to build up enough momentum to get past whatever was making it stick.  It slammed shut on the last attempt.
“Damn, I feel like I just got shut into a can,” said Jasmine in a low voice.
Rae giggled.
“Last warning, Butts.  Last warning.”  Kootch adjusted his rearview mirror so he could smile at Rae before putting it back.  “Okay, who’s up for a shake?”
“Me!” Rae said without hesitation.
“I gotta get home,” I said.  It wasn’t true, really.  At least not from a parental supervision perspective.
“Bullshit.  You can go for a shake.” Kootch reached over and tried to pound me on the leg, but I was too fast for him.
I moved to the side and knocked his fist away.  “Hands off,” I said, mostly unfazed.  “I’ve got homework.  Just take me home, it’s not far.”  I did have homework but it wouldn’t take more than thirty minutes to do.
“Nope.  Mickey D’s first, then home.  If you don’t like it, you can walk.”
“If he doesn’t want to go, you can’t force him,” said Jasmine.
“Watch me,” said Kootch, looking up into the mirror and grinning like a mad man at the girls.
“Stay with us, Malcolm,” said Rae.  “It’ll be more fun if you’re there.”
Her voice slid over me like ribbons of silk.  Tickling.  A little scary, especially since I wasn’t in the habit of letting anyone get close enough to me that their words could affect me.
Kootch changed the pitch of his voice to match Rae’s.  “Yeah, Malcolm.  Stay.  We’ll just die of broken hearts if your handsome face isn’t there to drooool over.”  He sighed in an exaggerated style and batted his eyelashes a bunch.
I punched him in the leg.  “Dick.”  I looked out the window, trying to think of one good reason to say yes.  Rae.  “Fine.  I’ll go.  A shake and that’s it.  If you don’t take me home after I’ll walk.”
“Jesus, you are such a chick sometimes,” said Kootch, back to smiling and using his regular voice.
“I take exception to that comment, Kootch,” said Jasmine.
“You would,” he responded, snorting laughter at his own come-back.
“Where’s MickeyD’s?” asked Rae.  She leaned her head in between the seats and looked at me.
I could smell her hair.  It reminded me of flowers and sunshine.
“Just a few blocks up,” answered Kootch.  “They like to take advantage of all the student wallets around here.”
He tried to shift gears, and the car bucked a bunch of times, throwing Rae forward more.  Her hair swung up and hit me in the face.
Flowers.  Sunshine.  Heat.  Girl.  Sexy.
I turned my head and looked out the side window, moving away from her to the far edge of the seat as inconspicuously as possible.
“Whoa, bucking bronco,” Rae said, sliding back into her seat.
“Geneva gets a little sensitive in her gears sometimes.  Just like all girls.”
He jammed the stick shift a few times and some horrible clanking sounds came from the car’s engine somewhere.
“Yo, grind some for me while you’re down there,” said Jasmine.  “And since when did you become such an expert on women?”
Kootch was growling at the car and trying to coax the shifter into position.  “Shut up ... Butts!  I just ... gotta ... get it ... there we go.”
The car took off, surging forward a few yards before Kootch got it under control again.  He turned to grin at us.  “See?  Runs like a dream, purrs like a kitten.”
I waited for Jasmine’s response, but none came.  She probably had too much whiplash to speak, or maybe she knew she’d reached the limit where Kootch would go from good natured to angry at her.
I frowned as I thought about how happy he’d been recently.  It was so unlike a Miserable to go from wanting to wallow in darkness to being like Kootch had been all day today.  Maybe his crush on Rae was temporarily cheering him up.  I’d never seen that happen before, but that didn’t mean it was impossible.  Maybe love does conquer all.
The idea of Kootch actually loving Rae someday made me a little sick to my stomach.  My reaction made me mad at myself.  Kootch had every right to feel that way about her, and I didn’t.  But that wasn’t making it any easier; I still didn’t like it for some reason.
We drove along listening to the music coming out of Kootch’s pretty decent stereo, and Jasmine and Rae sang along to a Rhianna song.  Kootch tried to join in, but it didn’t work out so well.  Jasmine reached up to the front and patted him on the shoulder.  “That’s cute.  But better stop before you attract a female turkey vulture.”
Kootch was about to turn around and let her have it, but the entrance to the restaurant was coming up and he had to wrestle the gears again to pull into the parking lot.
Just as we were slowing down to go in, a bright yellow sportscar zoomed past the Gremlin and cut us off.  Kootch had to slam on his brakes to avoid hitting the other car, and the girls screamed.  My hand flew to the dashboard and a weird non-word came flying out of my mouth.  “Gaaaarbdah!”
The car lurched to a stop in the street and for about two seconds it was dead silent in the car.  Then Kootch spoke.
“Garbdah?  We’re about to die, and the best you can come up with is Garbdah?  What does that even mean?”
The girls giggled.
My face heated up.  “I think it means I’m about to piss my pants, but I’m not sure.”
Kootch laughed along with the girls, and I couldn’t help but smile too.
“That asshole’s gonna pay,” said Kootch, sounding very determined as he shoved the stick into first.  “Fucking Brody buttdart.”  He drove into the parking lot and purposely took the space next to the canary yellow Porche whose doors were opening.  He barely missed hitting the driver’s side door, forcing Brody to yank it back just in time.  I stared through the window at Brody’s angry expression.
Kootch laid on the horn, yelling, “Geneva’s in da houuussse!”  The horn wasn’t any better than the rest of the car.  It sounded like a dying duck or something.
“Hey, dick!” yelled Brody through the crack in his door, over the sound of the weak-ass horn.  “Do you mind?  I’m trying to get out here!”
Kootch yanked up the parking brake, turned off the engine, and scrambled out of the car to stand just at his door and look over the hood at Brody.  “Yeah, I mind, you crazy fuck!  You almost hit my car back there!  What’s your friggin’ hurry?  Steriods got you in a munchie mood or what?”
I looked through the passenger door window at Brody pointing his finger over at Kootch.  “Better watch your mouth before I come over there and teach you some manners.”
I opened my door and got out, hoping to get between them if Kootch decided to get stupid.  Brody had to close his door again to keep from hitting my door.  I pretended not to notice I’d blocked him in.
I looked down at the girls, worried they were going to get involved.  Rae reached through the space next to the front seat and put her hand on Kootch’s arm.
“Don’t,” she said simply.
Kootch had just opened his mouth and was about to shout something back at Brody, but then he just stopped.  A range of emotions traveled across his expression; anger changed to confusion and then resignation.
“Yeah, whatever,” he said in a defeated voice.  “Come on Rae.  Butts.  Let’s go get a shake.”
Rae withdrew her hand and grabbed onto the seat in front of her to gain the leverage needed to get out of the car.
“Oh, hey, Rae,” said Brody, squeezing out of his half-open door.  “Didn’t see you in there.  Can I buy you a burger?”  He walked around to join the rest of us at the back of the Gremlin.
“No, thanks,” she said, sounding none too happy to see him.  “I’m just going to get a shake.”
My heart swelled with pride for her.  She wasn’t fooled by his good-looking face and football player reputation.  She was sticking by her new friends, which said a lot about her.  She was looking less and less like a Miserable with every hour that went by.
“My treat, then,” he said, standing right in front of her.  His buddy Derek was coming up to join him at his left.
Kootch stood off to the side.  He seemed to be wrestling with something, as if forcing himself to stay quiet.  I decided to keep away; my presence would only heat the situation up, not help it.
“No, thanks.  Really,” said Rae, “I like to pay my own way.”
“Yeah, she pays her own way, Brody.  Do you mind?”  Kootch lifted his chin at Jasmine.  “Come on, Jasmine ... Rae.  Let’s get that shake.”
Jasmine didn’t say a word.  She just rolled her eyes at Brody as she walked by.
“Yo, Butts,” said Derek.
“Yo yourself, Derek.  Jerk move in the parking lot.”  Jasmine looked over her shoulder and frowned at him.
He shrugged.  “I wasn’t driving.  Blame the driver, not me.”
“That POS you’re driving shouldn’t even be allowed on the road,” said Brody, walking into the restaurant behind Kootch.
I followed all of them, keeping some distance between us.
“Brody, why don’t you just shut it?”  Jasmine had turned around and was facing off against him.
He laughed in surprise.  “What are you gonna do, Butts?  Fight for your man?”  He puffed out his chest a little, emphasizing the difference in size between them.
Her face turned beet red.  “No.  I’m just going to kick you in the beanbags because you’re such a hose and walk away.”
“Wow, you play dirty.”  He didn’t sound all that unhappy about the idea.
“Yes, I do.  Don’t forget it.”  She turned around and pushed through the doors, two steps behind Rae and Kootch.
I waited until they were all in before I entered, just behind Derek.  “Grab me a shake,” I said to Kootch as he walked up to join the end of the long line, handing him a five dollar bill.  “Get whatever you want.”
Kootch looked down at the five.  “I guess we’re talking Happy Meal here.”
I grabbed the five and slapped a ten in his palm.  “Here.”
Kootch smiled.  “Sweet.  Gas money, get in my belly.”  He turned around to look up at the menu above the workers’ heads.
I left him to go to the bathroom.  I felt partially responsible for the mood that had darkened the parking lot and wanted to put some space between them and me.  Part of me wanted to just walk out and go home on foot, but a bigger part of me wanted to stay and sit at a table with Rae and watch her laugh with Kootch and Jasmine.  This was like a dream moment, and I wanted to capture it and enjoy it before it disappeared.  Because it would for sure disappear as our time together slowly pushed the misery into their hearts and made them want to leave this world.



Chapter Fourteen: Rae
BRODY HAD SEEMED SO NICE before, but he was quickly becoming more obnoxious than anything else.  I didn’t want to be rude to him, but neither did I want to encourage him.  He’s big, and I could only imagine what it would be like trying to get away from him if he decided to get persistent.
His friend Derek seemed much more relaxed.  He looked uncomfortable sometimes and rolled his eyes when Brody was puffing out his chest like a rooster.  I took that as a good sign but wondered why he’d hang out with someone who annoyed him.
Malcolm disappeared into the bathroom without saying anything.  I was standing in line next to Jasmine considering the milkshake flavor choices when Kootch started joking about it, distracting me from my evaluation of Brody and Derek’s friendship.
“I think he has a bladder problem or something.  I swear he spends half his life in the bathrooms at school.”
“You counting how many times Malcolm uses the bathroom?” I asked, teasing him a little.  Kootch did seem particularly desperate to be Malcolm’s friend, but I guess I couldn’t fault him for that.  I was feeling a little that way myself, but I was pretty sure it was for different reasons.  Flashes of Malcolm’s almost tortured brown eyes staring me down in detention flitted across my memory and made me blush.
“I don’t have to count.  There’s a normal amount and a not normal amount, and he goes a not normal amount.”  He looked up at the menu.  “Should I Super Size my shit or what?”
“Please don’t,” said Jasmine, not even looking at him.
I laughed.  They were so funny together.  I swear Jasmine knew exactly what buttons to push with him to make him crazy, and she definitely liked watching him go crazy.  I couldn’t blame her for pushing them though; I kind of enjoyed it too.
“Listen up, Butts.  You could find yourself riding home with Brody if you’re not careful.”
“Still talking about me?” asked Brody from behind us.
“Please.  I wouldn’t waste my breath,” said Kootch, not even looking at him.
I turned around to diffuse the situation.  Derek nudged Brody in the arm and Brody smiled at me.  “Want a lift home?”
“No, thanks.  I’m getting a ride with Kootch.”
“Ever been in a Porsche before?  I’ll let you drive.”
Kootch turned around.  “You’d let her drive?  Man, you’re brave.”
“He’s not brave.  He’s just deluded about how much girls care about cars,” said Jasmine, facing the menu again.
“I’ll bet Rae likes fast cars.”
I was about to answer that I really couldn’t care less about fast cars when someone bumped into me from behind.  I looked around and found myself staring at Malcolm.  He was watching me closely
“Sorry,” he said after a few seconds.  “You order yet?”
“No, we were just getting ready to.”
I looked back at Brody.  “Thanks for the offer.  Maybe another time.”
“What kinda shake you want?” asked Kootch, looking at Malcolm.
“Chocolate.  I’ll go get a booth.  Unless we’re not staying.”
“No food in Geneva.  We eat here,” answered Kootch, still under the delusion that his car wasn’t a Gremlin.
“You wouldn’t want to spoil her upholstery,” said Jasmine, trying not to laugh.
“No, I wouldn’t.  Thank you for understanding that, Butts.”  Kootch didn’t look at her, he just walked up to the counter and placed his and Malcolm’s order.
Jasmine stepped over to the register that came open next to Kootch’s and ordered us both a shake.
I handed a five to the cashier.  “My treat,” I said as Jasmine reached into her purse.
“I’ll get you next time,” she said, giving me a flash of a smile before dropping back into her regular morose look.  She pulled out a white and red box from her purse.  “I’m going to go have a smoke before we eat.  Be right back.”  She left the line and went outside, lighting her cigarette when she was standing next to the butt can by the door.  I watched her take a drag and let out a big stream of smoke.
I moved away from the cash register after I had my change in hand.
“You don’t smoke, do you, Rae?” asked Kootch, standing off to the side with me as we waited for our orders.
“No.  It makes me sick to my stomach.”
“I don’t like it either.  Nasty habit.  Butts needs to stop.”
“Better not tell her that.”  I could just picture her reaction to Kootch bossing her around.  A rock would probably fly over the fence between their houses in the other direction.
“Oh, believe me, I do.  Every chance I get.  Last week I emailed her a picture of a black lung.  At this point I think she might be smoking just to spite me.”
I laughed at how put-out he sounded.  “I doubt that.”
“No, seriously.  I know this for a fact.  She wakes up every day, stands in front of the mirror, and says to herself: Hello, Jasmine.  What are we going to do today to piss Kootch off?”
“I really don’t think she’s that focused on it,” I said.  It was entirely too easy to get Kootch all freaked out.  I really didn’t think Jasmine had to consciously think about it.  It came natural for her.
“Well, for someone not focused she sure is good at it.”
“Maybe she likes you,” I said, pretty sure it was a distinct possibility.  Jasmine tried to act mad at Kootch or like she was mocking him, but her defense of him in front of Brody said a lot.
“What?  You’re nuts.  She’s hated me since we were like five.  Kindergarten.  One day we’re best buds playing in the mud and shit and the next ... bam.  I’m out and I suck.  No explanation.  I had to play with Richie, the retarded kid down the street, for a whole year.”
I had to laugh.  He sounded so offended.  “She told me you stopped playing with her.  And that’s not very nice, you know.”
“Ha.  That’s bullshit.  Don’t fall under her spell, Rae.  She’s a liar.  And Richie’s cool.  He was fun.  But he knows he’s retarded.  It’s not like that’s news to anyone.”
I play-frowned at him.  “You don’t really mean that, do you?  About Jasmine being a liar?”  I wasn’t even going to get into it about his complete lack of political correctness.  I had a feeling I’d be wasting my breath.
He looked uncomfortable.  “Maybe not the liar part, but the spell part?  Yeah.  She’s a witch.  Or a voodoo guru.  I’ll bet she probably has about five Kootch dolls at her house, and all of them have pins in the ass.”
“Number thirty-eight!” yelled out an employee standing at the counter with a tray in front of him.
I held up my receipt.  “That’s me.  See you at the table.”  I took the tray with two shakes on it and left Kootch standing at the counter with his conspiracy theories.
Jasmine a witch?  Ha.  Something told me if that were true, Kootch would have already been turned into a toad.
I glanced back to make sure I hadn’t offended Kootch by just walking away, and noticed Brody and Derek were walking over to join him.  I hesitated halfway to the booth, wondering if I should go back and keep the mood happy between Kootch and Brody, but when I saw Malcolm sitting all by himself over in the corner, I couldn’t not go.  Whenever we were alone he ran, so this was my chance to try and talk to him without Kootch constantly interrupting.
I put my tray down on the table and stood at the end of it.  I was going to take the seat across from him, but I had a flash of boldness and sat down next to him instead, forcing him to slide over.  Now he was trapped into a conversation with me.  Perfect.  I smiled, pleased with myself and my slick move.
As our bodies touched on the sides, I instantly felt the warmth from his leg and arm move into me and spread towards my core.  And then I smelled his cologne or maybe it was his deodorant, and it reminded me that he is all-guy.  I breathed in the scent of him and smiled at how all these sensations added up to an absolute thrill, just being able to sit by him.  It struck me for a split second that maybe this was what other people felt when they came near me.  Before my mind could go any farther down that path, Malcolm spoke.
“You can sit over there if you want,” he said, looking across the table.
“You’d rather sit next to Kootch?”  I raised an eyebrow.
“Uh, no.  Good point.”  He gave me a half smile.
I put my straw to my lips, hesitating for a moment before I took a sip.  I swallowed the little bit of ice cream I’d managed to work up the fat straw and said, “So what’s the deal?  Why are you always so anxious to get away from me?”  There.  I said it.  I clamped down on the straw again and sucked for all I was worth, trying to distract myself from my boldness with the job of making thick ice cream move.
I had no idea where my sudden bravery or this recklessness were coming from.  Things were somehow making me forget that getting close to people is and always had been dangerous.  I should run.  I should leave this place and my shake behind.  But I wasn’t going to.  Just for now, I was going to go with the flow.  Some weird vibe was telling me to engage, to fight the fear and ignore the feeling that told me this was going to be a bad, bad decision with terrible consequences.  I must be losing my mind.
He scoffed at me.  “Right.  What?  Afraid of you?  You’re nuts.”  He grabbed Jasmine’s straw off the tray and banged the end on the table, forcing the wrapper off.  He put the end of the straw in his mouth and chewed on it, not looking at me.
“No, I’m not.  See? ... Even now you won’t look at me.”
He huffed out a breath and turned to face me.  “I’m looking at you.  See?  No big deal.”  His face turned pink, and he turned away.
“Do it for fifteen seconds,” I dared him, my breath coming faster.  I didn’t know why this felt so risky.  I was just asking him to look at me.  What’s the harm in staring into each other’s eyes, dreaming of a life where things could be different and I could actually...?
“That’s dumb,” he said, looking down at the table, chewing on the straw like he was planning to ingest it at any second.
“Then do it.”  I lowered my voice.  “Unless you’re afraid.”  Challenge proposed.
He slowly turned his head to look at me.  “Maybe I am.”  But he held my gaze and drew the straw out of his mouth.
Challenge accepted.
The white and yellow striped plastic slid out of his mouth through his dark red lips.  His tongue came out to lick the tiny droplet of spit that the straw had left behind.
I don’t know what made me do it, but I started to lean in towards him, not even knowing what the heck I was going to do once I got close.  It was like something else was in control of me, making me forget every risk that ever followed on my heels, every dangerous thing that could happen as a result of letting someone fall under my spell.
Malcolm didn’t move back like I expected him to.  He just stared first into my eyes and then at my mouth.  His tongue came out to lick his bottom lip nervously when I was just inches away.
“I haven’t played the death stare game since third grade,” said Jasmine, dropping into the booth across from us.  “Kootch never could win at it.  Too freaked out about people being close to his face.”
I jerked back away from Malcolm, smiling and fake-laughing past the awkward moment.  It is very possible that I might have actually kept going and kissed Malcolm if Jasmine hadn’t come along when she did.  Right in the middle of the McDonald’s.  What was I thinking?  I’d have to move from this town in less than a week!  A new record of awfulness!
I shook my head, trying to get the mist out of it.  What in the heck is wrong with me?  Do I have a death wish or something?  I could turn him into a Rainbow with one touch and screw everything up with everyone.  No more hanging out in gym.  No more trips for milkshakes.  No more anything.  I scooted towards the edge of the seat, trying to be as casual about it as possible.  He’s trouble.  He’s a death wish.  Stay away from him.
Kootch arrived at the table and took the spot next to Jasmine, dropping the tray down with a clatter, totally oblivious to the tension and fear that was pulsing out of me in waves.  He pushed Jasmine over with his hip, not even looking at her while he did it.
“Here you go,” he said, taking a shake off the tray and putting it in front of Malcolm.  “Chocolate shake for you and Meal Deal for me.”  He hurried to open up his hamburger box.  Lifting out the monstrosity inside, Kootch stared at it for a few seconds, an expression of great anticipation lighting up his face.  “Now that’s what I’m talkin’ about.”  He dove in and took a huge bite.  A combination of ketchup and mustard oozed out around the sides of his mouth, some of it dripping to the white box below.
“Oh, geez, Kootch!  Hello, table manners?  Ever heard of them?”  Jasmine threw a few napkins in his general direction, clearly disgusted.
“Wha?  Whaff’s da probwom?”  A piece of lettuce fell out of his mouth and landed on the edge of the tray.
I giggled at Jasmine’s horror.
“I can see in your mouth, Kootch,” she nearly growled.  “And trust me ... it isn’t pretty.”
He turned to face her and opened his mouth wide, talking and flapping his jaw way more than necessary.  “What?  No, you can’t.  I dunno what you’re talkin’ about.”
She punched him in the leg, and he feigned being in great pain, leaning over and fake-choking.
“Owwww, d’you see that?” he cried, trying to force tears but failing.  “More physical abuse.  Someone call the cops.  That’s assault with a deadly weapon.”
She snorted, going back to her shake.  “What weapon?”
He grabbed her hand from under the table and held it up for our benefit.  “This!  Boney knuckles and a pirate ring!  I’m bruised for life!”  He dropped her hand and rubbed his leg.  “Seriously, keep your kung fu chop suey to yourself.”
“Learn some manners and I will,” she said, smiling at me.  It was the happiest I’ve seen her look since I’d met her this morning.
Kootch frowned but went back to his burger and fries, grumbling under his breath but not loud enough that I could tell what he was saying.
I tried really hard not to laugh, but in the process of doing that I mangled my straw by biting it so hard that I could barely get the shake through until it melted most of the way down.
We all watched Kootch as we finished our shakes.  It was a weird form of entertainment, slightly gross and entirely fascinating.  It’s possible he broke a few records sitting at the table with us that day: one for fastest eater and one for biggest bites taken without choking to death.
He let out a gnarly burp when he was done.  “Buuuurrrrappp!  Oh, man.  That hit the spot.”  He patted his stomach and grinned at all of us.
“Can we go now?” asked Malcolm, clearly not impressed.
I’d been avoiding looking at him since getting caught staring him down and almost kissing him, but I turned my head in his direction, feeling the need to challenge him again.  “Anxious to leave?”
“I have homework to do.”  He didn’t meet my eyes.
Kootch stood, stacking all the cups on his tray.  “Come on, then.  Geneva’s leaving the lot.  Better take your potty break now Malcolm or you’ll miss your ride.”
I got out and stood off to the side, waiting for Malcolm to exit the booth.  He slid to the edge and looked up at Kootch.  “What?  Are you my mother now?”
“No.  But I know you have that bladder problem or whatever, so better hurry up.”
Malcolm frowned as he stood.  “I don’t have a bladder problem.  Who told you that?”
“No one told me, man.  But you spend half your life in there, so I just figured it was something medical.  Ain’t no thang to me.”  He walked away with the tray, headed toward the garbage bin.
“I don’t have a damn bladder problem,” grumbled Malcolm, mostly to himself.
“Just ignore him,” said Jasmine.  “He doesn’t understand that some people might choose to hide from him in a bathroom.  He’d rather blame it on your bladder.”  She walked away to join Kootch at the garbage can.  She must have immediately given him some crap because he started flapping his arms around and making her laugh.
“How does she know that?” asked Malcolm, staring after Jasmine.
“Know what?” I asked.
Malcolm jerked in fright, staring at me like he’d forgotten I was standing there.
“Nothing.”
“That you hide in the bathroom to avoid people?”
He didn’t respond.
My heart started beating furiously.  I couldn’t believe he was doing that - hiding from people.  Like me.  Maybe he’s incredibly shy.  Maybe he has a phobia about being around other people too much.  Maybe he can’t stand Kootch and doesn’t want to be mean.  Or maybe ...
“I do that too.”  I said it really fast and in a low voice so only he’d hear me.
He stared at me hard, searching my face and eyes.  “Do what?” he finally asked, waiting for my answer, not moving and not looking away.
“Hide in the bathroom.  Away from people.”
“What people?” he asked, almost whispering.
“People who want to get too close,” I whispered back.  My face was flaming red, and my pulse was pounding hard.  I’d never told anyone that before.  The bathroom was my one sanctuary; the only place I could go and hide while also seeming normal to other people.  No matter how badly someone wanted to be with me, they always stopped at the toilet stall door.
Now someone knew my secret.  Malcolm.  Would he follow me in one day, knowing it was a place he’d find me alone?  Did I just sign my own death warrant?  No.  I can’t believe that about him.  Not Malcolm.  Please don’t let Malcolm be a Rainbow.
“Why would anyone want to do that?  Get too close?” he whispered.
I could tell the answer meant a lot to him, knowing he had no idea how much it meant to me.  I glanced down and noticed that his hand was shaking a little.  My imagination was going a million miles an hour.  Maybe he’s met someone like me before.  Maybe he knows what my problem is.  Could there be someone else out there like me?  Would it be dangerous for us to be near each other?  Could he be like me?  If he is, why would he ask a question he already knows the answer to?
I opened my mouth to answer, but I never got the chance to say anything.
“Come on,” said Kootch, coming up behind Malcolm and grabbing his arm, pulling him back.  “We’re leaving.  You can chat in the car.”
Malcolm stumble-walked backwards, staring at me the whole time.  I followed slowly in his tracks, never breaking eye contact.  When he got near the front of the restaurant he finally snapped out of his trance or whatever had him so captivated and he turned around, speeding up to pass Kootch out the front door.
I felt empty at the loss of our locked gaze.  It was so rare for me to have a connection like that, to allow one.  Normally they were dangerous.  With Malcolm, it just felt right.
I walked fast to catch up to the others.  Jasmine was already outside, standing on the sidewalk, about to walk out into the parking lot.  She was stubbing out a cigarette in the can next to her.
My phone beeped.  I pulled it out of my purse while pushing through the doors.  A text from my father flashed on the screen.
Where are you?  You should have been home by now.
I sighed, knowing what this meant.  If I didn’t get home right away, my dad was going to call the police.  It was beyond humiliating when he did that.  I could feel myself getting angry at the thought of him messing up my first day of a new school like that.  He had a tracker on my phone, and he could find me with it using the internet.  I’d left my cell behind once to thwart his efforts and he’d nearly had a coronary.  I decided that it wasn’t worth the moment of freedom I’d enjoyed, and had never done that again.  The last thing I needed to do was give him an excuse to cut me off from the world.  I know it’s what he really wanted to do.
I texted him back, copying my mom on the message.  They didn’t always talk to each other about what they were doing with me and sometimes they got jealous of each other if I paid more attention to one of them.
On my way.  See you in fifteen.
He responded immediately.
Fifteen minutes.  No later.
I looked at the time on my phone.  It was almost five o’clock.  I rushed from the sidewalk over to Kootch’s car, waiting for him to open the door so I could get inside.  I was just about to tell everyone that I needed to go home right away when Jasmine spoke up from outside the door.
“Uh-oh.  Kootch.  Did you see this?”
I walked around the vehicle to stand near her, just as Kootch started swearing.
“Goddamn it!  What the hell?!  A flat?  Are you kidding me?”
I stared at the tiny tire whose rim was resting on the surface of the asphalt.  “Oh, geez.  That sucks.”  My heart skipped a beat as I realized how much it really sucked.  I was going to be late.  My dad would call the cops.  He always managed to get them immediately mobilized, too.  There was never any of that ‘she has to be gone for twenty-four hours before we do anything’ nonsense when my dad was in charge of the search party.
“Oh, no,” I said, staring at the tire and then my phone, imagining the humiliation and awfulness of police cars zooming into the McDonald’s parking lot.  Maybe they’d even mess with my friends; it wouldn’t be the first time.
“Sucks,” said Jasmine, looking at it with me.  “You going to get in trouble?”
“Uh, yeah.  Like major trouble.  My dad says I have to be home in fifteen minutes.”
Kootch was at the trunk, banging around inside.  “What the hell?  How can I get a flat tire parked in the lot, huh?  Someone tell me that?  That’s bullshit.  I’ll bet someone did this to me.”
“What’s wrong?  Got a problem?” asked Brody, coming up behind Kootch and standing near the back of the Gremlin.
“Yeah, I got a fucking problem.  Someone flattened my tire.”
Brody frowned and walked around the car until he found the issue.  “Oh, man.”  He bent down and touched the edges of it.  “I don’t see any holes.  I don’t think anyone slashed it or anything.”
“Whatever.  They’re just a couple years old.”
“Maybe you picked up a nail.”  Brody stood and grinned at me.  “I guess you need a ride now, huh?”
I grimaced, not able to bring myself to completely smile.  I felt like I was abandoning my friends, but I really couldn’t make my dad wait.  He’d see a request to stay out later as a trick.  And if I stayed here, he’s show up and make a scene.  I didn’t want him identifying any of my friends; he’d make it his personal business to keep me as far away from them as possible.
“I kind of do,” I said.  I looked at Jasmine.  “I’m so sorry.  I don’t want to leave you guys here, but if I’m late I’ll get seriously grounded.”
“Sounds like your parents suck donkey kong,” she said simply.
“Yes.  They really do.  Big donkey kong.”  I stepped over and gave her a hug.
She patted me on the back but not very enthusiastically.
“Thanks for inviting me along,” I said, pulling away, wondering if I was losing the first friend I’d had in a long time for being a freak with messed up parents.
“I need a ride too,” said Malcolm from behind us.
“No room,” said Brody, pressing a button on his car and opening the locks.  “Sorry, bud.”
Derek stood off to the side, texting into his phone rapidly, his fingers flying over the keys.
“I can’t go unless you give him a ride too,” I said quickly, before I could talk myself out of it.  I held my breath as I waited for Brody’s answer.
Malcolm raised an eyebrow at me but didn’t say anything.
“I don’t have room,” said Brody, sounding irritated.  “The back is too small, and it’s full of my football shit.”
“What about me?” asked Derek, laughing in a confused way, his fingers frozen in mid-text.
“You stay here, and I’ll come back and get you.”
“No way, man.  I’ll ride in the front with her.  We’ll squeeze in.”
“No,” I said, letting my breath out in a rush. “I’ll do that with Malcolm, but not Derek.  We both have to get home or we’ll get in trouble.”  I reached out and touched Brody’s arm.  “Please?”
The angry lines on his face smoothed out and he smiled lazily.  “Yeah.  Okay.”
“No.  Fuck that,” said Derek.  “Take the football shit out and put it in the POS.”  Derek was pointing at the Gremlin.
“Hey, watch what you’re calling my car!”  Kootch clenched his fists, flexing his arm muscles as they hung at his sides.
Jasmine walked over and stood in between Kootch and Brody, addressing Brody.  “I’m going to stay here with Kootch.  Put your crap in his car and come back and get it later.  We’ll put the spare on while you’re gone.  If you’re not back by the time we’re done, you’ll either have to come get it at his house or at school Monday.”
“I need it for tomorrow, so give me your address.”  Brody held out his phone, sounding defeated.
Kootch took Brody’s cell and typed the information in.  “Here.  Don’t come late,” he grumbled, turning back to the hatch of the car so he could dig around some more.  A few seconds later he was trying to pull out a tiny spare tire.
Malcolm and I stood off to the side as Derek and Brody made quick work of getting football pads, a beat-up helmet, a bag of balls, uniform parts, and some shoes into the other car.  The smell that wafted over as the stuff went by was not pleasant.  It reminded me of a combination of sweat, metal, and cat pee.
“Alright, climb in,” said Brody.
Derek finished off a text and put his phone in his pocket, climbing into the back seat behind Brody’s spot.
Malcolm and I exchanged a look.  I was so glad he’d volunteered to go with me, but I couldn’t figure out why he’d done it.  Maybe he had parents like mine who were overprotective, or maybe he just didn’t want to hang out with Kootch anymore.
“You okay with this?” he asked in a low tone as we walked over to the passenger side of the car.
I nodded.  “Yeah.  I just really need to get home.”
I waited for Malcolm to get in and sit next to Derek.  Once he was settled, I pushed the front seat back into position so I could get into the front passenger spot.  As I eased myself down into the low seat, the scent of leather and men’s cologne went up into my nose.  It was nice, but I preferred how Malcolm smelled.  The memory of it made me smile.
Brody was looking at me, grinning again with those perfectly straight white teeth of his.  “So ... where am I going?”
“Highlands,” I said.
“I live just past there,” said Malcolm.
“I’ll drop you off first,” Brody said, looking into the mirror at Malcolm.
I glanced at my phone.  Five oh six.  The panic rose.  “Um, I hate to be a big pain in the butt, but I need to be home no later than five fifteen.  Can you drop me off first?”
Brody patted me on the leg.  “Don’t you worry.  You’ll be fine.”
I didn’t know what he meant by that, but he was in the driver’s seat and I didn’t want to come off as a freak in the middle of a demented panic attack.  I looked down at my phone again, trying to calculate exactly how late I was going to be.  Every minute mattered to my parents.
“Just drop us both at her house.  I’ll walk the rest of the way,” said Malcolm.
“Fine,” said Brody, not sounding very happy about the idea.  His grin completely disappeared.  “I gotta get back to my gear anyway.”
We were several blocks away from the restaurant and in a residential district when Brody slowed down at a four-way stop, looking left and right.  He was just pushing on the accelerator to move us into the intersection when a speeding car came out of nowhere and got there first.
A flash of red caught my eye and I screamed, bracing my hands against the dashboard for impact.



Chapter Fifteen: Malcolm
THE CAR CAME AT US from the left.  Maybe I’m nuts, but I could have sworn it accelerated when we started moving forward past the stop sign.  It should have been slowing down; that driver had a stop sign too, just like us.
“Gaaarrrben!” I yelled, throwing my arms out, my brain and mouth apparently once again unable to coordinate with each other and form an actual word in the middle of a panicked moment.  One of my hands smacked Derek in the head and the other hit the side of the car.
The red car smashed into the front left quarter panel of the Porsche, sending us spinning.  My body jerked sharply to the side and slammed into the door, and then the world turned into a blur.
Everyone was screaming, but the voice I heard above all the others was Rae’s.  I had a sudden, strong desire to stop time and pluck her out of the fray so I could set her gently down on the nearby sidewalk, like some kind of superhero in tights and a cape.  It’s possible I hit my head on the interior of the car during the accident.
When the car finally came to rest, it was pointing a little to the left of where it had started.  We had done a three-quarter turn, but it sure felt like more than that.  I was queasy and had a headache.  It felt like a tiny knife was stabbing me in the temple.
Just as I was thinking that and picturing a little man poking me in the side of my head with a tiny knife, Rae reached up and rubbed her left temple with her finger.  I had the irrational thought that my pain was causing her to have it too.  That would be a whole new layer of awful to add to my already eight-tier cake of a shit life.
“Headache?” I asked her.  It was stupid, I know.  Here we were just going through a car accident and that’s the best I could come up with.  This is what comes of avoiding girls for seventeen years - zero skills.  None.
“Yeah,” she whispered.  It’s like someone’s sticking a needle in my brain.
“Me too,” I said, rubbing mine now too, wondering if it would work to ease the pain.  It didn’t.  I stopped five seconds after starting because it was making it worse.
Brody either finally realized what had happened or had just recovered his voice.  He roared in anger.  “Errrrraaawwww, what the fuuuuck?!”  He pushed his door open and stumbled out of the car.  “You are so dead, man!  Dead!”  He took off towards the red Toyota that had steam coming from under its hood, his gait a little off-kilter.
Derek shoved me in the shoulder.  “Get out!  Hurry up before he does something stupid!”
Rae beat us to it, jumping out of the car on her side.  I watched her through the windshield, rushing over and putting her hand on Brody’s arm.
Reaching forward and scrambling around with my hand, I finally found the lever that would release the seat-catch and let me out of the back.  On my way out, Derek pushed me so hard I almost fell flat on my face on the street.  Three stumbling steps got me to the grass so I could fall there instead.  I rolled over onto my side.  “What the hell, Derek?!”
He didn’t even acknowledge me.  He was already out and striding over to Brody, stopping on his left side, his hand on his friend’s shoulder to stop him from going forward while he spoke.  I couldn’t hear what he was saying.
Rae lifted her hand from Brody’s arm and stepped around behind him, running over on her toes toward me.  Her hair was a mess, flying around her head in a tangle.
“Are you okay?”  She dropped to her knees right next to my face as I was rolling over onto my back.  She hurriedly tucked two clumps of hair behind her ears.
It was embarrassing to have her all worried over me when the only thing wrong was Derek’s enthusiasm over getting to his friend.  The headache was still there, but it wasn’t a migraine or anything.
“I’m fine.  Just fell getting out.”
“Derek mowed you over, I saw it.  I thought he was nicer than Brody, but I’ve changed my mind.”  She turned her head and looked at him for a second.  When she was facing me again, she had a frown on her face.
“Don’t hate on Derek for that.  He just wanted to stop Brody from flying off the handle.”
Rae stood and offered me her hand.  “Come on.  Let’s go.  I have to start walking or my parents are going to flip out completely.”
“We’ll never make it in time,” I said, taking her hand.
I swear I felt something weird when our fingers touched.  Gritting my teeth, I pulled on the hand she offered and stood, releasing her as soon as I had my balance.  I wiped both palms off on my pants, trying to clear them of the weird tingling sensation that lingered.
Her mouth turned down at the corners as soon as our contact stopped.  It gave me a weird thrill to see a person smile when they touched me and then frown when they stopped.  That was a first for me.
The other driver got out and shouted at Brody as a brown sedan pulled up behind his disabled red car.  “Shit, man!  What the hell happened?  Where’d you come from?”  It was a kid from our school, Dan, known to his friends as Dan the Man.  He plays football with Brody and sells pot to anyone interested in buying, including - it was rumored - certain teachers.
“Dan?  What the ... dude, you fucked my car all up!”  Brody tried to walk in his direction again, but Derek’s grip on his shirt held him back.
“Let go, D!”  Brody yanked his shirt with his opposite hand, pulling it away and then trying to straighten it on his shoulders as he stood there glaring at Dan.
“Don’t do anything stupid.  Holder’s here.”  Derek pointed to the person getting out of the brown sedan.
Holder.  What’s he doing here?  The voices from the bathroom came back to me - Holder in the restroom talking to another student about getting a girl alone.  I got a seriously messed-up feeling about it all over again.
What are the chances that I’d see this guy in a weird situation twice in one day when I almost never see him otherwise?  Probably not good.  I tried to convince myself that it was totally random, but it didn’t work.  In my experience, there was no such thing.  The only random event that had ever happened in my life was me being born the way I was.  That’s it.  Everything else followed a pattern and was totally predictable.
“What’s going on here?” the teacher asked, walking up onto the curb to reach the spot where Brody was standing, near the front of the red car with its smashed-in front.
“I’ll tell you what’s going on here, Mr. Holder ... that dick ran the stop sign and smashed into my Porsche.  And the repairs are going to cost a fortune.  You better have a shitload of insurance, Dan.”
“That’s not what happened!” Dan was waving his arms around, a trickle of blood dripping down from a small cut near his hairline.  “You weren’t even there!  The intersection was totally clear, and then, BAM!  There you were!  You must have been speeding.  That’s the only explanation.  I hope you have good insurance, because you’re going to have to pay for this shit.”  He gestured to his car.
“Like hell!  The only explanation is you’re fucking blind and probably stoned, and now you’re going to be dead too!”
Brody leaped for him, but was tackled from behind by Derek.
“No!  Let it go, man!”  Derek had gotten him by the waist and took him down in the grass.  Brody was struggling to get away but Derek was on top of him, holding him down.
Rae spoke up.  “Um, I’m really sorry this happened, Brody, and I’d love to stay and help you work it out, but I have to go.”  She was inching away from the scene and towards the sidewalk that would take her in the direction of her house.
“Where are you going?” asked Mr. Holder.  “I can give you a lift.”
“Highlands,” she said, looking from him to me.  She was worried, that much was clear.  “Do you know him?” she asked me.
I nodded.  “He teaches Chemistry at the high school.”
She gave the teacher a tentative smile.  “If it’s not too much trouble.  My parents are expecting me home any minute.”
He smiled back at her, ignoring the students wrestling in the grass and acting like they weren’t even there.  “It’s not a problem at all.  Come on.  Let’s get you home.”  He held out his arm, gesturing towards his car.  “Did you get hurt?  Do you need to go to the hospital?”
I stood there frozen in place for a few seconds.  Rae was smiling, tucking a piece of hair behind her ear and walking towards Mr. Holder.  She looked so innocent with her hair a mess, that dimple in her cheek, and her JC Penney clothes.  And he looked so ... not.
I forced my feet to start working.  They were heavy and uncooperative.  I almost fell as I shuffled and stumbled through the grass trying to get to her.  “I need a ride too.  You can drop me with Rae.”  It was a struggle to speak.  It would have been so much easier to just stand there as an observer and do nothing.  I’d trained myself so well to stay out of other people’s business I didn’t even know how to get involved now.  My best skill is being alone, and up until now, I considered that a good thing.  Now it just felt wrong.
Rae was almost to the door of Mr. Holder’s car when I spoke.  She looked up and smiled.  It was like a light had gone on inside her and all her apprehension had melted away.  “Yes!  Malcolm can’t be late.  He needs to come with us.”
Mr. Holder’s expression went from agreeable and solicitous to dark and foreboding.  Or maybe I just imagined it.
“Don’t you think you should stay here and help with the police report?  You’re a witness.”  He frowned at me, giving me the stern look I know he used to intimidate students into doing their homework and not cheat on his tests.
It crossed my mind that I should stay and help Brody.  That’s what a real friend would do.  That’s what a responsible person would do.  That’s what I should do.  I blinked a few times as the pain from that frigging headache kicked in again.  It snapped me out of my good samaritan fog and woke me up to the creepy vibe I was getting from Mr. Holder again.
“Nah.”  I took four purposeful strides in their direction, my legs finally cooperating with my desire.  “My parents will get really upset if I’m not home.  I have to go now.  With you guys.”  Hopefully this guy didn’t know that I really don’t have parents.  At least not like I was pretending I do.
Mr. Holder continued to frown at me, his eyes following my progress all the way to the car.
Rae shut the front door she had just been about to go in and opened the back door instead.  “I’ll ride with you,” she said, waiting for me to get in first.
My heart immediately felt lighter.  I had this irrational sensation that I’d just avoided something bad in my life.  And it was seriously weird that getting into Mr. Holder’s car would do that for me; the brown Taurus was one of the ugliest vehicles I’d ever seen, especially with the paint’s clear coat wearing off on the top and hood in patches, leaving mottled whitish splotches all over it.  It looked like it had car leprosy.  The interior wasn’t much better, either.  The stains on the upholstery made me wonder if this thing had been used as a taxi for drunks and drug addicts at some point.
I got into the car and slid over to the far side.  The hard springs in the seat pressed into my butt through my jeans.  Rae followed me in and immediately buckled her seatbelt.  We sat there in silence as Mr. Holder walked over to the driver’s side door.  I buckled my seatbelt, trying not to look too hard at the stains on it as it lay across my chest.
Rae’s nostrils flared.  I noticed it out of the corner of my eye and turned in time to see the disgusted expression that crossed her face.
“Stinks, huh?” I asked, smiling ruefully.
She tried to hold in a grin, nodding.  Then she whispered.  “Like a rat’s ass.”
I coughed out a laugh as Mr. Holder got in, forcing my expression to go back to being bland.  For some reason I didn’t want him seeing me happy in his car.
He looked up at us, using the rearview mirror.  “Seatbelts on?  We don’t want anyone getting hurt.”
We both nodded.
“Good.  Where am I going again?”
“Highlands.”
“And step on it.  Please.  I mean, Rae’s in a hurry.”  I tried to smile my apology at bossing him around.
I could see Mr. Holder’s frown in the mirror as he started the engine and put his turn signal on.  He pulled out into the road and went around the disabled Toyota to the stop sign.
“Maybe hurrying is what got you into trouble already.  I think I should just drive the speed limit, don’t you?”  He looked up at me in the mirror, eyebrows raised.
Immediately cowed and worried I was going to get Brody in trouble, I nodded.  Brody hadn’t been speeding, and like him, I hadn’t seen that damn red car until it was on us.  The accident was totally Dan’s fault, and I was going to make sure to call the police department and give them my statement when I got home.
“It wasn’t Brody’s fault,” said Rae.
My hand flew out and tapped her on the thigh, almost of its own volition, telling her to shut up.
She looked at me with a question in her eyes.
I just stared at her, willing her to stop talking.  Mr. Holder was a nice enough guy, but something about this whole scenario was bugging me.  Here he was showing up on the scene at just the right time and getting a girl alone - or trying to.  The chances that it was Rae he’d been talking about in the bathroom were pretty much zero.  Mr. Holder and the student had been talking about someone they knew, someone with a history at the school.  Today was Rae’s first day, so it couldn’t be her.  But still...
“So, Rae, how do you like our school so far?”  Mr. Holder squeezed the steering wheel over and over as he waited for her answer.
“It’s nice.”  She glanced at me and then stared pointedly at the wheel.
I nodded very slightly.  She’d noticed it too.  I tried to give him the benefit of the doubt in my mind; maybe he was as creeped out at being with students in a car as we were about being with a teacher.
“And where did you come from?”
My face started a slow burn.  The flush was moving up my neck.  Why does that sound like a loaded question?
“South Carolina.”
“How long were you there?”
“Um ...,” I interrupted before Rae could answer, trying to think of something to say.  “I think you have to turn left up here.”  His questions were bothering me, and I hoped to get him off track.
“I know where the Highlands are, Malcolm, thank you.  Where do you live, son?  I’ll drop you first.”
“Highlands.  Drop me at the Highlands with Rae.  That’ll be fine.”
He squeezed the steering wheel again, this time until his knuckles turned white.
Rae wrung her hands in her lap.
“So, Rae ...,” he continued, “... how long were you in South Carolina?”
“I can’t remember, really.”
His reflection in the rearview mirror showed him drawing his eyebrows together in confusion.  “How can you not remember?  Was it a long time or a short time?  Do you move around a lot?”
I had no idea why he was so desperate to know her answers, but it was obvious he was.  He wasn’t even watching the road anymore, he was so focused on looking at Rae in his mirror.
“Mr. Holder?  There’s a car coming,” I warned, pointing over the front seat to the windshield.  He’d veered a little into the wrong lane.
Mr. Holder jerked the wheel back.
Rae looked down at her phone.  “I have about one more minute before I’m late.  Are we close?”  She looked up, desperation written all over her face.
I resisted the urge to reach over and squeeze her hand for support.  It’s not like someone was dying.  Why was she so freaked out about being a minute late?  Her parents must be serious jerks.
“We’re almost there.  I’ll get you there on time.  Your parents must be really strict.  Are they possessive?”
I couldn’t take it anymore.  Rae opened her mouth to speak, but I cut her off again.  “What kind of question is that?”
Mr. Holder hit the brakes.  “Get out.  Get out of my car right now.”  His voice was low, but the menacing tone left no question that he was serious.
I was taken aback by his change of tone and obvious anger.  “What?”
“I said ... get out of my car.  Right now, Malcolm.  If you can’t be polite, you can’t ride.  Goodbye.  I’ll see you in school Monday.”
I looked at Rae and noticed tears in her eyes.  She was shaking her head, pleading with me silently not to leave her there alone.
I grabbed her wrist with my right hand and the door handle with my left.  “Fine.  I’m going.”  I threw the door open and put my leg out, dropping my foot to the ground.  “And I’m taking Rae with me.”  I shifted my weight and jumped out the rest of the way, yanking on her arm for all I was worth.
The car leaped forward a few feet before she was completely out.
She screamed, hanging halfway out of the car, held up from the road only by my kung fu grip.  I used every muscle in my body to pull her the rest of the way out, my back straining with the effort.
“What the hell, Mr. Holder!” I grunted.  “Jesus!”  My headache pain ratcheted up to new levels of awful.
“I’m sorry!  My foot slipped!”  He leaned out of the front window, his whole arm out and gesturing as he threw the car into park.  The car rocked to a stop.  “Rae, please, my apologies.  Please get back into the car and let me take you home.  Your parents will be so worried.”  He gave her a weird playful kind of frown that only made him look more like a lunatic.
Rae had partially fallen against me with my last yank and her hurry to get out of the car.  She had a grip on my forearms, and I kept them bent and stiff so she could use them as leverage to get up.
“Let’s go,” she whispered to me once she was on her feet, rubbing her temple again.
“Can you run?” I asked her in a low tone.
“Yes.  Please.”
“Gotta go, Mr. Holder.  See you on Monday.”  I took off running, holding onto Rae’s hand for dear life, ignoring the throbbing pain in my head.  We raced down the sidewalk and around the nearest corner, trying to put as much distance between him and us as we could.
The farther away we got, the more my headache receded.



Chapter Sixteen: Rae
WHEN MR. HOLDER SHOWED UP at the scene of the accident, he was like a knight in shining armor.  For about fifteen seconds.  Then he just got ... weird.  It started with his smile.  I hated to be thinking this way, but it looked wrong on him.  Fake.  And then the car itself.  Wow.  I’m not a snob; I’m happy to ride in Gremlins and all kinds of other beaters.  But this particular vehicle was just plain nasty inside, and it smelled like death or something equally bad.  Maybe death was exaggerating, but it was pretty awful.
When Malcolm volunteered to go with me I felt like I’d been drowning and then someone had thrown me one of those orange rings to save me.  I latched onto him so quickly, I must have looked like a desperate loser.  But I didn’t care.  I had a monster headache and my parents were one minute away from calling out the National Guard.
As we drove away from the scene, I thought I’d feel better since I was finally heading towards home again.  But then Mr. Holder’s questions started.  I like to avoid sharing personal stuff in general, but I especially don’t like talking about anything related to where I’ve lived and how often I’ve moved around.  If my dad or mom were in the military, it would explain our constant changes and wouldn’t be any big deal.  But neither of them were or ever had been involved with the government other than to pay taxes.  We were just freaks, and the longer I could hide that fact from the world, the better it always was for me.
Mr. Holder wasn’t taking my hints that I didn’t want to answer him, though.  He was persistent, annoying, and just plain weird.  It made me really glad I didn’t have him for Chemistry.
“We’re almost there,” he said.  “I’ll get you there on time.  Your parents must be really strict.  Are they possessive?”
I was getting ready to say something non-committal, but before I could get a single word out, Malcolm butted in.
“What kind of question is that?”  He sounded offended on my behalf, and it warmed me to my toes.  Rainbows defended me all the time, but they did it with a fanatical fervor that always rang false.  Malcolm sounded more like a regular friend.  I tried not to read too much into it, but it was hard.  It could mean so many things.  I wouldn’t let myself think that he was interested in me, but maybe he was okay with being friends.  I could definitely live with that; it’s more than I could hope for, really.
I wanted to reach over and take Malcolm’s hand and squeeze it, to thank him and let him know how much I appreciated him calling Mr. Holder out on his strange probing questions.  I didn’t, because I didn’t want to creep him out, but even though I kept my hands to myself, I couldn’t help but be thrilled over the fact that it was like he could read my mind or my emotions and wanted to help me.  Rainbows always did everything for themselves, not for me.  Malcolm was definitely not a Rainbow.
The car jerked to a stop.  “Get out.  Get out of my car right now.”  In two seconds flat, Mr. Holder went from being Mister Nice Guy to being Mister Evil Buttbag.
Malcolm sounded as confused as I was feeling.  “What?”
“I said, get out of my car.  Right now, Malcolm.  If you can’t be polite, you can’t ride.  Goodbye.  I’ll see you in school on Monday.”  His tone was like he was discussing homework or something just as mundane and not ordering a kid out onto the street in mid-ride.
I got a terrible feeling in my gut.  Tears leaped to my eyes as I thought about Malcolm leaving me alone in the car that smelled like something had died in it with the guy who asked too many personal questions.
Malcolm looked over at me, and I shook my head, begging him silently not to leave.  I don’t know why I didn’t just say it out loud.  Maybe because my parents had taught me manners, and I’d learned to never cause a fuss, I stayed silent when I wanted to yell.  My lifelong training and adaptions were making it impossible for me to stick up for myself and tell Malcolm what I really wanted him to do.
But it didn’t matter, because apparently, Malcolm can read minds.  He grabbed my wrist.  “Fine.  I’m going.  He pushed the door open and got out, pulling me as he went.  “And I’m taking Rae with me.”
As he pulled on my wrist, I pushed with my legs so I could get out with him, snatching my purse up on the way.  I was hampered slightly by the fact that I didn’t have both hands to push across the seat with.  He was dragging me out as best he could, but the back seat was so long...
The car jumped forward a few feet before I was out of it completely.  “Ahhh!”  I screamed, now half out of the car and staring at the road rolling by very close to my face.  I was quickly coming to the conclusion that a disgusting road rash was in my future, when Malcolm yanked me clear of the car.  I tumbled out and landed against him in the grass on the side of the road.
“What the hell, Mr. Holder!  Jesus!”  Malcolm struggled to get me on my feet.  I was trying to find him with my free hand so I could get the leverage I needed to stand.  I finally grabbed a hold of his stiff arms and pulled myself up.
“I’m sorry!  My foot slipped!” yelled Mr. Holder.  “Rae, please, my apologies.  Please get back into the car and let me take you home.  Your parents will be so worried.”  I looked over my shoulder at him and stared for a moment, horrified at the weird expression on his face.  I’m sure he just meant to be friendly, but he looked more desperate than anything else.  He was like at Rainbow level ten and he’d only just met me.  This was a bad sign.  Now I felt the desperate urge to get the hell away from Mr. Holder that had nothing to do with upset parents and being late or a smelly car. “Let’s go,” I whispered to Malcolm.  The headache that had started during the accident spiked again, and I reached up to rub my temple, trying to make it calm down.  I hissed with the pain.
“Can you run?” Malcolm whispered.
“Yes.  Please.”  I dropped my fingers from my head so I could hold his hand.
Malcolm and I took off running, holding hands as we went.  I had no idea where we were going, so I just followed his lead.  We flew down the sidewalk and around a corner, our feet slapping the pavement in a frantic rhythm.  This was a day I wished I’d avoided boots and gone with sneakers.  My heels were already seriously sore but I tried to disregard the pain and focus on putting distance between us and Mr. Holder.
At first my headache was pounding so bad I wanted to stop and just rub my temples, but I ignored it, worried about holding Malcolm back.  And then when we made it around the corner and were out of Mr. Holder’s sight, it got better.  With every square of concrete that passed under our feet, the lighter the pain became.
Two blocks down, Malcolm dragged me off the sidewalk and through a sideyard of someone’s house.  We cut through their back yard diagonally and entered the yard of the house behind it.  They were two of the few places that didn’t have fences.  I silently thanked Malcolm for not making me climb during our escape.  I’d had about enough of beating my body up for one day, and I had never been one for gymnastics.  We got over onto the street in front of this second house and ran another three blocks north before Malcolm finally stopped.
I bent over, trying to catch my breath, swaying on my feet a little.  My stomach was burning from the exercise I wasn’t used to.  I had a cramp developing in my side, and I squeezed it to try and make it go away.
“Are you okay?” Malcolm asked, taking a step away from me.
“Yeah,” I gasped out.  “I just had a headache and ... I don’t know.”  How could I explain all my irrational fears to him?  That I thought the teacher was out to get me?  That he was probably a Rainbow already, and I was going to have to work to avoid him for the rest of the year or I’d have to leave?  I couldn’t say any of that or Malcolm would never want to hang out with me again.  I wasn’t even sure he’d wanted to in the first place.
“Me too.  Bad headache.  But it’s gone now.”
I stood, reaching up to touch my temples, rubbing them in little circles to test it out.  “Mine too.  Like all the way gone.”  I dropped my arms to my sides, wondering what the hell was going on.
“Weird, right?” Malcolm was giving me one of those confused smiles again.
“Today has been a weird day all the way around.”  I sighed heavily, taking my phone out from my back pocket.  A new text was there.
You’re late.  It was time-stamped two minutes earlier.
“How far are we from the Highlands?” I asked, resigned to the fact that my parents were going to freak and I was going to have to do some fancy footwork to keep names out of the discussion and lecture that would surely follow my arrival.
“Eight blocks.  We could run it in about two minutes.”
I texted my dad back.  8 blocks away.  Running over.  Battery dead.  C u soon.
I shut my phone off and put it in my back pocket, hoping my response would keep him from driving around to find me.  “Let’s go.  Warn me when we’re a block or two away.”
Malcolm started jogging, and I ran fast for a couple seconds to get even with him.  He kept up a steady pace and said nothing.  On another day it might have been fun and even peaceful to run with him like this.  A day when I didn’t have my crazy parents breathing down my neck and an overly enthusiastic chemistry teacher trying to give me a lift.  A day when I was wearing running shoes and breathable cotton clothes, not boots and my school outfit, my purse banging away on my hip.
“We’re two blocks from the Highlands now.”  Malcolm kept going at the same pace, but I slowed.  When he realized I wasn’t next to him anymore, he stopped, turning around to face me.  “What’s wrong?”
“I can’t show up with you.”  I felt ashamed saying that.  I really didn’t want him to think it was about him personally.
He frowned.  “Okaaay...”
“It’s not you.  It’s my parents.”  I walked fast so I could stand nearer to him.  “They’re really, really overprotective.  If they see me with you, they’ll think you’re the reason I’m late and they’ll make sure I never see you again.”
“Seriously?”
“I know you don’t believe me, I can tell by the look on your face.  But I swear on everything holy that I’m not lying.  And I’m not exaggerating either.”  I stared him in the eyes, begging him silently to believe me.  My heart ached with it.  Please don’t think I’m a freak.
“What’s going on, Rae?”  He said it so calmly, like he really wanted to know.  Like he wasn’t judging.  And he was no Rainbow, at least not yet.  I’d never met anyone who was so determined to not be one.
I wanted nothing more than to tell him.  Tell him everything.  But I couldn’t.  He’d never understand, and he’d think I’m a mental patient.  Then I’d never see him again, and I really, really wanted to see him again.
“Just parents.”  I rolled my eyes and shrugged, trying to act all casual.  “You know how they are.”
“Not really,” he said, pulling out his cell.  “Give me your number.”
A secret thrill ran through me, overriding my sadness for a moment.  Goosebumps actually rose up on my arms.  This was the opposite of what I’d been expecting, the rejection that always came with the introduction to my crazy life.  I had a feeling he didn’t give out his number very often.  Even Kootch didn’t have it, and he appeared to be Malcolm’s only friend.
I took Malcolm’s phone from him and typed my number in, giving the cell back to him when I was done.
“This isn’t a local number,” he said, looking down at it and frowning.
“No.  I got this one about three moves ago.  I’ll be getting a new one this weekend, but this one should work for a few more days.”  I tried to smile, but it wavered with the tears that threatened.  Don’t cry, don’t cry, whatever you do, don’t cry!
“Why did Mr. Holder ask you that question?  About you moving around?”
My face flamed red.  I so didn’t want to get into the details of my sorry life right then when I knew my dad was itching to come out after me.  I cleared my throat and stared at the ground.  “I have to go.  I’ll see you Monday.”  I turned around, planning to run away.  But then I realized I didn’t even know where I was or where to find my house.
I turned back to Malcolm.  “Which way do I go?”  I sniffed and lifted my chin, determined to get control of my emotions and seem unaffected by everything.
Malcolm stared at me for a few precious seconds before finally answering.  “Go to the end of the street and turn right.  The entrance to the Highlands will be just a block down on your left.”
Just as he finished with his directions, I heard the telltale sound of my father’s engine.  His BMW SUV was impossible to mistake with its high performance whine and occasional roar coming from under the hood.
“Hurry!” I said, desperation heating my voice, my hands flying up and waving around.  “Hide!”
Malcolm looked at me in confusion.  “What?”
The front end of my dad’s car was just pulling up to the corner.  He hadn’t seen me yet, his head turned the other way.
I gestured to the bushes next to us with both hands.  “Hide!  Please!”
Malcolm jumped off the sidewalk without another word and ran behind the wall of bushes on the edge of the yard we were standing in front of.  I quickly lost details of his form among the leaves, just barely make out some flashes of blue from his jeans and the darker green of his shirt.  I prayed my father wouldn’t notice him.
I turned to face the direction of my house and took my phone out, pretending to mess with it as I walked slowly down the sidewalk away from the bushes.  I didn’t look up, even as I heard the car approaching a few seconds later.
Stay calm.  Do not look back at Malcolm.  Act like you were wandering out here all by yourself in no hurry or panic.
The car swerved over to the edge of the street, the driver’s side window going down in a smooth electric motion.
“There you are.  I was about to call the police, you know.”  My father was frowning at me.  This was nothing new for him.  Smiles were only doled out on special occasions, and almost as rare as the dodo bird.  The saddest thing about my father is that being with me makes him overly happy, but he’s too afraid about losing me to enjoy it.
I stopped walking and feigned surprise at seeing him there.  “Oh!  Hi, Dad!  Sorry about that.  You don’t need to do that, you know.  Come out or call the police.  I was just down the street.”  I gestured with my thumb behind me, smiling as innocently as I know how.  I’m just a happy-go-lucky teenager without a care in the world.  Nothing to see here.  Move along, move along.
He put the car in park.  We were about ten feet away from where I’d left Malcolm, and I prayed he couldn’t hear us.
“You know very well I do.  What are you doing walking home?  Your mother told you we’d pick you up.  Come get in the car.”
“I can walk.  It’s just a block away.”  I smiled, pointing up the street, pretending like we were a normal father and daughter and he’d say, ‘Okay, Rae, go ahead and walk.  The sun and exercise are good for you.  I’ll see you at home.’
“Like hell you’ll walk.  Get in the car.”  He hit the electric door locks to open them and shifted his hand to put it on his door handle.  It was his unspoken threat that if I resisted, he’d get out and make me accept the ride.  He never had to get physical with me; he just had to act like he was going to and I’d run.  Touching my parents was never a good idea.
I sighed.  I don’t know why I bothered offering to walk home from here.  I knew better.  Malcolm was probably listening to all of this and thinking we were the most messed up family he’d ever seen.
I could have fought my father on this, threatened him with denial of my presence to get my way, but my first priority needed to be getting him out of here - or at least getting him to put his window up so he wasn’t blabbing his psychosis all over the place anymore.  Fantasizing that we’re normal and hoping he’d have a different answer than he always did was a waste of time.
I walked around the front of the SUV and got in the passenger side, making sure to keep my gaze on the windshield once I was seated.  Do not look at the bushes.  Do not make eye contact with Dad.  He’ll read your expression and know you’re lying.
“I don’t know what’s gotten into you.”  He put the car into Drive.  His window was still down.
“Can we go please?”  I buckled my seatbelt, even though there were moments like this when I wondered if I might be better off leaving it off and dying in a car accident.  The click of the locking mechanism reminded me that as tempting as it might be to end it all, I had a really strong will to live.  Even though the life I was living pretty much sucked most of the time, I still ignored every suicidal thought that tried to sneak into my brain.  At least today life had been a little different - until now, that is.
“We’ll go when I’m ready to go.  You know you can’t be out wandering around, Rae.  It’s not safe.  Did you walk all the way from school?”
“No.  I got a ride.”  I tapped my fingers on my leg, trying to control my nervous energy by pretending to be singing in my head.  I tried to whistle too, but gave up when it came out sounding like the wind blowing through a haunted forest.
“From whom?”
“Just a guy.”  I cringed inwardly.  Dammit, that was the wrong thing to say.  Guys were always trouble in my dad’s eyes.
“A guy?  Just a guy?”  His tone became angry.  “I want to know who this guy is and what business it is of his to be driving you home.”  His tone switched to one of disappointed scolding.  “Rae, you know better than to do that.  You can’t let boys drive you home.”
He was talking to me like I’m an idiot again, and I was sick and tired of it.  Usually I had more patience with my parents, but knowing Malcolm could still be there by those bushes listening in to my father’s ranting was making me sick to my stomach.
“Dad, just go, okay?!  I’m not going to talk about this anymore until we’re home.”
“Rae...”
I turned the full force of my glare on him, speaking in a low,  slightly menacing tone.  “I will lock myself in my room and refuse to come out the entire weekend.  Is that what you want?”  I did it; I played the isolation card with him.  I hated doing it, but he’d left me with no choice.
The shame I felt over using my power on him was almost overwhelming.  I tortured myself when this happened with the idea that there’s a special place in hell for kids who did that to their parents.  Even when their parents were a pain in the butt.  No one deserved to be manipulated, and I hated that I felt pushed into doing it.  Maybe I should have been more patient, just tuned it out more.  His response didn’t help me feel any better.
His face fell and all the power from his anger disappeared, leaving a scared and lonely Rainbow behind in the driver’s seat.  “No, please don’t.  You know your mother and I don’t like when you shut yourself away from us.”
Tears burned my eyes and my throat felt too full, like I was choking.  My words came out sounding strangled.  “Then take me home and stop with the questions for just five minutes.  That’s all I’m asking.”  I turned away so I couldn’t see his pitiful expression anymore.
He reached out and put his hand on my arm.  I struggled not to flinch away from him.  A smile lit his voice.  “Sweetie, you know we just worry about you.”
My chest ached with the pain I kept inside me.  I stared out the side window.  “Yeah.  I know.”  My voice was rough with unexpressed emotion.  “You can’t help yourselves.”  To anyone listening it might have sounded like I was being a smart-ass teen, confident in her parents’ love for her.  But it was something much more sinister than that.  They really were addicted, and like most addicts, in complete denial.
We pulled away from the curb and got over on the right side of the road.  A block down the street my father did a u-turn to head back towards the Highlands.
The tears finally escaped and began to roll down my cheeks when I glanced out the side window and saw the solid dark green of Malcolm’s shirt through the lighter leaves of the bush.  He’d been there the whole time and had probably heard every word.



Chapter Seventeen: Malcolm
I STOOD THERE IN THE bushes, not moving a muscle, listening to bits and pieces of the conversation Rae was having with her father.  She’d said the guy was overprotective, but that was a serious exaggeration as far as I could tell.  The guy was a possessive freak.  I was tempted to step out of my hiding place and pull Rae away from him, just like I had with Mr. Holder.  But that was ridiculous.  I pushed the urge and thought of it away right after it came into my head.  This guy was her father, not some creepy teacher.  He obviously loves her a lot and just wants her to be careful about who she hangs out with.  Isn’t that what all dads do?  I wouldn’t know.  My dad left a long time ago, or that’s what I hear, anyway.  But if I were a dad, that’s what I’d do.
When the car was out of sight, I left the bushes and jogged the rest of the way home, realizing for the first time I didn’t have my backpack.  I’d been in such a panic before, all I’d been able to think about was getting Rae safe.  I must have left it in Brody’s car.  The only thing of value in it was my journal, which he’d probably read.  I sighed, thinking about the shit he’d be giving me on Monday.  Guys like him weren’t into poetry.  They mocked what they didn’t appreciate.
It took me twenty minutes to get home.  I lied before when I said I live by the Highlands.  My house is in a much more colorful part of town.  And when I say colorful, I mean shitty.
I kicked an empty paper-bag-covered can out of the way as I mounted the stairs inside the concrete block apartment building where I live.  There was trash along the edges of the stairway and in the hallways too, but I always left it where it was.  I’ve seen the people who put that stuff there, and I strongly suspect they have infectious diseases I could catch.  I shuddered at the thought of it as I passed by a used, twisted up condom just two doors down from my apartment at the end of the hall.
I pulled my key out of my shirt.  I kept it on a chain around my neck.  More than once I’ve had to abandon my backpack and then ended up locked out.  I’ve learned to keep certain things close, and access to shelter was tops on my list.
I pushed open the door and shut it behind me, making sure to draw the two bolts and hook up the chain.  Drug deals and angry domestic situations were normal around here, and I didn’t like unexpected visitors wandering in. They were hard to get rid of and always made me feel sick, the way they stared at me and looked so needy, craving my darkness, wanting to consume it in great quantities.  Just me being in this building was a problem for a lot of the tenants, but I had to live somewhere.  Until the State was off my ass and out of my life, it had to be with other people, including people who were paid to foster orphans like me, even though they had zero qualifications or desire to be parents.
I picked up the phone to check for voicemails, but the line was dead.  I slammed it back into the cradle.  Typical.  Bills only get paid when people are around to notice things aren’t working anymore.  I hadn’t seen my current foster mother in weeks.  It was better that way, though.  She was one of the lucky ones.  The foster parents who stuck around always ended up getting very messed up.  Even though most of them were jerks, I still felt bad about that.
I sat down on the ratty couch on the far edge of the family room and thought about my day.  Usually my days bled into weeks that bled into months; I hardly recognized one from the other.  My life was an endless stream of regular patterns, nothing varying beyond me walking around trying to be invisible and ducking into bathrooms, avoiding contact with people as much as possible.
I laughed a little as I remembered Kootch being all magnanimous about my supposed bladder problem.  I didn’t have the heart to tell the guy I’d been in there hiding from him, but apparently Jasmine was perfectly happy with not candy-coating bad news.  The look on Kootch’s face was classic.
And then the world just kind of stopped.  When Rae said she does the same thing.  She hides in bathrooms too.  I couldn’t believe it when she said it; it was like my brain was refusing to compute the words.
I pulled my phone out and stared at her number.
She hides in bathrooms too.
I said it out loud, testing the sound of it, wondering if it meant anything at all.  “She hides in bathrooms too.”
I shook my head, disgusted with myself for wandering down that path.  “Bullshit,” I said out into the room.  “She’s no agent of darkness.  No fucking way.”  I threw my phone down on the couch, watching it bounce off the opposite arm and land in a crack between the cushions.  I was such a sad, sorry, fuck - sitting there thinking some girl who was so shy she sometimes took an extra bathroom break was an agent of evil like me.  Yeah.  Right.
I was still scowling when a knock came at the door, interrupting my next thought about where I was going to find some dinner.  The cupboards had long been bare in this house, and I had almost no cash left.
“Hello?  Malcolm?” came a lady’s voice, slightly accented as if Spanish were her first language.  “Malcolm McNamara?  Mrs.  Brown?  Is anyone home?”
I sighed heavily.  Hello, Shitty Day?  Meet Shittier Day.  I stood up from the couch, knowing that ignoring this problem would only make it worse.  Walking to the door, I took those few seconds to smooth down my hair and shirt, trying to look less like a sweaty mess that had just escaped a weirded out teacher and jail keeper father and more like a studious teenager staying out of trouble, keeping his nose clean.
I opened the door and smiled as best I could.  “Hello, Mrs. Gonzalez.  What are you doing here?”
The rotund Hispanic woman in the brown and black polyester shirt and skirt outfit pursed her lips at me and nodded a few times before she answered.  “Like you don’t know.  Is Mrs. Brown in?”  She stood on her tiptoes to try and see over my shoulder.  She needed another few inches to accomplish that goal.  She wasn’t much over five feet.
“No, she’s not home.  But if you come back tomorrow early, maybe you can catch her before work.”
“No, that’s okay.  I’m here for you, too.  Open up.”
“Aren’t you supposed to call and tell us you’re coming first?”  It was worth a shot.  It only worked on the newbies, and Mrs. Gonzalez had been at the social worker thing for more years than I’ve been alive.
She pushed on the door and moved me back with the threat of a belly bump.  “I would be happy to do that if you had a working phone.  Did you get a cell phone yet?”
My face burned at the memory of my phone sitting on the couch.  “Nope.  Not yet.  Soon, though.  Soon.”  I walked backwards until I was near the couch.  I sat down right on top of my phone, wiggling my butt a little to try and push it deeper into the crack between the cushions.  “Have a seat,” I said, gesturing to the rickety chair to the right of me. 
She followed me over and sat down, the sound of panty hose and polyester swishing together reminding me strongly of every social worker who’d ever entered my life.  There had been many.  Why they were so attached to wearing those uncomfortable materials was a mystery to me.  I had a polyester shirt once, a hand-me-down gift from a drunk foster father with seriously bad taste in clothes, and I’d sweated so bad in it I had to throw it in the garbage the next day.  There isn’t anything much more heinous in my book than a polyester sweat stink.
“So, you have no phone, Mrs. Brown is missing...”
“She’s not missing.  She’s just at work.”  That’s right.  Play stupid.  Maybe she’ll fall for it.
“Sorry, but that game’s already done played out.  She’s missing.”  She opened up a folder she’d brought with her and pulled out a form, dangling it between us.  “See this?  Missing person’s report.  Filed by her sister yesterday.”  She swung it back and forth a few times for emphasis.
“How’d you get a copy?”  In my experience that part of the police department and social services didn’t always work so well together.  I’d had months of uninterrupted and unsupervised living as a result, which made me sad to see Mrs. Gonzalez was so damn on top of things.  Friggin computers.
She frowned at me and put the paper away.  “I know all.  I see all.  You’re alone in this place, and you don’t have a phone or probably any food either.  Try and tell me I’m wrong.”  She challenged me with a raised eyebrow and a little bob-n-weave of her head.
I knew what was coming, so I tried to head it off.  “I have plenty of food.  I eat breakfast and lunch at school and dinner down the street.  I’m fat.”  I pushed my stomach out and patted it, praying she’d buy it.
“Nice try, but you’re not fat.  You’re puffing out your belly to look fat, but you are most definitely not fat.  You’re hungry.  I can see it in your face.”  She leaned in, getting closer, studying me with her muddy brown eyes.  The folder was in danger of being suffocated by her massive boobs.
I shrank back, putting as much distance between us as I could.  I had to get her out of here ASAP.  This woman was surrounded by misery on a daily basis.  All she needed was a shot of darkness from me to push her over the edge and she’d be a goner.  No retirement for her.
“I’m fine, I really am,” I assured her.  “I run all the time, so I have almost no body fat.  I’m trying out for the track team.  Really, I’m fine.  And Mrs. Brown’s sister checks in on me when she’s gone, so it’s no big deal.”
She sighed, leaning back.  “It’s not good enough, Malcolm, and you know that.  We have minimum standards.”
I snorted.  I couldn’t help it.  I tried to cover my expression with the back of my hand and faked a cough.  She had to have seen the used condom in the hallway.  Minimum standards my butt.
She frowned at me and then opened up her file again.  “I’m putting you in emergency placement.”
I jumped to my feet.  “No!”  I held out my hands in an apologetic way.  “No.  Seriously, it’s not necessary.  I can hang out at my friend’s house.  He offered to take me in just today.”  I was totally making shit up.  Kootch’s face was flashing across my mind, but there was no way I was going to even talk to him about this crap.  No frigging way.  He’d be dead in a week, living with me.
She pursed her lips.  I could tell she was thinking about it.  It was so much easier for her to just say yes and not do all the paperwork required to move a foster kid.  She knew it.  I knew it.  The silence in the room was deafening.  It was broken finally by the sound of the neighbors three doors down screaming at each other.  I wondered briefly if an ambulance would be called this time.  The thought crossed my mind that maybe I should just let Mrs. Gonzalez move me so I could give these people a break.  But then there would be another group of people going dark on me at the new place, so I disregarded that idea.  It was better to just ride it out here and then disappear when my birthday came.
“You know I only have three more months left in the system, Mrs. G.  And I’m totally clean.  No drugs, no crimes, nothing.  I stay out of everyone’s way and just mind my own business.  My grades are good, too.”  Hopefully, she hadn’t seen my latest report cards.  I spend too much time trying not to stick out to do well in school, and teachers naturally felt like giving me crappy grades just because I bummed them out, anyway.  I learned not to bother with homework and participation a long time ago.  I only did the minimum to pass and that was it.  I’m convinced teachers gave me Cs just so they wouldn’t have to see me in class ever again.  It worked for everyone, so I never said a word to anyone.
“But I wouldn’t be doing my job if I just let you slide and live in this ... place.” Mrs. Gonzalez was looking around the room, taking in the two pieces of furniture and the thick layer of grime on every surface, her lip curled in distaste.
“I’m fine ... you’re doing fine.  Don’t you have about a hundred other kids who need you to take care of them?  Kids with problems like drugs and pregnancy and stuff?”
“Try two hundred.  But that doesn’t mean I ignore kids, just because they’d rather I go away.”  She fixed me with a stare.
I’ve seen this expression before on lots of other faces.  Faces of people who think they have my best interests at heart.  People who think they know better than me how to keep me alive and healthy.
I decided to try and appeal to her overworked schedule, play the delay game.  “How about we cut a deal ... you give Mrs. Brown another few days to show up, because you know she always does, and then if she doesn’t, we’ll talk about me moving in with my friend, okay?  That way you can avoid all the paperwork if it’s not necessary.”
She stood and gathered her folders and purse.  “Two days.  The weekend.  I’m back on Monday, and you’d better not hide from me.  I’ll call the police and get them involved, and then your clean record will go bye-bye.”  She stood there, gripping the folder to her chest and staring at me, making sure I knew she was serious.
“Yes, ma’am.  I get you totally.  I hear you.  One hundred percent.  See you Monday after school.”
“Be here, or I show up at the school on Tuesday making a big stink.”  She walked herself out without another word, shutting the thin door behind her with a bang and leaving me with a sense of dread so heavy it felt like I was suffocating under a blanket of it.
My heart sank and I slumped over on the couch, arms dangling uselessly off to the side.  I stared at the stained and sagging ceiling.
There was no way of getting out of this.  I’d made it all the way to seventeen years and nine months, and yet despite doing everything right, doing everything I could to keep people safe, I was going to get fucked during the home run stretch.  People were going to get hurt.  People might even die.
Today was seriously not my day.
I felt something hard jabbing into my ribs.  I reached around my side and dug the phone out of the cushions.  Hitting the green button, I saw the last number dialed.
Rae’s number.



Chapter Eighteen: Rae
AS SOON AS WE GOT home, I ran upstairs to my room.  I ignored my mom standing in the front hall wringing her hands, knowing my father would fill her in on the details and keep her from freaking out too much.
His voice followed me into the upper hallway.  “Be sure you’re down soon to spend some time with us before dinner.”
I didn’t answer.  I just went into my room and shut the door.  I didn’t bother locking it because they have a doo-hickey that would open it anyway, and they always got really upset when I locked them out.  It made them kind of desperate, knowing I really didn’t want to be with them.
I pulled my phone out of my purse and then hit the power button on the stereo that rested on my desk, filling my room with the sounds of Lana Del Rey’s soulful, sad voice.  I needed her music to take the edge off the Rainbow madness that I knew waited for me downstairs.  Something about her songs always made me feel slightly anesthetized to all of it, making it easier to bear, making the thought of tomorrow seem not quite so terrible.
Kicking off my boots, I looked at my cell.  The texts from my father were still showing on the screen.  As I laid on my bed on my side, my hand tucked under the pillow that was beneath my head, I cleared them off, one-by-one.
I let my mind wander to the better part of my afternoon.  The part when Malcolm asked for my number.  I couldn’t believe it had actually happened.  Just seeing his name there on my phone made me grin like a fool.  Butterflies flitted around in my stomach at the idea of hearing his voice over the line.  I committed his number to memory, even though I knew I’d never call it, never press that green button on my phone when his number was on the screen.  He’d probably never call me either, but that was okay.  Just giving it to him at his request had been thrilling enough.  For now, anyway.
Worried I was getting a little too nutty over a stupid phone number, I scrolled through the contacts until found Jasmine’s. Two people in one day had given me their numbers or had asked for mine.  It was some kind of miracle.
I laughed softly to myself when her number came up.  I hadn’t noticed before, but she’d put in Jazzy Butts as the name.  I pressed the message button before I could second-guess myself and typed out a text.
“Everything go ok with the tire?”
My face burned a little as I pressed the Send key, my fear of losing my new friend making me think that maybe I should have waited for her to text me first.  I didn’t want to seem too eager to be her friend, scare her away.  I was so out of my element talking to another teenager about mundane things.  With me, everything meant so much, even what should have been meaningless stuff.
My phone beeped and a new message popped up, sending my heart racing with anticipation.
“If by ok u mean I listened to K bitch 20 minutes straight then yeah.  Stellar.  U?”
I answered back, forcing myself to wait ten full seconds before pressing the button to send it off.  I’m cool.  I don’t have to speed-type at warp speed and send it before she takes another breath.
“Got in an accident.  Got a ride from mr holder. Chemistry?  Home now.”
Two seconds later my phone rang.
“Are you frigging kidding me?” Jasmine said without preamble.
“Yeah.  I mean, no.  I’m not kidding.”  I rolled over onto my back, staring at my pristine white ceiling.
“An accident?  In the Porsche?”
“Yes.  The front side is a little smashed.”  I lifted my legs up and practiced pointing and flexing my toes.  My feet were so sore from all the running around.
“Hoooly, shit.  Brody must be furious.  That car is his penis.”
I barked out a laugh, my legs dropping.  “What?”  I was pretty sure I’d heard her wrong.
“His penis.  The Porsche is his sorry-about-your-penis car.  You know, overcompensating...”
“Okay, I get it.”  My hearing was just fine, apparently.  I cringed.  “I hate that word, though.”
“Would you prefer I use dick?”
“Uh, no.”  I was still laughing.
“Schlong?”
“No.  Not really.”
“Trouser trout?  Baloney Pony? Cock-a-doodle-doo?”
“Please, no!  Stick with the first one.”
“Penis?  You want me to stick with penis?  You’re sure about the penis thing?”
I was holding my stomach with the giggling now, rolling back over onto my side.  “Okay, stop.  You have to stop or I’ll pee, and I don’t want to get up.”
“Fine.  How’d it happen?”
“We were going through a stop sign and some guy named Dan ran his sign on the other side and hit us.”
“What kind of car was it?”
“The other one?  Red.  Something red.”
“From our school?”
“Yeah.”
“Dan the stoner.  He was probably toasted.  He always is.”
“He didn’t seem like it.  He was freaked out, but not wasted-looking or acting.”
“How’d you end up getting a ride with Holder?  He’s a freak.”
“Yeah, he was a little freaky.  He happened to be riding behind Dan, I guess.  He just showed up, kind of.”
“Did you check the comb-over?  Wicked, right?”
“I didn’t notice.”  I’d been too busy flipping out over his probing questions.  Or maybe I’d been too gassed out by the stench in his car.
“How can you not notice it?  It starts at his ass crack and ends at his upper lip.”
My stomach was cramping with the laughter.  I hadn’t had this much fun on the phone in years.  Maybe ever.  “Malcolm rode with me.”
I held my breath, realizing I might have said too much.
“That’s cool.  Kind of strange, but cool.”
“Why strange?”  My laughter faded quickly.
“He never goes anywhere with anyone.  Then all of a sudden he’s insisting he go in the Porsche today?  I’m pretty sure he hates Brody.  He must like you.”
My heart skipped a beat.  “Nooo ... he was just being nice.  And he had to get home.”
“If you say so.  But I’ve seen more of him today than I have in the last year.  The ghost has materialized ... and whaddya know, he’s a real boy.  Anyway, I gotta go.  I need to go throw a rock over the fence at Kootch.”
I half-laughed.  “Are you serious?”
“A little.  Talk to you tomorrow.”
“Okay.  Bye.”  I pressed the red button to end the call and tried to stop smiling.  It was impossible.  She said she’d talk to me tomorrow.  Tomorrow is Saturday, which meant she wanted to hang out or at least connect on the weekend.  I hugged the phone to my chest, my face lit up with the joy of friendship.
The door to my room opened and my mom’s face was there in the crack.  I erased my smile and any sign that it had even been there, letting my phone slide down to the bed.
“Hi, honey.  How was your first day?  Mind if I come in?”  She waited patiently in the hallway, working hard at not pissing me off.  But even with her restraint, I could tell from her eager expression that she wanted nothing more than to come into my room and sit right next to me, touch me and soak up the Rainbow vibe she craved.  The poison she was addicted to.  She was worse than Dan the stoner could ever be with his drug of choice.
My parents make me feel like I’m a monster teenager who throws tantrums and makes her parents jump through hoops just for the fun of it.  No matter how many times I try to explain to them that they force me into putting up these ridiculous boundaries, they never understand.  They can never see that the things they do aren’t normal, that their obsessions over me are unhealthy and downright freaky.  And even after almost eighteen years of it, I still could never get used to it, never be okay with being smothered.  I had to put limits on our contact and break their hearts in the process, just to keep us alive.
I couldn’t wait to be free of that guilt, be gone from this place that was nothing more than a gilded cage filled with bribes for touches and apologies for needs they could not and did not want to control.
“Yeah, you can come in for a minute.  I was just about to come down.”  I sat up in the bed, drawing my legs up to my chest, tucking my phone under my pillow behind me.
She came in and shut the door, like she always does.  I think she does it to keep my father out.  They get jealous of each other sometimes, hoarding alone-time with me like it’s gold.
She sat down on the edge of the bed next to me, her hand hovering just above my knee.
I gave her the look that said, Don’t do it.
She pulled her hand away and rested it in her lap, a small sigh escaping before she smiled at me again.  Nothing ever keeps a Rainbow down for long, not even a daughter’s rejection.
“So, about your first day ...”
“It was fine.  Pretty much like normal.  Just went to my classes, kept to myself, and then had detention.”
She frowned.  “I don’t understand.  Detention?”
I couldn’t help but smile.  “I know, right?  It was awesome.”
“How can being punished be awesome?  And who sent you there?  I think we should have a talk with whoever it was or the principal.”
“No, you don’t need to talk to anyone.  I was fine.  I had to sit at a table and study for an hour.  It was very ... peaceful.”
“Did anyone bother you?”
“No.”
“Get too close?”
“No.”
“Act too interested?”
I sighed.  “No, Mom.  No, okay?  Everyone was fine.  Everything was fine.  I got a ride partway back and walked the rest.”
“Who did you get a ride with?”
The heat rose up in my neck as this friendly mother-daughter talk started feeling more like an interrogation.  My annoyance found its way into my voice.  “A guy.  Just a random student who I barely talked to.  It was no big deal.  I got out of the car when I was close and walked.  No story.  The end.”
My mother pressed her lips together, battling herself.  She wanted to say something but was trying really hard not to.
I nudged her with my foot to distract her.  “What’d you and Dad do all day?”
She gave me a watery smile and waved in the air with one of her hands near the side of her head.  “Oh, you know.  The usual.  He was online most of the day with work, and I did some baking.”
My mom’s baking days were legendary.  Sometimes she channeled her obsession over me and concerns about what I was doing into flour and sugar concoctions, and then we’d be up to our ears in cookies and cakes for weeks solid.
“Did you make eight batches of brownies this time?”  I was teasing her, trying to get rid of the anger simmering inside me.  This wasn’t her fault.  She was doing the best she could.
“No.  But I made a tart.  Or a couple tarts, actually.”
I tilted my head down and looked up at her.  “How many are a couple?  Two?”
“Um ... no.  More than two.”
I smiled at her, she looked so embarrassed.  “Tell me you didn’t make twenty tarts.”
“No, silly.  Not that many.”  She stood.  “Are you coming downstairs now?  Your father wants to see you.”
“I’ll be down after I use the bathroom.”
She wrung her hands.  “Okay.  Well, I’ll be down in the kitchen.  I have something in the oven.”
“Tart number nineteen?”
She waved me off and left the room, leaving the door slightly open.  Her evasiveness told me there would be tarts in my future for possibly the next week, maybe longer.  Hopefully she managed to fit a blueberry one into her baking frenzy.  No matter what she did with that fruit, I always liked it.
I was standing to go to the bathroom when I heard my phone beep again.  Another text.  I slid my hand under the pillow and pulled my phone out, fully expecting to see Jazzy Butts on the screen.
My heart nearly exploded when I saw Malcolm’s name there instead.
“R u ok?”  The text was blazing out at me.  The words were so innocent, but they could have meant ever so much if he even had a clue about my life.
My hands were shaking so badly, I almost dropped the phone.  I lifted up my thumb to type my response in on the keypad, and it remained poised over the buttons for several long seconds.  My stomach was burning with nerves.  What should I say?  Should I be cool?  Just say one word and walk away?  Act like I don’t care?  Other people were way better at being cool than I am.  I suck at cool.  Cool and me, we’re strangers.
Just be honest.  Speak from the heart.  He’s going to disappear out of your life anyway.  Everyone always does.
I typed out my response and hit send before I could talk myself out of it and flush my phone down the toilet.
“Good.  I guess.  Sorry about my father.  He’s a pain.”
I expected Malcolm to say it was okay or just blow it off.  I wasn’t expecting him to send the message that came across my screen next.
“You hide in bathrooms.”
I felt like I couldn’t breathe.  My lungs were tightening up and my throat was closing, like I was having an allergic reaction.  Total system shut down.  I was flat-out a mess over a four-word question sent through my phone.
Maybe he was just making fun of me, but I didn’t think so.  This was something else.  I was afraid to even wish for what it could be.
My thumb tried to respond quickly, but I kept hitting the wrong button, like one of the nightmares I have where I have to dial a number in an emergency and I cannot dial it at all, always hitting the key next to the one I really wanted.  It took a full two minutes to finally finish my message, and even then, I waited to send it.  This could be a big mistake.  A huge one.  Three simple words.  They carried so much meaning.
“So do you.”
I waited after sending it, holding my breath.  My face turned red with the effort of denying my body what it needed.  Pounding, pounding.  My heart kept pounding, regardless, slower but still insisting I live.  I finally let my breath out in a big gasp when his answer came.
“Why?  Why do u hide?”
My finger was less shaky this time.  I was doing this.  I was telling him things I probably shouldn’t, but I didn’t care.
“I told you already.  Close.  Ppl get 2 close.”
“But why?” he asked almost immediately.
I didn’t know what to say.  If I told him the truth, I’d sound like a freak.  But if I lied, I’d never know why he was so interested in the answer.  This was the second time he’d asked for it.  If there was even one speck of a chance that he could know someone like me, or understand me even just a little, I had to take it ... didn’t I?  Would the chance of being able to be near him on a regular basis be worth the risk of losing it all?  Or was I better off just letting it go, living my life, being friends with him as long as he could stand the Rainbows and then letting him go when he got sick of them?
Years of the same thing, of getting my hopes up and disappointment crashing down on top of not only my head but the heads of my parents too, told me that No, it wasn’t worth the risk.  I’m the only one of my kind in the entire world.  I would never have a true friend, a boy who could love me for who I am.  Any affection I ever received would be the kind given in exchange for the drugs I offered.  Payment for the buzz my presence delivered.
I hit the red button to clear my screen.  “Just let it go,” I said out into the room, feeling sick to my stomach.  I used the supreme strength of my well-practiced willpower to shove my phone under my pillow, leaving my room right after to join my parents downstairs.  Every step I took away from my room tore my heart just a little farther in two, but I kept going until I was at the bottom of the stairs.
The television was on, and I could hear a football game being played, the commentators discussing the latest call made by the referees.  Pots and pans banged around in the kitchen and the water splashed on.
Our house sounded like many of the other houses in America right now, with moms and dads doing what they do, and teens like me hovering on the outskirts of it, trying to fit in.  But our house was like no other house anywhere.  Of that, I was absolutely certain.



Chapter Nineteen: Malcolm
I STARED AT MY PHONE for a full ten minutes before I finally accepted the fact that Rae wasn’t going to answer my question.  My words glowed out at me from the backlit screen, taunting me with their deeper meaning.
“But why?”
It was a great question, one I wish I had the answer to myself.  I threw my phone down, disgusted with my ridiculous love-starved attitude.  I’ve known this girl for less than a day and for some insane reason I was expecting her to have the answer to the question I’ve been haunted by my whole life.  Why do people want to get too close?
I was halfway across the room when my phone beeped, signaling there was a text waiting for me.  I ran and dove for the cell, dropping it in my hurry to read the message.  Answers, answers, answers.  My eyes scanned the screen, starving for the response I was hoping it held.  It’s the closest I’ve come to praying in a very long time.
Kootch’s name came across the screen, dissolving my dream into a million unanswered pieces.
“Dude.  Party time.  Meet me at the Mickey Ds.  I’ll get u at 9:45.”
I frowned.  I was tempted to ignore it, but after the day I’d had today and the crap I’d been through, I realized I didn’t want to blow him off.  Not this time.  So I at least had to be nice about turning him down.
“Busy.”
“Fuck that.  B there at 9:45 or I kick ur ass.”
I laughed.  All alone in my shitty apartment, I laughed at his attitude and boldness.  Normally I’d write this persistence off as a Miserable’s single-minded dedication to being unhappy, but today he’d sure seemed pretty un-Miserable.
I felt the tingle of excitement move out from my chest.  Maybe I should take advantage of his good mood or temporary immunity to my effects and try to forget the fact that Rae was blowing me off - the one girl who I wanted to get to know better, the one person who I thought I might have a chance of getting to know better without death being involved.
What the hell.  Just say yes for once in your life.  What’s the worst that can happen in a single night at a stupid party?
I punched in my response before I could be smart and run away again.  I was tired of running.  Just for tonight, I was going to stick.
“C u there.”



Chapter Twenty: Rae
MY PARENTS INSISTED I STAY downstairs the entire night, greedily sucking up my last daylight and evening hours with veiled conversation and dinner.  Every question was designed to seem innocent, but they all boiled down to finding out one thing: who was getting too close and acting like a threat to their total possession of me.  They wanted names and contact information.
I did a pretty good job of throwing them off the scent of any new friends.  I’d grown very adept at that over the years.  The only person I did mention was Mr. Holder.  As far as I was concerned, it couldn’t hurt to have the principal watching that guy a little closer.  I knew my parents would be on the phone with Mr. Tweeds over the weekend, now.  Surely they would have his home number and cell too, just like they always did at every new school.  Copies of police reports and restraining orders always gave them special privileges and an inside track to authority.
I didn’t get back to my room until after eight.  Glancing at my pillow, I walked over to my dresser and pulled out my pajamas.  I was determined to not look at my phone until tomorrow morning.  Nothing would make me check my messages until then.  If I did, I knew I’d answer them and then blow everything.
My phone rang as I was pulling my shirt over my head.  Not wanting my parents to hear it, I raced over and grabbed it from under my pillow.  Jazzy Butts was calling.
“Hello?”  I pressed my phone to my ear and spoke in low tones, staring at the door while praying my parents wouldn’t choose that moment to come in.
“Why aren’t you answering my texts, woman?  You think I’ve got nothing better to do than get eyeball cancer from staring at my damn cell screen all night?”
My smile came through in my voice.  “Sorry.  I was stuck downstairs with my parents and my phone was under my pillow in my room.”
“What was it doing there?”
“Long story.  What’s up?”
“Party.  Kootch broke his vow of silence and invited us.  And by us, I’m pretty sure he meant you, but whatever.  I’m going and so are you.”
“Dammit, I wish I could.”  I stared harder at the door.  “But my parents would never let me go in a million years.”
“Lame.  But you don’t need to ask for their permission.  Just go.”
I laughed bitterly.  “Yeah,right.  I’ll just walk out the front door and come back when I feel like it.”
“You got it half right.  Front door, no.  Window?  Yes.”
“I live on the second floor.”
“Fine.  Front door it is.  But you have to go.  If you don’t, then I can’t, and if I don’t get out of this empty house and intermingle with some other humans, I’m liable to do anything.  Shaving cream might be involved.  I might even go throw more stones at Kootch, and then where will we be?”
I laughed, wishing more than anything I could go.
“You don’t want to be responsible for that, do you?” she asked.  “He doesn’t let shit go.  I’ll probably hit him right in the middle of his big-ass forehead, and then we’ll have to call him Cyclops for the next five years.  And as appealing as that sounds right now, I can easily think of eight other insults I’d like to use first.”
“Oh, man, I wish I could go.  I really do.”  My mind was turning and turning, trying to figure out how I might be able to sneak away.  I’d never done that before, but it was mainly because my parents put our house on lock-down every night.  They feared the eager Rainbows who had more than once come looking for me after school hours were long over.
“Listen, you need to just find a way and get your butt outside.  Ten o’clock outside your gates, Kootch will be there with yours truly to pick you up.”
I tapped my foot in agitation at my situation.  I always hated being locked in, but this was worse, knowing there was something fun to go do on the outside.
“And, oh ... by the way?  Malcolm will be there.”
I squeezed the phone so hard I’m surprised it didn’t break.  “Fine.  I’ll be there.”  My heart slammed against my ribs like a bird crazy to be free from its cage.
“Good.  Later, tater.”  Jasmine disconnected the phone before I could respond or ask her what she was wearing.  I’d never been to a party before.  I had no clue what to put on after school hours, at a place where no adults would be around to watch or scold or judge.  Chances are nothing in my wardrobe would even be close to cool.
I threw my phone down on the bed, staring at the floor.  I had to figure out an escape.  The clothes were a minor issue compared to that little detail.  I needed a way out that my parents wouldn’t suspect or detect.
The first step would be letting them see me asleep, so I put on my pajamas and did all the things I normally do before bed.  As I brushed my teeth in the bathroom, I thought of all the routes out of my house.  The doors and windows were all alarmed, but I knew the code.  And I knew the special system for shutting the alarm off of just one entry and leaving all the others connected.  The back door was my best bet.  It was farthest from the stairs and the least likely to be heard opening and closing by my parents whose door was near the top of the stairs.  There was no way I could go out the front.  They’d hear that too easily.
I rinsed my mouth out, and took my makeup off.  I’d bring my eyeliner and mascara in my purse so I could put it back on fresh, outside when I was well away from the house.  If my parents saw me before bed and noticed I still had it on, they’d get suspicious of the change in routine.  I had to act as if this was like every other night in a string of typical nights, not a night like no other.  A night when I’d run around in the dark, free of their web of protection.
My heart was racing with the excitement of seeing Malcolm again.  I was also happy about hanging out with Jasmine, especially since she’s a Neutral and I knew I wouldn’t end up hurting her.  But I would be lying if I said that my primary motivation for taking this big risk wasn’t him, the boy who wanted to know why I couldn’t let people get too close.  Why I had to hide from them all the time in the bathroom.
I turned out the light and went out into the hallway, finding my father standing just past the bathroom door.  I slid my hands behind my back, carefully tucking my makeup into my underwear so he wouldn’t see me carrying it.
“Going to bed early?” he asked, his gaze taking in my pajamas and slippered feet.
“It’s not early, really.  It’s almost nine.”
“Yes, but it’s not a school night.  You usually stay up late on Fridays.”
“I have a project to work on tomorrow, so I want to get an early start.  I’m treating this like a school night.”  I’m pretty sure I’m the only seventeen-year-old in the entire Northern Hemisphere with a bedtime.  I could have just told my parents to bite me over the whole thing, but I let them have their little victories whenever possible.  This way, my threats had power when I did finally issue them.  And there was no reason for me to stay up past nine normally, anyway.  Until today, every evening had been the same, and nothing was a better escape from my life than sleep.
He came closer and stared into my eyes, smiling.  “You’re such a great kid.  So responsible.  How did we get so lucky?”  He reached out a hand as if to brush the side of my head, but I shrank to the right, moving to go around him without making contact.
“I don’t know, Dad.  Just the luck of the draw, I guess.”  I made a beeline for my bedroom when I got past him.
“Sure you don’t want to stay up and watch a movie with us?”  He turned to face me.
I yawned for effect.  “Nah.  I’m tired.  I jogged today in gym and now I’m more exhausted than usual.  I’ll see you at breakfast.”  Saturday I normally avoided my parents and ate alone out in the backyard, claiming a huge interest in morning bird activity just to get away from them.  I knew this offer of a meal together would get him.
“Oh, we’ll see you at breakfast?  That’s something new for a Saturday.  What would you like?  I’ll make whatever you want.  Pancakes, French toast, waffles ...”
A twinge of guilt over his easy accommodation and offer to spoil me slipped through my mind.  “Just an egg is fine.  And toast.  Do we have raspberry jam?”  Of course they had my favorite.  They always did.  But I asked so he could feel happy about getting it for me.
“I’ll make sure we do.”  He stepped closer.
I backed into my room and shut the door almost all the way.  “Night, Dad.”  I stood there, frozen in place, hoping he’d get the hint and not keep chatting about our breakfast.  I didn’t feel threatened by him at all, but I knew he’d stay and talk all night with little encouragement.
“Night, sweetie.  See you at eight sharp.  Your eggs will be ready.”
My heart ached a little with the kindness he was showing.  I’d give anything for his efforts to be coming from a different place in his mind.
“Okay.  Eight sharp.”
I walked away and laid down on the bed, leaving the door partway open.  A closed door always made them a little freaky.  With the door partway open I had a chance of throwing them off the scent of my deception.
When I was sure he’d gone down the hall, I got up and tiptoed over to my closet, pulling out a dark shirt to pair with the jeans I had over my chair from earlier today.  I took the makeup out of my underwear and shoved it into my purse that was hanging from the corner of the chair.  My shoes were already there on the floor, so I was ready to get dressed as soon as I was sure they were in their room.
I got back in bed and rolled over onto my side, facing the door, hoping one or both of them would check on me soon and see my fake-sleeping act.  I quickly pulled my phone out from under my pillow and put it on silent before sliding it back under the soft material.  I had just a little more than an hour to get into my party clothes and out the back door.
About fifteen minutes into my fake sleep, I heard my door opening.  I kept my eyes closed, letting my lips fall apart in what I hoped was a perfect imitation of a totally relaxed teenager, exhausted from her first day of school.
My mother’s whisper reached my ears.  “Do you think she’s really okay?”
“Yes, she’s fine.  She’s a pro at this.  Eight schools in five years ... she’ll be fine.”
“Maybe I should sleep in here tonight.”
“Not tonight.  We only do that when the danger signals come up, right?  We agreed on this, and I haven’t gotten any.”
“But what about today?  The walking home and the ride?”  My mom sounded nervous, like she didn’t trust my dad’s all-clear evaluation.
“It’s just Rae trying to spread her wings a little.  I don’t think we have anything to worry about.”
My heart seized in my chest.  This was the first time I’d heard anything about them sleeping in my room.  I knew for a fact no one had ever been in my bed with me; it would have woken me up.  Did they sleep in my chair?  On the floor?  How weird is that?  My parents were creeping me out to a whole other level now.  I battled to keep my breathing deep and even.  My chest felt like it was going to explode with the restraint.
“Ready for bed?” My dad asked.  I could tell he was pulling away from my door, his voice going softer.
“I suppose.  If you’re okay with it, I’m going to take a pill.  I’m exhausted from all that baking, but I’m wound up from the worrying.  I’m frazzled.”
“Go ahead.  I’ll keep an ear out for anything out of the ordinary.”
That was the last I heard as they got farther down the hall and went into their room.  I climbed out of bed as quietly as I could, going over to my chair where I’d put out my clothes.  Quickly dressing and putting on my sneakers, I kept an ear strained towards my door, listening for footsteps coming down the hallway or more whispering.  But all I heard were the sounds of my parents getting ready for bed and the telltale sound of water going into a glass, signaling my mom’s intent to sleep with Prince Valium tonight.
I walked softly over to my bed and shoved some stuffed animals under the covers, fluffing everything up to make it look like I was still there sleeping away.  I grabbed my phone out from under my pillow and put it in my back pocket, but not before removing the battery from the back.  If my parents woke up and found me gone, I didn’t want them able to track where I was.
Standing in the doorway, I planned out my next moves in my mind, making sure I had every part of it figured out so I wouldn’t give myself away.  I had to get down the hallway and stairs, and over to the keypad by the back door without them hearing me. The alarm code was going to beep and echo all through the house.  I took a pillow from my floor where I’d thrown it earlier and pushed the door open very slowly, planning to muffle the sounds of the beeping keypad by pushing the pillow over it while I pressed buttons.  I waited a full minute before stepping out of my room and going down the hall.
My heart hammered in my chest and my breathing sounded way too loud to my ears.  After five steps I stopped, listening for anything coming from my parents’ room.
Nothing.
I continued down the stairs, stopping every few seconds to listen.  It felt like it took forever, but I finally made it to the back door with no one following me or demanding to know where I was going.  I breathed a deep sigh of relief as I stood in front of the alarm keypad.  I raised the pillow up and smooshed it over the buttons, pressing the first key experimentally.  A tiny, muffled beep came through, but not loud enough for anyone but me to hear it.  My heart soared in triumph.  I’m going to a party!
I quickly tapped out the rest of the complicated combination of digits that would take the alarm off the back door only, and then slid the deadbolt back on the door.  Tossing the pillow over to the chair at our breakfast table, I turned the handle of the door, easing it open and thanking the gods above that it didn’t squeak.
As soon as I was outside and the door was shut behind me, I took off running.



Chapter Twenty-One: Malcolm
I SAT IN KOOTCH’S GREMLIN, waiting in the backseat for Rae to appear out of the darkness.  None of us knew if she was actually going to come, and there was no way in hell I was going to text her after getting dissed earlier.  She obviously didn’t want to talk to me.  I wasn’t even sure what I was doing here.  I should be home packing for my disappearance.  It was the only way out of my current dilemma.  I’d just have to go into hiding until my birthday and say screw it to my diploma.  The thought made me more depressed than usual.
“Where is she, man?  She’d better come,” whined Kootch, sounding put-out.
“She is.  I talked to her a couple hours ago, and she said she’d come.”
“If she’s not here in ten, I’m leaving.”  Kootch was back to being his cranky, Miserable self.  Even Jasmine’s teasing wasn’t helping, much as she was trying.
“Do you have cramps?” she asked.
“Cramps?  What are you talking about?”  He put his elbow up on the windowsill and glared at her.
“Well, you’re so moody, I figured you were on your period.”  She picked at her nail polish, acting like she wasn’t trying to make him nuts.
Kootch lifted his head off his fist.  “Listen, Butts.  Periods are off limits, okay?  We don’t talk about that nasty girl shit in this car.”
“Nasty girl shit?  I take offense to that.”
“Take whatever you want from it, but don’t talk about it.  I’m serious.  Say the word one more time and you’re out.”
“What word?  Period?”
“I’m not kidding, Butts.”
“I just want to be sure I know what word I’m not allowed to say.  Is it period?  Is period the word?  Is period what bothers you or is it cramps that’s a no-no?”
“Get out.”
“Was it period or cramps that did it?”  She was really good at sounding totally serious when inside she had to be laughing hysterically.  I know I was.  The gloom over my new plan for avoiding the State was lifting just a little.
“Both!  Now get out!”
“No.  Here’s Rae, come on, open up.”
My head snapped over to where Jasmine was pointing.  A person was slipping around the gatehouse and heading our direction.
“Sweet,” said Kootch, sounding excited.  “You’re safe from being voted off the island this time, Butts, but you’d better not say that word when Rae’s in here, or I’ll kick you out anyway.”
“What?  You think she doesn’t know what periods are?”
“Dammit, Butts!”
The rest of his admonishment disappeared as Rae showed up at his window, grinning like a fool.
I tried to keep the smile off my face, but it was impossible after seeing her that insanely happy about sneaking out.  I couldn’t blame her in theory; I hadn’t been to a party since I was six.  For a few minutes anyway, this was going to be awesome, so long as I could keep thoughts about my life out of the picture.  Thirty minutes was all I was giving it before I bailed and walked home, but it was going to be a killer thirty minutes if I had anything to say about it.
“Hi, guys,” Rae said as Kootch’s door opened for her.
He held up his hand for a high five.  “Skin me.  And then you’re in the back.  Butts refuses to move from her seat.”
“I called shotgun.  I can’t help it if she lives so far away.”  Jasmine leaned over and looked at Rae through Kootch’s door.  “I figured you’d want to sit with Malcolm anyway.”  She grinned very evilly, making me wonder what the heck she had in mind.  Rae’s expression looked anything but pleased at the idea.
Kootch pushed his seat forward and Rae climbed in.  Maybe I was just imagining things, but it seemed like she was avoiding looking at me.
“How far do you live from here?” Rae asked, looking between the seats at Jasmine.
“Ten minutes, not far.  Kootch is just whining again, as usual.”
“Ha.  Talk about whining.  You’re the queen of that shit.”  Kootch got in and turned the engine over.  “Ready to go party hardy and kick that keg in the balls?”
“Do kegs have balls?  I’ve never noticed that before,” said Jasmine in a calm voice, staring out the front window.
“Shut up, Butts.”  Kootch pulled away from the curb.  “Seriously, I hear they have three kegs of Heineken.  I’m going to help waste at least one of them.”
“You’re not going to touch that stuff,” said Jasmine, sounding serious for the first time.  “You’re the driver, therefore you remain sober.  No debate.”
“Aw, man.  That sucks.”  Kootch’s frown was lit up in the mirror for a moment as a car passed by coming from the other direction.  “How about just one?  One beer?”  He sounded like he was appealing to his parents.
“No.  Not even one,” she responded, just like a real mother.
Rae reached up and lifted her hand to hover over Kootch’s shoulder, but before she could touch him like I expected her to, she pulled it back and put her hand in her lap.  “Don’t worry.  I’m not going to drink either, so you won’t be alone.”
Jasmine turned around.  “You straight edge?”
“Uh, maybe?”  Rae sounded lost.
“Either you are or you aren’t.”
“I don’t really know what that is, actually.”  Rae shrank down a little in her seat.
Jasmine explained.  “Straight edge is no drugs, no smoke, no drink, no nothing.  But still cool, like me.”
Kootch snorted.
“Yeah.  I’m straight edge,” said Rae, sounding more confident.  “I think.”
“Whatdya mean, you think?” asked Kootch, trying to see her in his rearview mirror.  “How can you not know?”
“Well, I don’t go to parties and my parents don’t have alcohol at our house, so I guess I’ve never made a conscious choice about it.”
“Holy crap.  Are you a nun or what?” asked Kootch.
Jasmine punched him in the arm.  “Shut up, Cyclops.”
“Ow!  Watch those pirate rings, lady!  And what’re you calling me Cyclops for?”  He leaned closer to the mirror and rubbed the middle of his forehead with his index finger.  “Do I have a zit?  Fuck, don’t tell me I have a zit in the middle of my forehead.”
Rae and I laughed.  She looked at me and then quickly turned away.  For the brief moment that our eyes met, I noticed surprise.  Like she was shocked to find me back there with her.  I worked pretty hard at staying invisible, but it kind of burned my chest a little to know I was doing that well at it with her.  I shrugged the feeling away, knowing it was for the best.
“No, you don’t have a zit, idiot.  But if you keep saying clueless shit like that I’m gonna nail you with a boulder like you did to me when I was just a baby and give you another eye socket.”
“First of all, it wasn’t a boulder for chrissake.  And second, you weren’t a baby, you were fully grown with the same big butt you have now.  And third, you guys heard her.  Threatening me with physical violence.”  He pointed a finger near her face.  “That’s assault.”
“No, this is assault,” Jasmine said, grabbing his finger and bending it backwards.
“Ahh!  Back, you gnarly beast, back!”  He yanked his hand away and ducked to the left, barely paying attention to his driving as he waved his elbow in her general direction.
“Eyes on the road,” I reminded him.
“Yeah.  Eyes on the road,” Kootch said in a bratty voice to Jasmine.  “Leave me be, wild woman.”
“All three eyes,” Jasmine mumbled.
Rae snorted.
“So where is this party?” I asked, sneaking a glance at Rae.  She kept her eyes forward.
“Just a few blocks away,” said Kootch.  “Two minute countdown to party time.”  He started banging his hands on the steering wheel, keeping time to some music that must’ve been playing in his head.
“Are either of you guys sore from the accident?” Jasmine asked, twisting in her seat to look at us.
I shook my head.
“No, I’m fine,” said Rae, looking at me for a second before facing Jasmine again.  I hated that she was purposely not looking at me, and I hated even more that I cared.
“That’s good,” said Jasmine.  “I wonder what Brody’s doing right now.  Probably crying in his sleep over his stupid penis car.”
“Hey, what accident?  What are you guys talking about?”  Kootch slowed down, looking at Jasmine.
“Brody’s car got smashed when they were in it,” she explained.
Kootch stopped altogether, several feet before the upcoming stop sign.  “What?!  How do you know this and I don’t?”  He turned to face me.  “Dude, what’s your problem?”
“What?  What’d I do?”
“You’re supposed to tell me major shit like that.  It’s Dude-Code.  Total fail, man.  Total fail.  Someone tell me why he’s in my car.”
Before I could respond, Jasmine butted in.  “Dude-Code?  Oh, God, please don’t share.  It doesn’t matter anyway.  They’re fine, see?  Let’s just go to the party, and I’ll drink some beers for you, okay?”
“No,” said Kootch, putting the car in first and pulling up to the stop sign.  “If I can’t drink, neither can you, Butts.  You’re the co-pilot.  Co-pilots can’t drink.”
“Eff that.”
“No, not eff that.  Drink and you find another ride home.  My car, my rules.  Besides, you’re supposed to be Miss Cool Straight-Edge.  You can’t drink.”
Kootch pulled into the intersection, going slow as he reached the other side, his eyes swinging left and right.  “The place is here somewhere.  Can you guys see the addresses?”
Jasmine pointed out the windshield.  “Any chance it might be up there were the ten thousand cars are parked?”
Kootch frowned at her before downshifting and giving the car more gas.  We went two blocks before he parked and responded.
“Arrive alive, that’s my motto.  Now everyone out so I can lock my baby up.”  He threw the door open and yelled, “Wooo hooo!!  Party time!!”
“Shut up, asshole!” came a voice from across the lawn.
We all snickered as we got out of the car.
“What’s his problem?” grumbled Kootch.  “Just trying to have a little fun.”
“Maybe they want the party to last a little longer.  You know, not piss off the neighbors?” suggested Jasmine.
“Oh. Yeah.”  Kootch walked with his head down for a few paces after locking up the car.
“Don’t worry about it, Kootch,” said Rae, walking a step behind him and just in front of me.  “A party’s not a party until someone’s whooping it up, right?”
Kootch smiled big at her.  “Exactly what I was thinking, right?  Fuck that guy.”  He opened his mouth to yell again, but Rae’s hand on his arm stopped him.  The shout came out as a burst of air followed by a weak whine at the end.
“What the hell was that?” asked Jasmine, laughing.
“Uhhh ... I don’t know,” said Kootch, staring at the place where Rae’s hand had been.
I tried not to be jealous of the fact that she was making such an effort where he was concerned and was so obviously doing the opposite with me.  Had my question freaked her out?  Did I push too hard?  Probably.  I had zero experience with girls other than to run away from them far and fast.  The one time I hadn’t was more than enough to feed my nightmares for years to come.  Why was I trying to start another nightmare?  I slowed down to put more distance between us.
“Come on, Cy, let’s go find some Coke.”  Jasmine grabbed Kootch’s sleeve and pulled him down the sidewalk.
“Coke?  I thought we were straight edge tonight.  And don’t call me Cyclops or I’ll call you something worse.”
“First of all you can’t be straight edge just for a night.  And second, I’m talking about the drink.  Stop being a dumbass, would ya?”
Their voices faded as the distance between us grew.  I didn’t want to stay too close, preferring to hang back and watch.  Rae seemed to be doing the same thing, although she was making sure to stay ahead of me.
Kootch’s response to Jasmine’s comment was lost in the sounds spilling out of the door that had just opened ahead of us.  Apparently, we’d reached party central.
Kootch turned around and walked backwards, holding up his arms.  “Party people in da houuuuse toniiiight!”
Rae stopped walking.
I came up next to her and stopped too.  “You okay?” I asked, not looking at her.  I didn’t want to spook her like I had with my text.  Play it cool.  Act like you really don’t care.
“I think so,” she said, not sounding very sure at all.
“Just stick with me and you’ll be fine.”  I wanted to take her hand so badly.  My fingers tingled with the need.  But I didn’t.  I stayed right where I was, not looking at her.  Sweat broke out at my temples.
She laughed nervously.  “I’m not so sure about that.”
I turned my head to look at her.  “I’m not going to bite you, you know.  I’m not a vampire.”
She looked at me, a grin creeping out.  “That’s too bad.”
I raised an eyebrow.  “You want someone to suck the life out of you?”
She shrugged, the humor disappearing from her face.  “Sometimes it sounds like a really good idea, actually.”
Damn it all and everything she might be thinking.  I am going to do this.  I sighed heavily, reaching down to grab her hand.  “Believe me, it’s a bad idea.  Come on.”
She didn’t resist, but she didn’t hold on to me either.  “What do you know about vampires and death?” she asked, staying even with me as we walked up the front steps to the door.
“I know enough about darkness to know you don’t want to go there.”  We stepped through the entrance behind Jasmine and Kootch, the blast of noise immediately pouring over us and shutting out any chance of a normal conversation.
I quickly lost Jasmine in the mix, but I could still see Kootch’s head and arms lifted up to the sky.  He was very determined to make sure everyone knew the party prince had finally arrived.
I pulled Rae through the throng of kids, most of whom I didn’t know or even recognize.  There were people here from another school district, competing colors all over the place.
“Come on,” I shouted, “let’s go out back.”  The pressing need of all these kids, some of them very unhappy people, was already making me nervous.
Rae offered zero resistance.  She pressed into me when the crowd got too thick and moved behind me, putting her other hand on my back.  I twisted my arm around so we could keep contact while we pushed our way through.
The thrill that buzzed every nerve ending in my body over touching her made me feel like a goofy jerk, but I didn’t care.  I hadn’t been this close to a girl in a long time, and I’d never been close to someone like Rae before.  Ever.
We finally made it to the back door and went outside, joining about fifty other people around a totally decked-out pool area.  There was a built-in barbecue with accompanying outdoor kitchen, colorful awnings, a tiki hut bar, and several tables and chairs set up around in groups.  No one was in the pool yet, but I could tell it wasn’t going to stay empty for long.  People just needed a little more alcohol, and clothes were either going to come off or get soaked.
I brought Rae over to the outskirts of a lighted area, near the back part of the yard and the fence that went around it.  We could see everyone inside the house through the back windows and all the kids hanging around the pool with no obstructions.  One of the famous kegs was off to our left near the grill with a huge group of guys around it and a few girls busy flirting for more beer and attention.
“Wow,” said Rae, pulling her hand away from mine.  “That was ... interesting.”
I was sad that she’d broken contact, but it probably would have been weird to keep holding hands when it wasn’t necessary anymore, especially since she’d been working so hard at not even looking at me earlier.
Questions burned in my brain.  The one from before and now one about why she was suddenly so afraid of me or not interested.  I didn’t ask her though, because I wasn’t sure I wanted to know the answers.  Not yet.  There was plenty of time for hurt feelings later.  For now I’d pretend we were friends who might be considering something else.  The fantasy shouldn’t be too hard to keep going for an hour.  That’s how long I was planning to stay.  An hour tops.
“So ... you okay?” she asked me, looking at the pool.
“Yeah.  I’m fine.  You?”  I had no idea what she was talking about, so I just rolled with it.
“I’m fine.  No problem.  The accident wasn’t that bad.”  Her eyes were roaming around the backyard.  She was doing such a good job of acting like she could care less about our conversation that I was starting to believe I’d imagined any kind of connection before.  It made me sick to my stomach.
“Nah,” I agreed.  “Not bad for anyone but Dan and Brody, I guess.”
She dropped her gaze to the ground.  “Yeah.  Sucked for them.”
“Lucky for us Mr. Holder was there, right?”  It was a loaded question.  It didn’t feel lucky by the end of it.  More like really unlucky.
“Yeah.  Lucky.”
I held my breath for a few seconds, wondering if I should risk it.  “And weird, too, right?”
She stopped looking anywhere but her feet.  She just stared at them for a long time.  After a while it started to freak me out.
I let the breath out that I’d been holding in a big gust.  “I’m going to get a beer.  You want one?”  I had to get away from her so I could stop making a fool of myself.
“Yes.  Please.  Make it a double.”  She finally looked up and gave me a lopsided grin.  It made her dimple appear, and I felt like punching myself in the face when I saw it.
“Be right back.”  I took off.  I couldn’t bear to be near her for a single second longer.  She was a nice girl, and she didn’t want to acknowledge the darkness I brought with me.  She was just feeling sorry for me or something.  Why was I trying to force it on her?  Was I trying to turn her into some kind of fantasy savior?  It was the most ridiculous idea I’ve had in a long, long time.  Almost as ridiculous as the bullshit story I told the social worker about moving in with a friend.
I shoved that out of my mind as quickly as it appeared to taunt me.  I had a day and a half to figure something out that didn’t involve running away.  Right now, I was just going to spend the next forty-five minutes being confused by a girl who I had no hope of figuring out in the short time I’d be around her.  Maybe she’d already be gone by the time I was done getting our drinks.
I grabbed two big plastic cups as soon as my turn came up, shoving them under the spigot held by a football player.
“You pay yet?” he asked.
“Uh, no.  How much?”
“Five each, unlimited refills.  Give it to him.”  He pointed with the black nozzle at the skinny kid next to him holding a wad of cash.
I reached into my pocket and pulled out the last ten bucks to my name.  I guess I’ll be drinking my next few meals tonight.  “Fill them to the top, man.  I gotta drown my sorrows.”
He laughed, pressing the trigger and letting the yellow liquid flow into the cup.  “Any guy standing over there with that girl and drowning sorrows has gotta be gay.”  His head bobbed up and down slowly as the foam rose to the top.
I shook my head.  “Not me, man.”  I took several long pulls off the first glass, putting it down to join the second after I’d drained half of it.
He filled the second cup and then topped off the first.  I walked away, taking another huge gulp of my drink, thinking maybe if I got a buzz on I wouldn’t feel so shitty about what a complete loser I am.
“Thanks,” Rae said when I handed her the second cup.  She took several long swallows, wincing when she finally pulled it away from her mouth.  “Ew.  I hate beer, I think.”
I laughed a little.  “I can tell by the look on your face.  Why are you drinking it if you don’t like it?”
She shrugged, holding the cup with both hands at chest-level.  “I’ve never tried it before.  But I hear it’s an acquired taste, so I’m going to finish this before I make my decision.”  She lifted it to her lips and chugged a few more times.
“Better slow down or you’ll find your decision tainted by your buzz.”
She glanced up at me for a second before looking back at the beer.  “That’s what I’m hoping.”
We stood there and drank in silence for a few more minutes.  When she was done, I took her cup and went back to the keg, filling both of them up again.  I took the time to chug a full glass down while hers was being refilled, so I got two more instead of just one for myself.
I finished that third beer next to her before speaking again.  The buzz from the alcohol was warming me up and loosening my tongue, making it easier for me to think about what I wanted to say.  None of the worries that normally plagued me were getting in the way and clouding my decision-making.
“So, you didn’t answer my text today.  Did I piss you off?  Do you totally hate me now?”  Did I just say that?  Did I just fucking say that?!
Her glass stopped in mid-tilt.  For a few seconds it just stayed there.  She pulled it away and looked down at it, biting her lip.
“You can just say it.”  I was encouraging her, feeling really bold and sure of myself, now.  I’d already blown it; I had nothing left to lose.  “I’m used to rejection.  Just say, ‘Malcolm, you’re a dick.  Stop texting me,’ and I’ll stop, I swear.  I was just curious, you know?”  I had diarrhea of the mouth, apparently.  I couldn’t shut up because she was just standing there, saying nothing, not even looking at me.  It made me brave and foolish at the same time - a dangerous combination.  “In fact, you don’t have to say anything.  That’s weird, right?  That I’m telling you to reject me?  Doesn’t matter.  Just do what you did.  Don’t answer.  I can take a hint.  I’ll never text you again.  Promise.”  I threw my cup up to my lips and tipped it back as far as I could, leaning back a little to get every last drop.  “I need to get another beer.  You ready for another one?”  I held out my hand to take her cup.
“Please don’t,” she said, finally looking at me.  Her eyes were shiny.
I burped a little, unable to stop the carbonation from coming up.  “‘Scuse me.  What’d you say?  Please don’t what?  Sorry, I’m confused.”  I scratched my head with my cup-holding hand, managing to spill a little liquid down my ear in the process.
“Don’t.”  She reached up and wiped under her eye.  It kind of deflated my energy a little, and the idea of another beer quickly lost its appeal.  I wasn’t sure if she was crying or if I’d splashed her.
“Don’t what, Rae?  Don’t get another beer?”
“No.  Not that.”
I sighed.  “Okaaay.  Don’t what, then?  Don’t keep talking about stupid shit?  I can do that.”  I turned to leave her there.  I had made enough of a fool of myself.  Time to go home.
She grabbed my arm and pulled me back.  I stumbled a little, bumping into her and making her fall back.  She caught herself but swayed a bit.  “No, that’s not what I meant.  Don’t go.”
“Oh.”  I got my feet back under me and shrugged her off.  I didn’t want her to think she had to hold me up.  I was buzzed but not drunk.  “Okay, I won’t go. What do you want to talk about?”
“I didn’t mean don’t go.”
I rolled my eyes up to the sky, searching for guidance.  Either I was buzzing harder than I thought or she was talking in circles.  When I looked back down at her I felt my heart spasm painfully in my chest.  Her expression slayed me.  She was getting ready to cry, big time.  There were huge pools of tears just balanced at the edge of her eyes.
“Why are you going to cry?”
“Because.  I don’t want you to stop texting me.”
I jerked my chin back towards my chest, totally confused now.  “But ... you just ... you said ...”  I ran my fingers through my hair, my cup bouncing off my head and falling to the ground.  “Shit, Rae.  You’re confusing the crap out of me right now.”  I bent down and snatched my cup off the ground.
She smiled weakly, a giant tear slipping out to track down her cheek.  “Sorry about that.”
I reached up without thinking, using a bent forefinger to start at her jaw and draw it upwards, taking the tear away.  I wiped it on my pant leg.  “No crying allowed.”  I pointed at her face playfully.  “This is a party, you know, not a funeral.”
She looked over her shoulder.  “It could be, you know.  It could easily go from something really happy to something really sad.”
My hand froze in mid tear-squeegeeing.  “Don’t I fucking know it.”  I stood there, staring at her, trying to read her mind.  What I wouldn’t give to know it was the same thing that was going through mine...
She reached up and took my hand.  We slowly let them fall together until they were there between us, down by my waist.  I reached out with my other hand and took her free one, letting our fingers tangle together.  We stood face to face, staring each other in the eye, holding hands.
“You wanted to know why I hide in bathrooms,” she said, her gaze never leaving my face.  She took a deep breath, her chest expanding with it and then collapsing again as she let it out slowly.  Her breasts pressed against her shirt, making my pants suddenly tighter.
“Yes.  I want to know why you hide in bathrooms, just like me.  That’s what I want to know.  Please tell me you don’t have a bladder problem.”
She giggled, the movement forcing another tear to fall and then her chin to quiver.  I reached up with her hand still in mine and used my finger to wipe it off.
“No, I don’t have a bladder problem.”
“Then why do you do it?  Tell me.”  I leaned in, my voice getting lower.  “Your secret is safe with me.”
“It is a secret,” she said in almost a whisper.
“I know it is.  We both have secrets.”  Our foreheads were almost touching.
“I hide in bathrooms because ... because people try to get too close.”  She bit her lip.  There was fear in her expression, but I couldn’t tell if it was fear of the secret, fear of me, or fear of the people she ran from.
“And what happens when they get too close?”  I was just inches from her face, looking down into her beautiful eyes, her soft-looking skin glowing as it reflected the terrace lights.
Mad prayers were rushing through my brain, as I begged any higher power that might be listening to make her reason not what I thought it was.  Before I came here, before this exact moment, I’d wanted Rae to be just like me.  But now that I was touching her, feeling her warmth and seeing her beautiful face and eyes up close, those windows to her soul so deep and full of wounds, I didn’t want her to be like me.  I wanted her to have a bladder problem or a failing kidney or another medical condition that could be cured with prescription drugs and hospital stays.  I didn’t want her to be an agent of darkness.  I didn’t want her to be like me at all.
“When they get too close, they get hooked,” she said, oblivious to my prayers.  “And then they won’t go away.  They get obsessed.  Dangerous.”
I swallowed hard, feeling the burning sickness in my belly rising up into my throat.  I wanted to say something, but I didn’t know how to react other than to want to run, run, run away.  This was awful, terrible.  She’s cursed, just like me.
But something kept me there.  Something kept my grip soft and relaxed, my eyes staring into hers.  The desire to protect her was overriding my sense of self-preservation or my hero complex or whatever it was that always forced me to keep people at a distance.
I opened my mouth to speak, weighing my words carefully.  I looked her deeply in the eyes and finally said, “I know exactly what you mean.”
“But how?” she asked, squeezing my hands for all she was worth.  Her skin had gone clammy against mine all of sudden and she was trembling.  The malt from the beer was on her breath, and it washed over me, making me want to kiss her and see if it was on her tongue too.
I had to say it.  Get it out there, front and center.  It was the last bit, the last piece of the puzzle between us.  With these words, I’d bind her to me forever.  We’d either be two of the same, two in a billion people like no one else, or we just wouldn’t.  She’d be a regular girl and I’d be me.  The guy who makes people want to die.
“Cops are here!” yelled someone from the back door.
My head jerked right, looking for the source of the warning, trying to decide if it was credible or not.
Rae squeezed my hands, her nails digging into my skin.  “Tell me!”  The desperation in her voice yanked me out of the world of parties and cops and getting busted for underage drinking right before I was out of the foster system with a clean record.
“Tell you what?”  I was stalling for time, afraid to say the words.
She spoke through gritted teeth.  “Tell me how you know about the people.  About the hiding.  About all of it!”  She yanked on me hard, pulling me even closer.
We were pressed up together from knees to stomach, and by the expression on her face, I could tell she hadn’t meant for that to happen.  Fear turned to acceptance though, as she stared me down, daring me to answer her.
Something like anger and frustration and desire to feel more of her got all wrapped up together into a giant tangle of emotion I didn’t understand.  “Fine.  You want to know?  I’ll tell you how I know.”  I hesitated only a fraction of a second.  “I’m like you.  I have the same problem.  I am ... an agent of darkness.”
“What?” she said weakly, moving back half a step.
Desire and hope turned quickly to something else.  But I was too overwhelmed with the idea that I’d just spilled my guts to her, told her my biggest secret, the thing that I could never tell another living soul before this moment, to really care about why she was moving away.
I pulled her hands and put them around my back, bringing her closer.  Taking her by the shoulders, I drew her body up against mine.  I could feel almost every inch of her, and even though we were both fully clothed and her in the most conservative outfit of any girl in the whole damn state, pure desire shot through me.  I swear just touching her made bolts of energy fly out of my body and out into the night.
I couldn’t tear my eyes away from her as I dipped my head down closer and closer.  She didn’t move a muscle as I quickly pressed my lips to hers, before I could change my mind.



Chapter Twenty-Two: Rae
THE BEER WAS DEFINITELY HAVING an effect.  Crazy ideas were swirling through my head.  I actually told Malcolm my intent was to get drunk or tipsy or whatever.  I was practically flirting with him.  My grand idea to ignore him and let him live his life was completely out the window.  All I wanted to do now was see him without his shirt on.
I shook my head and then stared at the ground, only able to collect my thoughts when he was gone and getting us more beer.  When he returned, I drank it greedily, looking for the bravery I felt just behind the next cup of bubbly amber liquid.
The alcohol was going to make things happen, for better or for worse, and I wanted that.  Good or bad, I wanted to just make something happen instead of running from things that were always happening to me.  This was probably a really bad way of going about it, but I couldn’t think of anything else to do at the moment, and just straight up going for it without a crutch wasn’t going to work.  I was too afraid.  Liquid bravery, that’s what I needed.
Malcolm started crazy-talking about not texting me anymore and being a dick and I just lost it.  I could picture him shunning me for real - not going in Kootch’s car with me anymore, him sitting at a different table in detention - and all it did was make me want to cry.  Stupid tears came rushing up, and I had to focus every bit of willpower I had over my emotions to make them not fall.
“Why are you going to cry?” Malcolm asked, his face full of concern.
Busted.  It crossed my mind that lying would be the best plan right now, but the beer had other ideas.  “Because.  I don’t want you to stop texting me.”
He was totally confused over my mixed messages, making me feel guilty as hell.  It caused another tear to join the other ones already swimming in my eyes, and that was one tear too many.  I was mortified as I felt the moisture break loose and slide down my cheek.
I stopped breathing for a few seconds when he reached up and wiped it away.  His touch was so tender, and his eyes were so full of concern for me, I’m pretty sure I lost a piece of my heart permanently to him in that moment.
“Sorry about that,” I said, feeling like I was manipulating him with my tears.  But I wasn’t.  These emotions were one-hundred-percent real and I couldn’t control them, much as I might have liked to.
And then he asked me.  He asked me about my secret.  I wanted to keep it from him, to pretend for just a little while longer that I’m normal, just some girl who thinks he’s cute and sits next to him in Art class, put him off.  But he wouldn’t let it go.  And he kept hinting, like he knew.  Like he knew!
So I did it.  I told him my deepest darkest secret.  The one my parents wouldn’t acknowledge, and the one I had never dared hope to share with anyone else.  “I hide in bathrooms because ... because people try to get too close.”  I was scared to death he was going to look at me funny, tell me I’m crazy.  Or just walk away shaking his head.  End of story.
But he didn’t.  “And what happens when they get too close?”  he asked.  He was so close I could feel his breath on my face.  It was sweet, like the beer.  I could smell his boy-scent too, something uniquely Malcolm.  The shadow of a small beard on his chin gave him a slightly rough look, maybe a little sinister.  My blood heated up at the idea of it and I got goosebumps all over.  My palms went sweaty.
I had to answer.  To walk away now would be the end of it all, and I so wasn’t ready for it to be over.  “When they get too close, they get hooked.  And then they won’t go away.  They get obsessed.  Dangerous.”  Jerry the Rainbow came to mind.  Big. Hulking.  Desperate.  Determined.  I shivered at the memory of his face, his hands, his too-strong arms pulling and pressing...
“I know exactly what you mean.”  Malcolm stood there, acting totally cool.  Like I hadn’t just told him I’m a freak of the highest degree.
“But how?”  There was no way he could know.  I didn’t see a single Rainbow hanging around him in school, and he’d been there a long time.  He couldn’t possibly know what I was going through.  He couldn’t understand what it’s like to be me.  Could he?
Someone yelled something from the house, distracting Malcolm from answering.  I almost had a nervous breakdown as I saw our conversation disintegrating because of some loud partying idiot.
“Tell me!” I yelled, yanking on his hands, pulling him back into the conversation.  I couldn’t let it go this far and then fall apart.  I had to know.
“Tell you what?”  He stood there, acting like he wasn’t breaking my heart in two with his casual attitude about the whole thing.
I barely controlled my anger, near-insanity bubbling beneath the surface as I waited for the answer to the one question I’d been asking the heavens all my life.  Is there someone else out there like me or am I all alone in the world?  “Tell me how you know about the people!  About the hiding!  About all of it!”  I jerked his hands again without thinking, accidentally pulling him against me.
At first I was freaked out.  If he attached himself to me and attacked me now, it would be my fault.  He’d done nothing to make this happen, it was all me.  But as I stared up into his eyes and saw the concern there and the confusion, yet none of the fervor that usually came from Rainbows, fear turned to something else.  I wanted him to touch me again.  But more than that, I wanted him to answer my question.
His jaw muscle tightened and his voice came out strained.  “Fine.  You want to know?  I’ll tell you how I know.  I’m like you.  I have the same problem.  I am an agent of darkness.”
I pulled back slightly, confused.  I had been expecting about three possible answers to my question:  ‘I’m just like you’ or ‘You’re a nut job’ or ‘I don’t understand’.  But at no point did I expect to hear that.  “What?” His words banked the heat that had been building up between us.  I suddenly felt threatened, but I wasn’t sure why.
He pulled on my hands, drawing me near, and put them behind him, placing them on his lower back.  I left them there, gripping onto his belt, part of me wanting to run but a bigger part wanting to feel him against me again.  Screw the risk.  Screw the weird answer.  Screw everything.  Just touch me, please...
He put his hands on my shoulders and leaned down.  His hard body pressed into mine.
I could smell him again.  The heat was back and stronger than ever.  I let it wash over me, welcoming the shiver it brought to my bones.
His eyes were dark pools of sadness mixed with a tiny spark of hope that I knew mirrored my own emotions.  Just coming into contact with him made bolts of energy fly out of my body and out into the night.  Something wild was happening, uncontrollable, destined maybe.
We didn’t break eye contact until his lips met mine.  My lids fluttered closed on their own as the last bit of distance between us disappeared into oneness.
His mouth was soft at first, almost questioning as he kissed me in little bits.  The tentative touches continued in longer and longer stretches, the sounds of our more frantic breathing making the whole experience more sensual, hot.  His touch became more insistent, and his lips were wet now, sliding along mine and causing tickling sensations to build deep in my belly.
He pulled away just the tiniest bit, making me think he was done kissing me, but then his tongue came out to stroke my bottom lip, causing me to gasp in surprise.  I know about kissing, I’d done it once before, but the results hadn’t been anything like this.
I pulled him closer to me, tilting my head to reach more of his mouth with mine. I wanted to consume him, feel him everywhere, go deeper.
My fingers roamed across his muscled back as his hands slid up to my neck and then to the sides of my face to hold me there tenderly, deepening our kisses and moaning when I tangled my tongue with his.
“Hey, what are you guys doing over here?” said an annoyed Kootch.  “You want to get arrested for underage drinking?  Come on!”
I jerked away from Malcolm, my face flaming red with embarrassment over being caught.  The cool night air doused the fire that had grown way too hot, and the presence of our friend woke me up to our reality.  We were getting all hot and bothered in the middle of a party and the cops were here to arrest people.  Holy crap, what is my problem?!
“Shit are they here?” asked Malcolm, looking a little lost as he ran his hands through his hair.  He was as flustered as I was.
“Hey, love birds, what’s this all about?”  Jasmine had walked up behind Kootch and was pointing to both of us in turn with a huge grin on her face.  “Geez, we leave you alone for ten minutes and you’re over here making babies already.”
“Shut up, Butts,” growled Kootch.  “Come on, we have to get out of here.  Geneva does not like being towed.  She hates not sleeping in my driveway.”
I said nothing, too embarrassed at being caught climbing down Malcolm’s throat to find my voice.  I followed Kootch with Jasmine next to me.  Malcolm brought up the rear.
“You are going to spill every last bean you have, girl, or there will be blood.”  Jasmine was trying to give me a tough look, but I was too flustered to play along.
“Just get me out of here,” was all I could manage.
“Cops!”  yelled a guy, running past us.  “Go out back!  Over the fence!”
Kootch spun around and shoved Jasmine and me in a half-circle.  “Go, go, go!” he yelled.
I didn’t question him, I just turned and ran.  Malcolm was there, taking me by the hand and running with me.  I was glad for his touch and the sense of security he brought, rational or not.
We got to the fence, and I panicked.  There was no way I was going to make it over; it was way too high.
Malcolm laced his hands together and held them down by his knees for me.  “Step here.  Go!”
I grabbed the edge of the fence and put the bottom of my shoe on his hands.  He launched me up at the same time as I stood straight, and in a rush of air I found myself at the top of the fence, screaming in fright.
Jasmine popped up next to me, using Kootch as her launching pad.  “Climb over, dork!” she shouted in my face, just before throwing her leg over.  She lowered herself down and dropped to her feet on the other side.  “Now!” she yelled, gesturing for me to follow.
I lifted my leg up and straddled the fence.  Looking back, I nearly had a stroke.  Several police officers were coming out the back door and into the backyard.
Kootch climbed up the fence like a monkey and flopped over onto the other side, falling on the ground and just barely missing landing on Jasmine.
She kicked him once in the side as he tried to get up.  “You almost squashed me, dummy!”
“Stop right there, young lady!” one of the officers yelled, pointing a flashlight beam in my face as I turned around.
I froze.
“Jump down!” yelled Jasmine, her voice getting harder to hear as she ran away.  “Come on!”
“Go, Rae!” said Malcolm.
“No!  I can’t leave you here!”  I probably could have jumped down and escaped to the Gremlin with Jazzy Butts and the Cyclops, but I really didn’t want to leave Malcolm to the cops.  We were connected now, for better or for worse.  My only hope was to work some Rainbow magic on these guys to help us get out of this mess before either of our parents found out what we’d been doing.
I flipped my leg back over to the house-side of the fence and climbed down with Malcolm’s help.  We stood next to each other holding hands as the officers descended.



Chapter Twenty-Three: Malcolm
I HELD ONTO RAE’S HAND and stepped a little in front of her.  Normally when I interact with cops, I keep my distance.  They’re around negativity and violence all day long, and the last thing they need is a dose of darkness to add to the mix.  But this time, I had more than them to think about.  I had Rae, and I didn’t want any guy with a gun getting near her.
“Is this your residence?” asked the officer who was the first to approach.  Two more of them wandered around the yard, checking behind trees and in corners.  I could have saved them the trouble and told them that Rae and I were the only people left back there, the only ones not smart enough to jump the fence in time, but I didn’t bother.  They wouldn’t have listened anyway.
I blamed myself for us being there.  Kissing her, I’d been in some kind of weird trance that blocked out all sense of reality.  Now we were going to pay for it, me especially.  I had some very dark days ahead of me for sure.  Mrs. Gonzalez would never let this slide.
“No, sir, we don’t live here,” I said, gently squeezing Rae’s hand, trying to let her know that I’d take care of her.
“What are you doing here?”
“Just hanging out,” I answered, trying to sound respectful and non-threatening.
“Do you know the residents of this house?”  He rested his hands on his belt, one near his nightstick and one near his handcuffs.
I swallowed hard.  “No, sir.  I was just here visiting.”
“You’re visiting a place where you don’t know the residents, huh?  How old are you?”
“Seventeen.  Almost eighteen.”
“Did you have any alcohol tonight?”  His gaze slid to the keg across the yard.
“Uhh, no, sir.”  Of course he’d smell it on me if he got any closer, and any breathalyzer test would totally take me down, but I figured admitting it would be even worse.  At least I had from now until he tested me to be presumed innocent.
“You sure about that?”  The cop took a step closer.
Rae spoke up, stepping from around me to stand at my side.  “He hasn’t.  But I have, and I’m only seventeen.  I want to turn myself in.  Come on.”  She walked forward like she was just going to hug the guy or something.
He backed up, pulling his nightstick partway out of his belt.  “Stop right there.  Don’t come any closer.”
“Rae, what are you doing?” I said, instantly freaking out, thinking she was going to get clubbed or something.  That beer must have gone straight to her head and made her completely lose her grip on reality.  It made me sick to think that I’d taken advantage of her and kissed her when she was that far gone.  She probably never would have touched me if it hadn’t been for the beer.
She stepped around him and began walking towards the house.  “Come on, officer.  Let’s go to the station.”
He tried to grab her arm, but she danced to the side and he missed.  The other cops were too busy looking for kids inside now to do anything with Rae.  Our interrogator stood there looking from me to her, total confusion written all over his face.  She was already halfway to the door by the time he made his decision about how to handle the weird situation.  “Stay put,” he ordered, before turning to go after her.
I did as he said, but not because he told me to.  I didn’t want to abandon Rae.  She was off the rails and someone needed to be there for her.  No way was I going anywhere.
She reached the doorway and turned around, a huge grin on her face.  She waved.  “Bye, Malcolm!  See you on Monday!”  And then she spun around and ran inside.
“Hey!” yelled the cop.  “Chuck!  Banks!  We’ve got a runner!  In the house, coming from the back!”
I stood there not knowing what to do for a second or two.  None of this made any sense.  Who goes to a party, drinks a beer, and then surrenders to cops?  That’s just ... weird.
But then Rae’s voice came from somewhere I couldn’t see and solved my dilemma for me.  “Run, Malcolm!  Over the fence, run!”
I battled with my conscience for a few more precious seconds, wanting to follow her into the house so we could go down in flames together.  But then I decided I might be able to do more to help her with some distance and time on my side.  Maybe I could get around to the front of the house without being seen and aid in her escape from there.
I turned and ran.  The fence loomed large, and I visualized myself leaping from three feet away, grabbing the top, and climbing up like Kootch had.
“Hey!  Where do you think you’re going?!”
I ignored the voice and grabbed the fence, the leap from three feet in my imagination much more graceful than it turned out in reality.  My sneakers slipped on the smooth surface of the wood, looking for something to grip onto.  I finally found the cross-bar of wood holding the upright parts together and used my toe to lift me to the top.  I was almost all the way over when someone grabbed my pant leg.
“Oh, no you don’t,” said the voice, grunting with the effort of keeping me on his side.
I kicked the police officer hard, catching him in the chin.
“Sorry!” I yelled, as his hand fell away.
I threw myself off the fence to the ground below.  I was on my knees when another officer came down the alley that separated the yard I had just left from the next section of neighborhood.  I took off running in the opposite direction, down the narrow road, planning to loop back around when I got to the end.  I easily outpaced the overweight officer behind me, and the one on the other side of the fence didn’t follow me over.  I was home free in under a minute.
At the end of the alley I turned left, acting like I was heading farther away from the house so they’d look on the wrong street if they were really dead set on arresting me.  After only taking a couple steps in the wrong direction, I crept back and peeked up the path I’d just come from to see if the cop was still pursuing me.  I was relieved to find him faced the other way, walking back to the other end of the alley.  I quickly crossed over to the other side, looping around to the front of the house that was about ten down from the party place.
Going from house to house, staying close to the front porches and bushes, I made my way back.  As I went, my gaze scanned the road lit by streetlamps, expecting to see nothing but a few remaining student cars and the officers’ vehicles.  This neighborhood is the kind where people tuck their SUVs away in garages, out of sight, so normally the street would be clear.
I almost looked away, certain I was seeing what I’d expect after a party raid, but then something caught my eye.
I froze, my body tingling all over.
My legs wouldn’t move as I took in the brown sedan with leprosy that stood out and so obviously didn’t belong.  It gave me the weirdest sense of foreboding; I could almost feel it rushing over me like a wave of awfulness.  What the hell is he doing here?  He couldn’t possibly live in this neighborhood and drive that POS.
I snuck over to stand behind a half-wall of manicured bushes that sat at the edge of the party-house yard, trying to see what was going on at the front of the house.  The sedan was parked just behind me on the street.
Rae was standing on the front porch, her form illuminated by the lights that glowed brightly from lamps above her head and behind her on the front of the house.  She had her hand on the arm of a police officer and he was nodding, looking at her intently.  His other arm hung limply at his side.  I’ve never seen a law enforcement person look less alert, like he was ready to take a nap standing up.  Even his head was drooping down lazily.
Mr. Holder was walking across the grass, having just left his horrible, piece-of-crap car.  I could see him aiming right for Rae with the single-minded determination of a frigging molester or something.
No fucking way is that happening.  I had no idea what he was doing there or what his intentions were, but I couldn’t see anything good coming of him being involved.
I came out from behind the bushes, no plan in mind, ready to go nuts with my darkness and bring everyone down in tears if I had to.  I didn’t even know if I could make that happen, but I sure as hell was going to try.
Rae looked to her left when Holder was halfway across the lawn and her jaw dropped open.  She shifted to move behind the police officer, who was still acting like he was in a stand-up coma.
I ran, full out, taking in all the details of the situation as I drew near.  Holder.  One cop near Rae.  Two more inside probably.  End of the porch is open, drop not too far.  Good escape spot.  I arrived at the bottom step as my next thought burst out of me with as much force as I could manage, while trying to breathe through my panic:  Bring on the darkness.



Chapter Twenty-Four: Rae
EVERYTHING WAS GOING PERFECTLY UNTIL Malcolm decided to go all knight in shining armor on me.  One second I had the cop convinced that this was all just a silly misunderstanding and that he should let me go for a walk down the street by myself, and the next, Mr. Holder is walking up with a seriously creepy look on his face and Malcolm’s there, standing at the bottom step, ready to do battle.
“Stay back!” Malcolm yelled at Mr. Holder, his back to me and the officer.  Apparently he was as weirded out by the teacher being here as I was.
The cop snapped out of the happy trance I’d put him in.  “Hey.  What’s ... what are you doing?”  He looked at me like he’d just realized I was standing there in front of him.  “What’s going on?”
I smiled, reaching out to touch his arm again.  “What’s going on is you’re letting me go.”
He yanked his arm away.  “Like hell I am.  You’re a minor and you’re drunk.  We’re going to call your parents first, and if you give me any trouble we’ll go down to the station, too.”
I jerked my hand back, shocked that he was being so rude to me.  “What happened to you?” I asked, before I could stop myself.  I knew I sounded like a spoiled Hollywood starlet pulled over for drunk driving, but I couldn’t help it.  People never talked to me like this.
He rested his fingers on the handcuffs at his belt as he back-stepped towards the door.  He yelled over his shoulder without taking his eyes off me.  “Banks!  Get out here on the front porch!”
Mr. Holder moved closer to Malcolm, pulling my attention away from the police officer.  “Step aside, son,” the teacher said, “I need to speak to Rae.”
“Like hell.  I’m not going anywhere.  You stay away from her.”  Malcolm took a step up to the next stair closer to me, gaining a few inches on the teacher.  He clenched his fists in front of him like he was going to fight.
“Malcolm what are you doing?” I asked, panicked he was going to get arrested for assault or something.  I’d given him the perfect chance to get away.  Why was he here screwing it all up?  I could have gotten away on my own if he hadn’t interfered and distracted the police officer.
Not only was I cranky that he’d gotten both of us in trouble, but I was also confused about how he’d actually done it so thoroughly.  Usually people stayed in Rainbowland no matter what happened around them, so long as I stayed close and turned on the charm.  But the cop had snapped out of it like someone had thrown a bucket of cold water on his head.
I had no time to figure it out now, though.  Mr. Holder was in too much of a hurry to come rescue me, apparently.  He waved a finger in my direction, like he was drawing squiggly lines in the air.  “Officer, I’m taking charge of that minor up there.  She’s in my care.”  His comb-over chose that moment to flop off the side of his head.  It waved around like a palm frond in a storm before settling into a limp position over his ear.  All I could think about was grabbing a pair of scissors and hacking it off.  He seriously needed to be de-comb-overed.
“And who are you?” asked the officer, detaching his handcuffs from his belt.
I swallowed hard, no longer worrying about Mr. Holder’s terrible hairdo, but wondering if the restraints were for me or Malcolm.  I looked around as casually as possible, trying to find a way out of this mess, now that my plan to entrance my captor wasn’t going to work out.  My eyes locked on the other end of the house.
There was only one option that I could see: through the officer who stood between me and the far end of the porch.
“I’m Edward Holder, and these are my students.”  Mr. Holder tried to come up the stairs, but Malcolm moved to block him, forcing him back down onto the front walk just by getting in the way.
“You’re not going near her,” Malcolm said.  He turned his head to explain to the cop.  “This guy tried to kidnap her earlier.”
“Kidnap?  What are you ... are you crazy?!”
Mr. Holder was acting all offended, but to me it sounded like someone protesting a little bit too much, especially because what Malcolm was saying was kind of true.  Maybe.  I hadn’t considered it kidnapping before, but now I wasn’t sure what to think.
“I would never ... have never ... that’s the most ridiculous thing I’ve ever heard.  You need to go home, Malcolm McNamara, before you get yourself into some serious trouble not only with the law but with me.  I could sue you for defamation!”
“Go ahead.  And I’ll tell anyone who will listen that you tried to drive away with her when she was trying to get out of your car.”
“I never ...”
“Hey!  That’s enough!” yelled the cop.  He moved towards the stairs.  “Malcolm, is that your name?”
“Yes.”
“Come up here on the porch.  Mr. Holder, you stay where you are until we sort this out.”
I breathed out a sigh of relief as Malcolm quickly joined me by the front door.  He stood next to me and took my clammy hand in his, squeezing it gently several times in a row.  He was probably trying to signal me about something, but I had no idea what.  I hoped it was his plan to escape, because if my parents found out what I was doing right now, they’d move us to another state tomorrow.  No way would they let this event slide by as just a little blip on the radar.  Busted by the police at a party, drinking beer with a guy, sneaking out ... this would be a cataclysmic event in my world, but only if my parents found out.
Mr. Holder scowled, speaking to the officer like he was barely restraining his anger.  “I told you, officer, I’m taking charge of Rae.  She’s coming with me.”  He took a step closer to the porch again.
My earlier ideas of Mr. Holder being kind of strange amplified about ten times.  He was like a Rainbow, only angry at the same time.  Desperate.  Determined.  Needy, but in a twisted kind of way.  I hadn’t even gotten close to the guy, and he wanted to take me with him in his nasty stink mobile for I don’t know what.  When he put a foot on the first step, goosebumps broke out on my skin - the bad kind - and my hair stood up on the back of my neck.  He was going to ignore the police officer’s order to stay away.
The officer bristled.  “Sir, I’m going to tell you one more time to stay back.  Do not come up those stairs.”  He kept his eyes on Mr. Holder as he yelled for his buddies.  “Banks!  Chuck!  Get out here!”  His hand moved to a taser in a holster at his back.
Malcolm squeezed my hand hard, and I looked up at him, wondering what he was trying to say.  He lifted his chin towards the end of the porch, the place I’d already decided would be my jumping off point if I decided to run, and then he stared at me pointedly, nodding slightly.
Before I could agree on his plan, the front door opened and another police officer came out partway.  “We have a little problem inside.  Found a girl upstairs in a bedroom.  She’s been drugged and possibly other things.  Ambulance is on the way.”
“Leave that to Charlie for now and call for backup.  We have a situation out here.”  The first officer looked pointedly at Mr. Holder as the second officer drew up next to him, walking past us with barely a glance in our direction.
The second officer spoke to Mr. Holder.  “What’s the problem, sir?”
“As I’ve already explained ... I am taking charge of that young woman there.”  He pointed at me.  “I’m her teacher and responsible for her.”
“No, he’s not,” I said, sick over the idea of this guy making claims on me that he had no right to.  No Rainbow in my past had ever been this obsessed this quickly.  Normally it took months of constant nearness for them to lose their grip so thoroughly, and I’d never even touched him, not once.  I’d remember that.  “He’s not my teacher, and he’s definitely not taking charge of me or anything else.  Keep him away from me.”
Mr. Holder took another step, now with both feet on the bottom stair.
“Sir, move one more inch towards the girl and I’m going to arrest you.  Back.  Up!”
The posture of both officers went rigid with preparedness.  They were so ready to take Mr. Holder down, it was scary to witness.  They were planning to use tasers, but their big heavy-looking guns were enough threat just sitting there at their sides for any sane person to just back the hell off.  Mr. Holder was obviously insane.
Unfortunately, Mr. Holder was so over the edge, he either didn’t notice they were ready to kick butt or he didn’t care that they both had tasers out and plenty of other weapons at their disposal.  He was giving them every signal in the book that he didn’t give a flying hoot about being electrified.  He stared at me, narrowing his eyes.  “Tell them to let you come with me, Rae.”  He lifted a foot to go up to the next stair.
I frowned at him.  The guy was totally bonkers, and his fixation couldn’t be explained by normal Rainbow problems.  “No, I don’t want to go with you.  Stay away from me.”
He lunged up the stairs with zero warning or sign that he was going to do it, taking the officers by surprise.  They rushed to block him from getting through.  I heard a heavy clatter and watched a taser fall down the stairs and into the grass near the front walk.
As the officers converged on Mr. Holder, wrestling around to get him under control, Malcolm yanked me closer to his side and then forward.  We took off running down the porch, towards the open end where there was no railing.
I heard the cops yell.  I turned, poised to leap off the porch, staring at the nightmare behind me.  Somehow Mr. Holder, the skinny geeky chemistry teacher with his hair still flopping around, had managed to break through their wall of uniforms and weapons and was coming our way.
“Jump!” yelled Malcolm, springing from the porch while still holding my hand.
I screamed as I was jerked along with him, flying towards the ground completely out of control.  I landed on top of Malcolm, taking him down in a crazy tackle, both of us rolling into the bushes and flowers nearby.
Mr. Holder stood on the edge of the porch above us, looking down.  “Rae!” he yelled, “you’re coming with me!”  And then he arched backwards, a shocked expression coming over his face and staying there, like he was frozen.  Then his body convulsed over and over, and I heard a clicking sound coming from behind him.
Taser! I wanted to cheer with joy but I stayed silent and yelled in my head instead.  You got tazed, you crazy Rainbow bastard!
“Come on!” yelled Malcolm, scrambling to his feet.  “We have to go!”
I joined him, finally untangled from his legs and the stupid shrub that had wrapped itself around my shoelaces.  We ran across the side yard and then into the neighbor’s front yard.  Two people were standing by their door, staring at us as we sprinted by.  I ignored them, too focused on running as fast as I possibly could to worry about witnesses or anything else.  My family was too new in town for anyone to know me or my parents anyway.
“Come on,” said Malcolm through his heavy breathing, “let’s get as far away as we can before we stop.”
I didn’t bother answering.  I had to conserve my oxygen for the running.  I was so not in shape for escape on foot.
Our shoes pounded on the concrete sidewalk and over the deep lawns that slowed me down way more than I would have liked.  My thighs burned, and I got a stitch in my side after four blocks.  The beer sloshed around in my stomach, reminding me of my stupid decision to try and drink some bravery into my system.
We rounded the end of the street and took several turns onto other side roads before Malcolm took a sharp left across someone’s lawn to go in between two dark houses.  I followed a few feet behind, no longer able to keep up.  He turned when he realized I wasn’t there and waited for me to catch up.  Taking me by the hand, he drew me up to the side of a house where we would be sheltered from the view of anyone on the street behind a large, oval-shaped and very dense bush.
He pulled something out of his back pocket, his chest heaving as he tried to catch his breath.  When the thing in his hand lit up, I realized it was his phone.
“Who are you calling?  The police?”  I had no idea why he’d want to do that since we’d just spent so much time trying to run away from three of them.
“No. I’m calling us a ride.”  He put the phone to his ear.
“To where?  I have to go home.”
He shook his head.  “I don’t think you should.”
“Why?  My parents will freak if they find me gone.”
“They really don’t know you’re out?”
“No.  Do yours?”
He looked at me funny.  “Not exactly.”
“Well ... then ... I guess we both just have to go home and hope they haven’t figured out we were gone.”  I felt so weird right now.  Less than thirty minutes ago we were making out all hot and heavy in someone’s backyard with people standing all around us.  Now we were in a quiet side yard, totally alone, and it felt awkward.  Nothing was making sense tonight.  Nothing.
“I’m calling Kootch to see if he can come get us.  He’s probably still around here somewhere.  We’ll both go home.  I doubt Mr. Holder will follow us.  He has to know parents would call the cops on him the way he’s acting.”
“Good.  Tell Kootch to hurry.”
Malcolm walked out from behind the bush.  “Stay here.  I just need to see the house number.”
I could hear him talking in a soft voice as he disappeared into the darkness, but I couldn’t make out the words.  I was just happy Kootch had answered.  We were way too far from my house to walk.
Malcolm came back a few seconds later, still talking to Kootch.  “Dude, just do it. You just got home, and we have no way to get back.”  He waited a few seconds and then said, “Fine.  Come as fast as you can.”  He put his phone in his back pocket.  “Kootch is coming.  He and Jasmine texted you a bunch of times to see if we still needed a ride, but you never answered, so they left.  He’s acting like he’s been home forever, but I know it’s only been ten minutes tops.”
“My battery died.  Is Jasmine still with him?”  I considered putting my battery back in, but since it would pinpoint my location to my father if he was looking for me, I decided to wait.  I’d do it when I was closer to home.  I didn’t want to be caught out with Malcolm or in this neighborhood.  My Plan B of pretending to be out for a walk would never work if my father found me this far from home.
“I don’t think she is.  I don’t know.  He was whining about having Geneva out too late.”  He shook his head in disbelief.  “He needs to get a life.”
“Or at least a clue,” I said, trying to joke around and lighten the mood, suddenly feeling much better about my situation.  I had a ride home now, I wasn’t running from the police anymore, and my parents would hopefully never know I’d been out.  That was the last thing I had to worry about.  I put my hands behind my back and crossed my fingers.  Please let them be sleeping when I get home.
“Speaking of getting a clue, what in the hell was going on with Mr. Holder tonight?  And that cop?”  Malcolm stood there in front of me, his expression full of confusion.  “He was standing there in a frigging coma or something when I came over.  What did you say to him?”
My face and neck heated up with embarrassment, caught having used my influence over someone in a very manipulative way.  I was ashamed about it, even though I knew I’d done it only because I was in a desperate situation.  Somewhere deep inside of me, I’d always had the feeling that using the influence I had over people’s emotions was cheating.  Unfair.  Just not right.  And I’d avoided doing it deliberately and this strongly until now.  Tonight was a first on so many levels.  My head was spinning with it. Before the spinning had been a good thing, but now it was making me a little ill.
Part of me wanted to just spill my guts and get it over with, let him look at me like I’m a freak and leave me there on the side of this house to find my own way home.  The other part of me wanted to live in the fantasy for a little while longer, where I pretend I’m a normal girl who happens to find this normal, totally sweet and chivalrous guy very attractive.  So attractive that she’d be bold and make a move towards him, tempting him to kiss her again.  It was the more dangerous course in some ways, but the safer one in others.  And I wanted Malcolm to stay with me for just a little while longer.  Kissing him had been so nice.
I took a step towards him, looking up into his eyes as I went.  I reached for him, intending to put my hands on his waist, but he grabbed my wrists and halted my movements.
“No.  You stay right where you are and tell me what the hell is going on.”  His voice was sharp.  Angry.  Cruel.
I felt my heart cracking as he shoved my hands away and stared at me with a granite-hard expression.  He wasn’t messing around anymore, and apparently the kissing I’d nearly drowned in before hadn’t meant anything to him at all.
I stepped away and stared at the ground, my heart aching, willing the tears that rushed to my eyes not to fall.  For a few minutes I’d been allowed to live in a fantasy realm, but now the trip was over.  I was back to the real world where people either loved me or hated me but none of them could ever truly know me.
And now I knew I could never tell him the truth.  He was already done with me.



Chapter Twenty-Five: Malcolm
WE RAN, ME GOING A lot slower than I would have liked, to make sure Rae could keep up.  In my imagination there were hungry wolves after us, ready to take us down and devour us whole.  I knew in reality it was just a couple of overweight cops and a lunatic chemistry teacher, but my instincts were on high alert, telling me that things were not exactly what they seemed tonight in so many ways.
After finally convincing a whiney Kootch to come and get us, I had to face Rae and get everything out in the open.  I’d pushed too far and taken advantage of her being buzzed back at the party, and it was making me sick.  When I’d showed up at the porch to try and help she’d made it clear she didn’t want me there.  Her angry words still stung - “Malcolm, what are you doing?!”  The truth is, I had no idea what I was doing, besides just trying to rescue her like a lovesick idiot with zero plan and even less finesse.
Love?  No frigging way.  I don’t even know her.
But despite her trying to blow me off, I still wanted to know her.  I wanted to know why when I was with her, she still smiled and talked about happy things, why she hides in bathrooms like me, why people can’t get too close, and why that cop was standing there like a zombie until I showed up.  And I also wanted to know why she kissed me, hoping beyond hope that maybe it wasn’t just because of the alcohol.
Kootch was complaining over the phone that he’d already parked the Gremlin and taken off his shoes, even though I knew he was still going to come.  He just wanted to hear me beg or something.  This was my punishment for having hid from him so many times.
“Dude, just do it.  We have no way to get home.”
“You’re gonna have to wait for me to get my shoes on again.  And I have to warm the car up, too.”
I knew he was full of crap, but he needed to complain so I let him.  “Fine.  Come as fast as you can.”  I put my phone in my pocket, turning my attention to Rae.  “Kootch is coming,” I said in a low voice, trying not to let my hurt show through.  I’d blown it with this girl, but that was to be expected.  Guys like me can’t have girlfriends.  They can’t have dates and they can’t fall in love.
“Is Jasmine still with him?”  She looked hopeful, like having more people between her and me would make things better.  The heartache was settling in deep now.  I could feel it burrowing into the muscle, making itself comfortable.  I welcomed the pain.  It would make leaving so much easier.
“I don’t think so.  I don’t know.  He was whining about having Geneva out too late.”  I shook my head over his weird connection to his crappy car.  It was like a real person to him, a best friend or something.  “He needs to get a life.”  Just like me.  Three more months and I’m going to go get one.  Kind of.
“Or at least a clue.” Rae gave me a strange half-smile.
I couldn’t help but think that she really meant that comment for me.  It was like a knife piercing my chest.  I was a stupid frigging jerk thinking she’d want to be with me.  Get a clue was right.
“Speaking of getting a clue, what in the hell was going on with Mr. Holder tonight?  And that cop?”  My curiosity wasn’t going to be content with just ignoring the mystery that is Rae.  Even if she didn’t want to be with me, I had to know.  When I’d said she was an agent of darkness like me, she’d looked at me like I’d suddenly sprouted a horn in the middle of my forehead.  It probably wasn’t the smartest move in the world to use the stupid nickname I had for it, but it was the only way I’d come up with of expressing what it was like to be me.  And no matter what, I knew she wasn’t like other people.  Maybe she wasn’t like me, but she was something.
She didn’t answer me right away, so I kept talking.  “He was standing there in a frigging coma when I came over or something.  What did you say to him?”  I wondered if maybe I was completely wrong about her being strange like me.  Maybe her parents had some kind of power in this town already, even though they’d just gotten here.  Maybe her father was a senator or something.  Maybe that’s why people got too close and she had to hide in bathrooms.
I felt like a royal asshole now.  I smiled bitterly, thinking how I’d tried to assign the agent of darkness label to her when all she was guilty of is being the child of someone powerful.
She suddenly seemed unsure of herself or like she was trying to figure out a way to tell me what she had to say.
I braced myself for the grand fuck you I was certain I was going to hear.
She looked down at the ground for a few seconds before raising her head again.  She took a step towards me, staring me down as she came.
I waited in silence, ready to hear what she had to say.  I could take it.  I’d been burned and hurt before.  This is my life.  This is who I am.
Her arms came out and moved towards my hips.
I took her by the wrists and stopped her.  She was drunk and didn’t know what she was doing, and I wasn’t going to take advantage of her ever again.  It wasn’t right, even though there was nothing in the world I’d rather do than kiss her and hold her close.  Those few stolen moments in the back yard of that stupid party were seared into my brain.  I’d be reliving that heaven, that once in a lifetime chance, over and over in my mind forever.  I had no doubt of that at all.  Stolen moments.  Stolen kisses.  Things I had no right to take.  I was a thief.
I was angry at myself, so my words came out harsher than I meant for them to.  “No.  You stay right where you are and tell me what the hell is going on.”  I pushed her hands back to her sides firmly, letting her know that I intended to do the right thing this time and keep her safe - not just from that lunatic teacher but from me, too.  I looked her in the eye, trying to show her how much it meant to me to do the right thing like this, even though it was the hardest, least selfish thing I’d ever done.  I really wanted to do some more stealing tonight.
She immediately reacted like I’d crushed her heart.  She moved back and stared at the ground, saying nothing in response.
“I’m sorry.  I sound angry, but I’m not.  I know you’re mad at me and you have every right to be.  But please just tell me.  You can tell me to go to hell and I’ll go, but before you do that, tell me why.  Tell me why people can’t get close to you.  Is it because your father’s important?  Is he going to be the president or something?”  I guess I needed some closure.  This little spark of hope that I was keeping alive - that there was someone out there like me - needed to die.  I needed it to be really over.
Words were tumbling out of my mouth.  Seeing her standing there with her head down made me want to punch myself in the head.  I’d put her in this situation.  It was my fault we were standing here like this in the middle of the night, running from the cops.
She laughed, but it wasn’t the happy kind of laugh.  It was more bitter than anything.  “No, my father isn’t like that.  He tries to keep a low profile.  He’d never be in a public office ... be around people like that.”
“Oh.”  There goes that theory.  “Well, what is it, then?  Is it your mother?  Is she a senator?”
She finally looked up at me, tears falling from her eyes.  I could see their glistening wetness in the moonlight shining bright above our heads.  Just witnessing the evidence of her sadness or anger or whatever it was making her cry made my heart constrict painfully in my chest.  I wanted to wipe the tears away, like I had earlier.  Seeing them at all was just wrong, wrong, wrong.  But I had no right to touch her.  I watched them track down her cheeks, waiting for her to say something.
“You called yourself the agent of darkness.”
“Yes.  Any chance you can just pretend you didn’t hear that?  Pretend I never said it?  I’m not crazy if that’s what you’re wondering.  I promise I’m not.”
She gave me a bitter smile.  “Crazy people don’t admit they’re crazy.”
I dropped my gaze, no longer able to handle the pain of seeing her like this.  “I know.  But I’m not.  I wish I was.  It would make life much easier if I could live in another reality.”
“I know exactly what you mean.”
The sound of a car going very slowly down the street caught my attention.  I turned, trying to look over the bush we were hiding behind.  It was too tall, so I left its shelter and walked around the side of it.  A small car was moving very slowly down the street.  I could already tell it wasn’t Mr. Holder’s car; his was longer and wider than this one.
“It’s Kootch.  Come on.”
“Are you sure?” she asked, walking behind me, whispering.
“Yeah.  Who else would be driving slow and trying to read addresses?”  I ran towards the curb and stood at the street, waving my arms so he’d see us.
The car stopped for a second and then lurched forward, speeding up.
Rae reached my elbow.  “What a relief,” she said, breathing heavy again.
As the car drew nearer, my heart sank.  It wasn’t Kootch.
“Oh my god,” said Rae, “that’s not a Gremlin is it?”
“No.  It’s not.”
The car pulled up next to us and the window rolled down.  “Hey, guys.  What are you doing out here standing on the side of the road?”
Before I could answer, Rae walked up to his window.  “Hi, Derek.  We were just leaving that party, running away so we didn’t get busted.”
“Oh, man.  You guys were there?  I was too, but I didn’t see you.  I just dropped Brody off.  Want a lift?”
“Yes,” said Rae without hesitation.
“Uh, no.  That’s okay,” I said.  “We have Kootch coming.”
“I can take you right now,” said Derek, his attention on Rae.  “Do your parents know you’re out?”
“No, they don’t.”  She walked over to the passenger side of the car.  “Can you take me home?  I’m not sure how far it is.”
“Sure, get in.  Just tell me where to go and I’ll find it.”
“Highlands,” she said, climbing into the passenger seat.
“I know it.  It’ll take us ten minutes max.  Just put your seatbelt on.”
Rae leaned over towards Derek, looking out his window at me.  “Are you coming with us?”
I froze for a second, everything about this feeling wrong.  “Uh ... no. I’m going to wait for Kootch.  He’s already on his way.”  Letting her go without me was making me physically ill.  “Why don’t you wait for Kootch to show up?  I got him out of bed.”
Derek put the car in Drive and took the liberty of answering for Rae.  “He could take forever in that crap car.  She’s got to get home if her parents don’t know she’s out.  What if they check her room?”
“I need to go, Malcolm,” said Rae, sounding apologetic.  “Tell Kootch thanks for me, would you?  I’ll see you on Monday.”
I lifted my hand to say goodbye as they drove off, words not coming to my brain or my lips.  She was leaving.  She was eager to get away from me.  This was better.
Derek’s taillights went up the street.  The right one was broken.  The left one got smaller and dimmer as the distance between us grew.
I didn’t even know Kootch had arrived until he pulled even with me and honked the horn.  I nearly jumped out of my skin, my heart beating like a runaway train.
“Shit, Kootch.  What the hell?”
I looked back at Derek’s car.  He was just turning the corner.
“Get in, loser.  I’m tired.”
“Hey, lover boy!” came Jasmine’s voice from the passenger seat.  “Where’s your date?”
“She just took off.”  I got in pushing Jasmine’s seat forward while she stayed in it.
“Took off?  What do you mean, took off?” she asked as she slammed the creaky door shut, angry now.  “Did you let her run away or something?”
I scowled as I put on my seatbelt.  “Hell no, I didn’t let her run away.  She got in Derek’s car and left.  Just now.  You just missed her.”
“Derek’s car?” asked Kootch.  “What’s Derek doing out here?  Did she call him?”
“No, of course not.  She doesn’t even know the guy.”
“Then what’d she get in his car for?” asked Jasmine, turning around to glare at me.  Then she looked at Kootch.  “I don’t like this.”
“He wouldn’t do anything.  He’s a douche, but he ain’t no rapist,” said Kootch, slamming the gear into first and moving the car forward.
“Which way did they go?” asked Jasmine.  “You said they just left.  Let’s catch up to them, make sure he brings her home.”
“Oh, come on!” yelled Kootch.  “Geneva’s tired.  I’m tired!”
“Shut up, you big whiner baby.  Just drive.  Which way, Malcolm?”  She was staring me down again.
I didn’t know what to say.  I didn’t want to be a stalker.  Rae already worried about people doing that for whatever reason.  But her getting into Derek’s car had literally made me sick with apprehension. Following her without her knowing couldn’t hurt anyone.
“Turn right up there.”
Kootch sighed loudly, but did as Jasmine asked.  We turned the corner, and way up ahead there was a single tail light glowing weakly in the darkness.
“Step on it, Pokey, we need to catch up to them before we lose them.”  Jasmine was looking out the windshield, pointing to the car that was turning left.  “Hurry up!  They’re going to take a couple turns and we’ll never find them!”
Kootch sped up, but he didn’t stop complaining.  “But they’re going to the Highlands!  I know how to get there, woman!”
“You assume that’s where they’re going.  Let’s hope that’s where they’re going.  But until they go there, we don’t know, now do we?  Now stop back-talking me and drive.”
“Bossy cow,” he muttered under his breath, but he did press on the gas pedal a little harder.  Geneva’s engine whined loudly, moving us closer and closer to the turn we needed to take.
“So what the heck was going on back there at the party with you guys, huh, Malcolm?” asked Jasmine, her tone going all sneaky.  “I’m pretty sure I caught you giving her mouth-to-mouth.  Was she not breathing or something?”
“Shut up.”  The memory of it burned.  My stomach ached with regret.
“Seriously, Butts, shut up,” agreed Kootch, taking the turn.  He was getting crankier by the second.
I shouldn’t be in this car with him.  The darkness being enclosed in this small space was going to overwhelm him too quickly.  Jasmine didn’t seem bothered by it, but I could tell Kootch was.  I opened the tiny window, hoping some of it would escape.  I wasn’t even sure it even worked like that, but anything was worth trying.  The poor guy was doing me a favor, and here I was bringing him back down into his depression.
And the guilt piled on.
The car ahead of us turned right.  We were just two blocks behind it now.
“Hey.  What the hell?” asked Kootch, speeding up and leaning closer toward the windshield.
“What’s wrong?” asked Jasmine, fear in her voice.
“He’s going the wrong way.”  Kootch down-shifted as he got to the stop sign.  “Highlands is that way.”  He pointed to the left and then looked at the back of Derek’s car.  “So why is he going that way?”
We all watched the red tail light getting smaller in the distance.
Jasmine punched Kootch in the arm.  “Don’t just sit there!  Go after her!”
“What if it’s not her?!” he yelled back.
“It is,” I said in a hurry, the panic rising up to choke me. “Broken tail light on the right side.  Go!”  I shoved the back of his seat, forcing him forward a little.
“Stop pushing on my seat!  I’m going!”  He revved the engine and popped the clutch, stalling the car.  We all jerked forward and then back.
“Jesus, Kootch, can’t you drive?!” screamed Jasmine, her hands on the dash.
“Shut up, you’re making me nervous, Butts!”  He cranked the engine and shoved the shifter into first.  Slamming down on the accelerator, he turned the corner at a high rate of speed, swerving out into the other lane.  Thankfully, no one else was on the road, so he had time to straighten out and get back in the right lane without killing us.  He ran through all four gears quickly, going fifty miles an hour through the residential area so we could catch up.  We lost the tail light as Derek took another right turn.
“Maybe he’s just taking another route,” I said, leaning forward and holding onto Kootch’s seat.
“Well that’d mean he’s taking the seriously long way, since he’s now headed in the opposite direction of where he should be,” said Kootch.
“I don’t like this at all,” said Jasmine.  “Hurry, Kootch.  I’m not bossing you around, I’m just scared.”
I was too.  But this made no sense.  “Why would Derek take her away from her house?”
“To rape her!” yelled Jasmine.  “Why else do guys do stuff like that?  Maybe murder her, too!”
“Rape and murder?!” yelled Kootch, looking from her to the windshield and back again.  “Are you completely nuts?  He’s not a criminal.  He’s a douche, but he’s not a murderer!  Butts, you are totally crazy, you know that?  You and your parents ... conspiracy nuts.”
“It sounds crazy,” I agreed, “but tonight has been nothing but crazy.  Frigging Holder tried to take her away too.  Back at the party.”
“What are you talking about?” asked Jasmine, her eyes wide in her face.  “He wasn’t at the party.  Is this the beer now?  Is that whose in the driver’s seat, with your brain riding shotgun?”
“I’m not drunk.  I was buzzing before, but after all the running I did tonight, I’m not anymore.”  I stared at the broken tail light as I explained.  “After the accident this afternoon in Brody’s car, Holder tried to give us a ride home.  He got all weird, so we decided to get out.  But when we tried to leave the car, he started to take off while Rae was still in it.  Then tonight when the cops were questioning Rae, he showed up and tried to take her away.”  It sounded stranger being said out loud than it had in my head.
“You’re lying,” said Jasmine.
“No, I swear on this Gremlin I’m not.”  I was desperate for them to believe me.  If they thought I was lying maybe they’d stop following Rae and then she’d be lost.
“Hey!  Watch it!” yelled Kootch, turning left to follow Derek.  We were only one block behind him now.  “No one swears on Geneva, no one.”
“Tell us everything,” said Jasmine.  “All the details, like a girl would tell the story.”
“He just showed up at the party after everyone left.  The cops were questioning Rae on the front porch, and he kept saying he was there to take responsibility for her.  And when he tried to break through the cops to get to us, they tazed his ass.  The last time I saw him, he was having seizures on some guy’s porch.”
“That is the weirdest fucking thing you’ve ever said, dude,” said Kootch.  “You musta taken some X or something.”
“X doesn’t do this,” said Jasmine.  “This is either the truth or extreme paranoia.  Did you smoke anything?”
I was disgusted with the fact that I was telling a totally true story and all they could think about was me doing drugs.  “I’m not messing around and I’m not messed up, okay?!  That’s exactly what happened!  That’s the gist of it, anyway.”  I couldn’t tell the story like a girl, like Jasmine wanted me to.  Too many unnecessary details and we didn’t have time.
“Uh.  Yeah.  So.  Ah-hem...”  Kootch sounded very nervous all of a sudden.
“What, Kootch.  Spit it out,” ordered Jasmine.
“Not that I totally believe that ridiculously stupid story, but ... you know ... Derek is the SA for Holder.  That’s kind of weird, right?  Like a weird coincidence?  That they’d both be there and trying to take Rae home?”
“Oh, shit.  He is,” said Jasmine.  “When student aid spots came open, Holder requested him.  I was there.  I totally remember thinking that’s how Derek’s grade went from a D to an A in one semester, like maybe he bribed Holder or something.”
I threw myself back against the seat, my hands splayed out on the bench-seat next to me.  “What the hell?  What the hell does that mean?”
“Probably nothing,” said Kootch, speeding up even more to put us about three car lengths behind Rae.  “She’s hot and they want to date her, maybe.  But just in case, I’m going to stay close and make sure he brings her home and doesn’t rape and murder her in the meantime.”
I ran my fingers through my hair, all kinds of crazy shit zipping around in my head.  Rape?  Murder?  Kidnapping?  What the hell kind of bullshit is this?  It might be something innocent like wanting to date her, but I found that highly unlikely.  Mr. Holder wasn’t the student dating type.  He was too old, too gross, and too ... weird.
“This is nowhere near Highlands, is it?” asked Jasmine, her voice full of concern.  “Where are we going, can you tell?”
“Highlands is east of here.  He’s going northwest.  No way is he taking her home,” said Kootch.
“What are they doing?” I asked.  We were on a main road now, and Derek’s turn signal had come on.  They were turning into a gas station.
“Getting gas or something,” said Kootch.  “Should I go in?”
“No drive by, drive by!” squeaked Jasmine.  “Park nextdoor behind that other car there.”  She was pointing to a big sedan left overnight in a tire shop’s parking lot.
Kootch passed the gas station, and I stared out the window as we went by, trying to see what was going on.  “Derek’s not at the pumps,” I said.  He’d parked off to the side of the building and a little in front, not using a parking space.  The clerk in the store wouldn’t see him there, making me wonder if that was intentional.
Jasmine had spun around, trying to see what was happening too.  “She’s getting out.  Hurry up, Kootch.”
“I am!  Stop bossing me around!”  He pulled into the nearby parking lot.
“She’s going inside,” said Jasmine, unbuckling her seatbelt.  “I’m going in too.”
I reached through the front seats and touched her shoulder.  “Wait.  What if Derek’s just getting gas or letting her take a pit stop before bringing her home?”
“Yeah,” agreed Kootch.  “We could be making a big deal out of nothing.”
“Look at her face,” said Jasmine.  “Does she look happy?”
All of us stared out the window, barely able to see the gas station around the car we’d just pulled in next to.
“She looks miserable.  I’m going.”  Jasmine opened her door.
“Wait,” I whispered.  “Get back in. Let’s get a plan together.”
“Plan?  You’re not James Bond, dude, just go walk up to her and say we came to take you home.  Simple,” said Kootch.
“He’s right,” said Jasmine, referring to me.  “We need a plan. If Derek is doing something wrong, he’s not going to just let her go.”
“He’s a linebacker on the varsity football team,” said Kootch.  “If he wants to take her, I doubt we’ll have much say in the matter.”
“So we sneak her away,” I said.  “Jasmine, you go in the store.  Derek’s hanging in his car.  Maybe he won’t notice you.  I’ll hang back with Kootch, and if we see him getting out to follow you, we’ll stall him.”
“Awesome.  I’ll bring her here by going through a back door.  Don’t let Derek see you if you don’t need to.”
“We won’t,” I assured her.
Maybe Derek was just taking her home the only way he knew how.  And maybe she needed to go to the bathroom, so he stopped for her because he’s a nice guy.  We could be acting like total freaks following them and rescuing her from nothing, but I decided that I’d rather be safe than sorry.  And if anything bad happened to Rae, I knew I’d be sorry for the rest of my life.
Jasmine walked quickly across the front of the store and went inside.  Derek didn’t get out of his car.  I couldn’t see what he was doing, but his door stayed shut and his engine remained running.



Chapter Twenty-Six: Rae
AS I RODE AWAY FROM the curb in Derek’s car, the heartache settled in deep.  I had a feeling this was the last I’d be seeing of Malcolm.  Sure I’d sit next to him in art class or pass by in the hallways, but I’d probably never see him up close and personal, touching me, smiling at me again.  It was over before it had really begun.  Story of my life.
“So, you live in the Highlands.  Do you know how to get there?”
I was suddenly nervous.  He didn’t have a GPS in his car that I could see.  “Um, no.  I just moved there.  I don’t know where anything is.”
“Okay, no problem.  I know the general area.  I’m sure we’ll find it no problem.”
I smiled weakly, not feeling very confident in his navigating abilities.  “Okay.”  I probably should have waited for Kootch.  He knows where my neighborhood is, and Malcolm had gotten him out of bed to take us home.
But I didn’t want to force Malcolm to be around me any longer, and Derek’s comment about my parents had reminded me that every second counts.  Getting back before my parents woke up and checked on me was a priority.  They did that sometimes, probably more than I cared to know, and with the way things had gone so far tonight, I felt like I had a really big streak of bad luck following me around.  Tonight would be the night they checked more than normal, probably.
“So, how do you like school so far?” Derek asked.
“Pretty good.  It’s only been one day.”  The boring conversation was keeping my mind off my parents catching me, so I went with it.
“Yeah, well, it’s pretty decent.  Who do you have for Chemistry?”
“Um, I can’t remember.  Some really long name that ends in ski.”  Thank God it wasn’t Holder.  I didn’t know how I could face that guy on Monday.  Hopefully I’d be able to avoid him in the hallways.  I still wasn’t sure what to do about him.  If I reported him to my parents, the police, or the school administration, my parents would use it as an excuse to move.  I really wasn’t ready to move away yet.  Even though Malcolm was acting cold, I still had a potential friend in Jasmine.  I couldn’t just walk away from something so precious.  Friends might be a dime a dozen for other people, but for me, they’re gold.
“Ah, you’ve got Chomanovsky.  She’s decent.  But Holder’s better.  That’s who I have.  I’m his SA too.”
“SA?”
“Student aid.  I have a free period, and I go to his class and help him out and get credit for it.  I stock materials in the labs, run errands, put in orders at supply for him.”
“Oh.”  I had a lot to say on the Holder subject, but since Derek was a fan, I kept it to myself.  I wondered if he knew his teacher was into crashing teen parties and engaging in the attempted kidnapping of girls.  It made me nervous to be in Derek’s car, knowing they were so close.
“Have you met him yet?”  Derek asked.
“Yes.  I have.  Remember?  At the accident?  He kind of gave me a ride home.”
“Oh, yeah, that’s right.  How could I forget?  What did you think?  Nice guy, right?  A little weird, but nice.”
I breathed out a sigh of relief that he at least noticed Mr. Holder’s craziness.  “Yeah, he’s weird.”
“Don’t let that bother you.  He’s just this scientist guy, you know?  Like, he doesn’t know how to relate to people who aren’t as smart as him, I think.”
It seemed like a heck of a lot more than just social awkwardness going on, but I wasn’t going to burst Derek’s bubble and get him all worked up.  I could already see him getting a little too happy about being around me.  I had a potential Rainbow on my hands getting this close to him, being in this car alone with him.  Better to keep my thoughts to myself.
Derek made a few turns in silence.  I didn’t recognize anything around us.  Everything looked different at night.
“It’s too bad you came at the end of the year,” said Derek, glancing over at me and smiling.  “That must be hard, moving so close to the end.”
“Yeah.  My dad got transferred.” Lie, lie, lie.
“Oh, yeah?  Where does he work?”
I hated these questions.  I never knew how to answer them and always ended up looking clueless.  “He works from home.  On his computer.”
“What’s the company?”
“I’m not sure.”  I was fairly certain my dad owned his own company, but I couldn’t very well say that now.  I had to stick with the transfer story.  I hated telling lies; they were so hard to keep track of.
“My parents work for Glacier Banks.”  He sounded proud.
“Oh.  That’s nice.”  I had no idea what that was.  It could be a water bottling company or a law firm as far as I was concerned.  All I could think about was my parents getting up to check on me and finding all my pillows stuffed under my covers.  The police would be parked in my driveway if that had happened.  I prayed I wouldn’t find a cruiser at my house when we finally got there.
It was taking us too long to get to my house.  I pulled my phone out of my tiny purse that was still slung across my shoulders and pushed the battery back in, powering it up as fast as I could.  When it finally came on, I looked at the time, wishing I’d checked it before I’d left Malcolm.  This trip seemed like it was taking forever, but I wasn’t sure how much time had passed.
Derek grabbed the phone out of my hand.
“Hey!”  I was so shocked he’d done it, I sat there with my hand frozen out in front of me, my mouth hanging open.
“What model is this baby?” he asked, smiling and glancing down at it.
I grabbed for it.  “Give it back, Derek!”  Now I was pissed.  Talk about rude!
He fumbled the phone trying to keep it away from me and dropped it on the floor by his feet.  His left foot jerked back and kicked my cell under his seat.  “Oh, shit.  Sorry about that.  Don’t worry, I’ll get it.”  He reached down and fished around, yanking the wheel left and right in his efforts.
“Don’t!  Just ... get it later.  You’re swerving all over the place.  The cops are going to pull you over for drunk driving.”  The last think I needed was to be delivered home by a cop, assuming they weren’t already there.
Why did I do this at all?  Why did I agree to sneak out?  I had never so spectacularly destroyed a first day ever in my life.  I figured I had about a five percent chance of getting out of this with my life and heart still intact.
“Sorry about that.  That was stupid,” he said, back to driving like a sober person again.  He looked sorry, but it didn’t make me any less mad.
“Are we going the right way?  I don’t recognize any of this and it’s taking a really long time.  It didn’t take that long to get to the party.”
He looked at me, no longer smiling.  “What?  You think I’m trying to kidnap you or something?”
My heart stopped beating for three full seconds.  A huge thump from it got it going again, but now it was racing like I’d just run a mile.  “Um, no.  I hope not.  I’m just ... I want to get home is all.”  I felt bad for making him think that.  I dropped my gaze to my lap.  “I’m just freaked out from talking to the cops earlier.”
“Oh, I see.  You had the cops after you.  Well that explains why you were hiding in the bushes with McNamara.”  He snorted, looking out the windshield again.
I didn’t like his tone at all.  “I was hiding with him because we were running together.  Away from the cops and Mr. Holder if you must know.”  I regretted the words as soon as they were out of my mouth.
He clenched his teeth together, making the side of his jaw bounce out a few times.  When he finally spoke it was in a low, almost dead tone.  “Mr. Holder is a genius.  No one appreciates him like they should.”
I smiled weakly, trying to placate Derek and just inspire him to drive me home without yelling at me.  “I’m sure he is.  He seems very ... smart.”  Not!  He seems very nuts is the truth, but I’m not going to say that to you because you’re blind, apparently!
“You just need to get to know him better.  Then you’ll see.  He has all our best interests at heart.”
Now I felt like I was being inducted into a cult or something.  I had to get out of this car.  Anyone who thought Mr. Holder was some kind of savior or whatever was no friend of mine.  “I really have to pee,” I said, suddenly inspired to try and escape.  Screw worrying about cops and parents.  I had to get away from this crazy Rainbow.  “Can you pull into that gas station?  I’m afraid I’m going to go in my pants.  I had a bunch of beer.”  I grinned at him, turning on the happy as hard as I could.  That’s twice tonight I’d used my charms to get my way.  I reached out to touch his arm and seal the deal.
“Don’t touch me!” he yelled, pulling his arm across his chest to get it away from me.
“Sorry,” I said, acting offended.  Either he had a touching phobia or he was worried about what I’d do to him.  I prayed it was the former because if it was the latter, that meant he knew something he shouldn’t.
“Here,” he said, putting on his turn signal as a gas station came into view.  “I’ll bring you in here and wait.  But hurry up.  Your parents are going to figure out you’re gone and then the shit’s gonna hit the fan.  I have to get home too.”
I forced my features to remain normal and not show how horrified I was.  I was getting the distinct suspicion that he knew about the effects of my touch and that the fear I had of my parents finding out was more than just a normal teenage reaction to being out past curfew.  But that was nuts.  No one knew.  And he wasn’t like me, so how could he know anything?  I just needed to be alone for a little while so I could think and sort this all out.
“Don’t take a long time,” he said, shifting the car into park.
“Aren’t you going to take a parking spot?” I asked, unbuckling my seatbelt, slowly, trying to pretend I didn’t want to run out of there and never come back.  I was afraid he’d pull away before I could get out the door, so I had to be cool.
“No.  I’ll wait over here.”  He stared out the front windshield, not looking at me.
I really, really wanted my phone.  “Can I have my cell back?”
“I’ll get it while you’re in there.  It’s under my seat.  Hurry up, would you?  I have parents too, you know.”
I felt guilty, scared, and confused, all at the same time.  My head was ready to explode with all the conflict swimming around in it.
“Sorry.  I’ll be right back,” I said, getting out.  I ran to the front of the store like a girl barely controlling her bladder and threw the door open.  “Where’s your bathroom?” I asked the seriously bored-looking clerk.
“In the back.  But you have to buy something.”
“I’ll do it on my way out,” I said, not even sure I had any money in my purse.
I raced to the bathroom and locked myself in.  Pulling my pants down, I took advantage of my current situation while I figured out what to do.
My thoughts were interrupted before they could even start by someone banging on the door.  My bladder froze up, cutting off its stream.
Oh my god!  He followed me in!
“Rae, open up!” came a girl’s voice.  “It’s me!  Jasmine!”
I froze, hovering in mid-squat over the toilet.  “Jasmine?”
“Yes! Jazzy Butts, remember?  Open the door!  I think you’re in trouble!”
I pulled my pants up and ran to the door, sliding the lock free and pulling on the handle.  Jasmine chose that moment to push on the door at the same time and the thing flew in, hitting me in the knee.
“Ow!” I yelled, bending over to rub it.  “Oh, crapski, that hurt!”
“Sorry!  Sorry!” she whisper shrieked, pushing the door shut behind her and locking it.  “I’m so sorry!  Are you okay?”  She bent over with me and put her hand on my back, her face full of concern.
I was looking up at her, totally confused.  “I’m fine, but what are you doing here?”  I stood straight and hobbled back to the toilet.
She took a deep breath and let it out.  “I’m here to rescue you.  With Kootch and Malcolm.”
“What?”  I paused, ready to pull my pants down again.
“We’re here to rescue you.  We think Derek’s up to something.”
“Can we talk about this while I pee?” I asked.  All that beer and the panic and now the stinky toilet reminding me where I was all added up to a serious urge.
“Fine.  Pee and then let’s go.”  She stood in front of the mirror, checking her lipstick.
I talked as I went.  “He’s not bringing me to the Highlands is he?”
“No.  He’s going the opposite way.”
My stomach clenched.  “That’s what I thought.  It was taking so long.”
“Why didn’t you text me or something?” she asked, walking over to take some toilet paper off the roll for me.  For some reason the dispenser was across the room, totally out of my reach.  She handed me a wad of scratchy, thin paper and stepped back.
“He took my phone.”
“What?!  That’s ... he’s a frigging kidnapper!”
“It was an accident.  I think.  I don’t know.  I’m so confused right now I have no idea what’s going on.”
I finished my business and pulled up my pants, moving to the sink so I could wash up.  I zipped up when I was done.
“Neither do I.  All I know is we need to get you out of here without him seeing.  We’re going out the back door.  Kootch and Mal are waiting next door.”
I shut off the water and flicked my fingers at the sink.  “Okay, I’m ready.”  I wiped my wet hands on the sides of my jeans.
Jasmine stood at the door and looked back at me.  “Just stay close, and if Derek sees you, run to the tire store that’s to the right of this place and find the Gremlin.”
“But what about you?”
“Don’t worry about me.  I’ll be right on your ass the whole way.”
I smiled, knowing I had a true friend standing in front of me.  I couldn’t help it; I grabbed her in a hug and squeezed her hard.  “Thank you for rescuing me, Jazzy Butts.”
“Don’t thank me yet,” she said, hugging me back.  “We’re not in Geneva yet.”
I grinned as we parted.  “That sounds so wrong.”
“Tell me about it.”  She slid the lock to the side and opened the door slowly.
Two male voices were conversing in the main part of the store.  One of them sounded a lot like Derek.



Chapter Twenty-Seven: Malcolm
JASMINE DISAPPEARED INTO THE STORE, and about two minutes later, Derek got out of his car and went inside too.
“Dammit!” yelled Kootch, hitting the steering wheel.  “He went in.  Now what?”  He frowned and smoothed the spot on the wheel where he’d punched it.
“I’m going to get out and see if I can find out what’s going on inside.  I don’t want him to know we’re here, though.  Keep the car running and maybe point it out of the lot so we can take off in a hurry.”
“What, you think he’s just going to let them go?”  Kootch sounded skeptical.
“Jasmine said they’d go out the back, so maybe he won’t see them.”
“Fine.  You go, but not too close.”
I got out and shut the door.  Kootch slowly pulled out of the spot he’d taken, doing a couple moves forward and back until he was facing the exit.
I walked a few feet down the lot bordering the store’s property.  From my new position, I could see Derek standing at the counter, talking to the clerk.  The clerk was pointing to something in the store, towards the back.  Derek nodded and started walking in that direction.
A noise on the side of the building caught my attention.  I heard whispering voices and running footsteps.  Movement near a dumpster told me Jasmine and Rae were on their way.
“Over here!” I yelled as loud as I dared.  “He’s going to the back of the store from inside!”
The two girls came into view as the light from the store reached them.  They scrambled up the small incline separating the two properties.  I waited at the top, grabbing each of their hands and pulling them towards me.  “Come on, Kootch is waiting!”
We ran to the Gremlin, our feet slapping on the blacktop.
“Rae!” came Derek’s voice.  He sounded angry.
I looked over my shoulder as I waited for the girls to get into the back seat.  They were shouting in their panic, easy to hear from anywhere around.
“Rae, where are you?!”  Derek was standing outside the front of the store, searching the parking lot desperately.  He looked panicked and mad at the same time.
I didn’t waste anymore time looking at him or wondering what the hell he was doing.  I threw the seat back into position, knocking Jasmine on her butt, and jumped in, slamming the door shut.  “Go!  Go!  Go!  Step on it, Kootch!”
Kootch revved the engine and it roared, its weak little motor doing the best it could to follow Kootch’s commands.  But the car didn’t go anywhere.  Kootch still had his foot on the clutch.
“Come on, Kootch, go!” screamed Jasmine, banging on the side of his seat.
Rae started to cry, moaning with fear.
“Stop yelling at me!” he yelled as his foot left the clutch.  The car jumped forward, just as Derek had reached my window, putting a small bit of distance between us.
“Rae!” Derek yelled, his face contorted into a mask of fury.
The car stopped and stalled.
Derek ran to catch up to us again and pointed to the window, speaking in a deadly calm voice.  “Rae ... get out of the car.”  His chest was heaving and his nostrils flared, making him look crazy.
Both girls were screaming bloody murder.
“What the hell!  What the hell!  What the hell!” chanted Kootch, turning the engine over, shoving the shifter into gear, and revving the engine.  The car jerked forward and then stopped, jerked forward and stopped.  Our heads were snapping back and forth with the stuttering movements.
Derek banged on my window and grabbed the handle.
The door came open partway before I was finally able to grab the arm rest from inside and pull it closed again.  I held onto it for dear life, knowing if he got in, people were going to get hurt, starting with me.
Jasmine’s hand flew up from the back and slammed the lock down on my door.  “Fuck off!” she screamed at Derek.
The car surged forward, this time leaving Derek behind.  But then it stalled once more.  I could hear him running to catch us again.
“Jesus, Kootch!” I yelled.  “Drive the damn car, would ya?!”
Before we could get rolling again, Derek showed up at Kootch’s door and pulled it open, grabbing Kootch by the shoulder.  The Gremlin inched forward as Kootch hung out of the car.
“Assbag!  Get off me!”  Kootch swung out with his right fist and hit Derek, punching him in the arm hard enough that Derek lost his grip.
I pulled Kootch back in from my side, and he took the door with him, slamming it shut.  Jasmine leaned over and smacked her hand on top of the lock, pushing it down just as Derek tried to open the door again.
I thought we were home free as Kootch threw the shifter into gear, but then Derek drew back and punched the glass near Kootch’s face for all he was worth, shattering it.
“What the hell are you doing to my car?!” roared Kootch, finally getting his feet on the pedals and getting the car to go.  We moved slowly, rolling along gradually, but not fast enough to get away.
Derek ran alongside the car and reached inside, trying to grab Kootch’s shirt through the broken window.
Derek screamed in agony a second later and yanked his hand out.  I saw something black sticking out of the back of his  fist before it disappeared.
Kootch slammed the gearshift into second and tore out of the lot, not even slowing down at the exit.  The car jumped out onto the main road and quickly moved into third gear, picking up speed on the way.
The girls were crying in the back and Kootch was wild-eyed with fear and anger.  “What in the holy fuck was that all about?” he finally asked when we were a couple blocks away, glancing over at me and then in the mirror at the girls.  “Can someone please explain to me why that lunatic smashed my car and tried to kill me, please?!”
“What did you do to him?” I asked, looking back at the girls.
“She stabbed him with a frigging pen,” said Jasmine, sounding proud.  “That’s gotta hurt.”
“Just get me home, just get me home,” cried Rae.  She was shaking her head back and forth, lost in her misery.
“No!  No one goes home until I say so!”  Kootch was practically growling he was so mad.
“Come on, Kootch, you can’t kidnap us.  We’re done with that shit,” I said, suddenly very tired.  Nothing had gone right tonight.  Even the few moments that I had thought were amazing had turned to utter shit.  I just wanted to leave town now.  Screw the three months until my eighteenth birthday.  Screw my diploma.  I didn’t need it that bad.  It’s not like I could get a regular job anyway.
Kootch calmed down, but now it was like a crazy kind of serenity that was coloring his tone.  “Listen.  All my life I’ve been going to school with that shit basket, and in all that time, the most fucked up thing he’s ever done is slap another football player on the ass.  Now he’s kidnapping girls, punching windows, and trying to pull me out of a moving vehicle?  No.  No, no, no, no, NO.  I do not accept that.  Someone tell me, what.  The fuck.  Is going.  On!”  He turned around and glared at Jasmine for a few seconds before looking back at the road.
“What are you looking at me for?  I didn’t do anything!” she yelled.
“It’s my fault,” said Rae, sounding defeated.  “Just take me home, and you won’t ever have to worry about it happening again.  I promise.”
Jasmine took her hand.  “Don’t say that.  We’re not just going to dump you off at your house and say goodbye.  Let us help you.  We need to call the cops and report him.  Derek’s a nutbag.”
“No!” Rae argued, her tears stopping in the wake of her obvious fear.  “No cops.  No cops ever.”
Jasmine frowned.  “Cops are there to protect you from douche bags like him.  Seriously, you can’t just let him get away with it.”
“You don’t understand,” Rae said, dropping her face into her hands.  “No one does.  Just bring me home.”
Kootch turned in the direction I knew would grant Rae her wish.  I wasn’t so sure it was the best choice, but it was hers to make, not mine.  I pushed aside the guilty feelings and the ones of regret too.
“Come on, Rae, tell us what’s going on.  We won’t judge, I promise,” said Jasmine.
“Oh, yes we will,” said Kootch, sounding absolutely sure of himself.  “I already am.  I’ve judged you guys nuts and crazy and anything else related to that.”
Jasmine leaned forward and flicked him on the back of the ear.
“Ow! Butts!  Cut it out!”
“Stop being an ass and just drive.”  She turned her attention back to Rae.  “I’m serious.  Kootch is not.  He will understand whatever it is you have to say.”
“No, I will not,” he mumbled.  Everyone ignored him.
Rae looked up, her face streaked with tears.  “I can’t tell you what’s wrong.  I just can’t.  I need to just go home and try to get in without my parents finding out I was gone, and hopefully Monday everything will be okay.”
Nothing was ever going to be okay again.  But I wasn’t going to destroy her fantasy with my reality and tell her that.  Besides ... maybe she’d be just fine on Monday, even though my world had just imploded.
We drove the rest of the way in silence.  As we approached the Highlands community, the light in the sky grew brighter.
“What the hell is this now?” asked Kootch as we pulled near.  “Cops?  Holy shit ... and fucking swat teams?  What the hell?  Did someone rob a bank?  Take hostages?”
Cops were coming out of the back of a van parked outside the gates of the Highland neighborhood, dressed in military gear, including flak jackets and helmets.  There had to be at least ten cop cars in and around the entrance, too.
“Don’t go in,” shrieked Rae.  Then in a calmer voice she said, “Just drive.  Pass by, please.  Please don’t go in.”  She was begging, sounding more desperate than she had all night, and that was saying a lot.
“Fine, I’m going, I’m going.”  Kootch sped up and passed the entrance.
I watched the scene as we drove by, unable to look away.  It was surreal, like a movie about a bank robbery hostage scene.  They looked ready to take down an army of bad guys.
“What in the hell happened in there do you think?” asked Jasmine.
“It’s me,” Rae said, staring out the opposite side of the car.  It was like she was deliberately not looking at the circus outside her neighborhood.
Jasmine turned to Rae.  “You can’t be serious.”
“Where am I supposed to go?” asked Kootch, looking into his rearview mirror at Rae.  “If I can’t take you home, where can I take you?”
“Take her to my house,” said Jasmine without hesitation.  “Right now.”
“What?  Are you serious?”  He turned into a nearby neighborhood and stopped at the side of the road.  Pulling the emergency brake, he twisted in his seat to look at all of us.  “Someone who’s not insane, please tell me what’s going on, where to go, and why the world has fallen off its axis.”  He paused waiting for only a second before continuing.  “Ha.  I’m asking for the one not insane person to speak up, and I just realized that’s me!”  He turned to face the windshield, hissing out a big sigh of frustration.  “Butts, you always get me in trouble.  Always.  Why did I listen to you?  Why did I agree to go to that stupid party?”
“Because you wanted to go, you putz.  No one twisted your arm.  And everyone in here is perfectly sane, you least of all of us, so shut your pie hole and let me think.”
“I don’t want any fires in my car, so maybe you shouldn’t,” he said.
She flicked his ear again.
“Do that one more time and you’re gonna be sorry.”
He ducked as she reached forward to do it again.
“What ... you gonna throw another rock at my face?” she asked.  She sat back, a look of concentration coming over her face.  “Seriously, I need a cigarette, so take me home.”  She looked over at Rae, patting her on the leg.  “You’re coming with me.  Don’t argue.  I have a bunk bed.”
“But your parents...”
“My parents aren’t home.”
“Her parents are never home,” said Kootch.  “Lucky for her.”  He pulled away from the curb and made a u-turn.
As we turned onto the main road again, several cop cars sped past us heading in the other direction.
I turned to watch them go before looking at Rae.  She was watching them fly by too.
“Those were for you, weren’t they?” I asked.
She nodded, not looking at me.
“I’m not going to ask any more questions until we’re at my house.  My nicotine level is too low for me to talk sense right now.”
“I think you’d better smoke more often, then,” said Kootch, “cause you never make sense.”
“Wet willy punishment,” Jasmine said simply, just before sticking a slobbery finger into Kootch’s ear.
He jerked the wheel and yelled, trying to smack her hand away before giving up and using his shirt to wipe his ear out.  “You are so dead when we get to your house.”
“Touch me and you get corn-holioed next,” she threatened.
“What’s that?” asked Rae, sounding slightly less pitiful than she had before.
“You don’t want to know,” said Kootch.  “Just trust that I will not be touching her in the next million years.”
Jasmine smiled at me and Rae.  “A girl’s gotta do what a girl’s gotta do to defend herself.”
We pulled into a neighborhood I didn’t know, and three streets down stopped at a driveway between two single-story houses.  It wasn’t an overly affluent place, but it didn’t suck like my area of town either.
“Everyone out.  I have to tuck Geneva in for the night.  I’ll be over when I’m done.”
We got out of the car and followed Jasmine up the front walk to her door as Kootch backed up and pulled into the driveway nextdoor.  Jasmine took a key from her pocket and unlocked the door.  Once we were inside, she shut the door and turned off the beeping alarm.
“Welcome to Casa Butts.  Make yourselves at home.”  She gestured to a room on the right, grabbing a pack of cigarettes off the front hall table.
I stared at the living room, visible through the foyer.  A streetlight just outside on the road lit up the entire room with a weird bluish glow.  The walls of the space were covered in American flags, pictures of people in uniform, and mementoes of a military life.
“Wow.  Is your dad a general or something?” I asked, moving into the room, taking in the case of ribbons affixed to the wall.
“Nah.  He’s a veteran, but he was enlisted.  He’s a little nutsos about the Air Force still, though.  I broke his heart when I told him I wasn’t going to enlist after high school.”
Rae sniffed, sounding very stuffed up when she spoke.  “Can I use your bathroom?”
“Sure.  It’s just down that hall and on the right.”  Jasmine pointed to a dark recess in the wall that could only lead to another part of the house.
“Can we turn on a light?” Rae asked.
“Better not,” said Jasmine.  “Just in case.”  She walked over to a sliding glass door near the dining area and cracked it open, lighting a cigarette and blowing the smoke out into the backyard.
Rae and I nodded at each other and she walked away.  I wasn’t even sure what I was agreeing with exactly, but not calling attention to ourselves felt like a good idea right now.
When Rae was gone from the room, Jasmine turned to me.  “So what the hell, dude ...?  Quick, before she gets back, tell me what’s going on.”
“What do you mean?”
“You know what I mean.  Don’t play coy with me.  How is it that you’re a ghost for years, invisible to pretty much everyone but me, and the day Rae walks into the school suddenly you’re mister social bee and then the shit hits the fan with everyone trying to kidnap you two and Derek going all Jack’s-a-dull-boy on us?”
I raised an eyebrow.  I had no idea how to respond to that, other than to try and convince her she was the crazy one.  “Paranoid much?”
She pointed her lit cigarette at me.  “Don’t fucking talk to me about paranoid.  I live with people who worked for the government, in a department you don’t even know exists.  You’re standing over a panic room filled with supplies and guns like you’ve never seen before.  My parents travel around the country meeting people you don’t want to know.”  She swirled her cigarette around in a circle in my direction.  “I know crazy shit when I see it, and this is it.”
I stood there not knowing what to do or say.  I couldn’t believe she’d been onto me all these years.  Why hadn’t she said anything?  And why hadn’t she killed herself yet being that close to me?
Kootch came in the back door, pushing it open farther and waving the smoke away from his face as he walked past Jasmine.  “I can’t stay long,” he said.  “My dad’s gonna get up and come looking for me.”
Jasmine glared at me before flicking her butt out into the yard, shutting the sliding glass door and going back to the front foyer.  The beeping sound of her turning on the alarm reached my ears.
“She’s putting on the alarm while we’re inside?” I asked.
Kootch rolled his eyes.  “You have no idea.  Her whole family’s looney.”
“Just like yours,” Jasmine said, joining us again.
“No argument from me there.”  Kootch dropped down onto the couch, putting his feet up on the coffee table.  “So ... what’d I miss?”
Rae came out of the hallway and stood at the entrance to the room, just in time to hear Jasmine’s response.
“Malcolm was just about to tell us his secrets.”  She grinned at me with determination.
I knew there was no way I was getting out of this, short of jumping through the window.  I glanced over to check it out.  The glass looked really thick.
“What secrets?  You been holding out on me, man?” asked Kootch, acting totally unconcerned, joking around again.
“I’d like to hear his secrets too,” said Rae, moving into the room.
Jasmine walked over and sat down next to Kootch pointing to two armchairs across from them.  “Tell you what, Rae... Why don’t you sit there, and Malcolm, you sit there, and both of you can tell us your secrets.  How’s that sound?”
Rae looked panicked.  “What?”
Jasmine waved to the chairs and leaned back, putting her feet up next to Kootch’s.  “Go ahead, don’t be shy.  Nothing will leave this room, I promise.  Your secrets are safe with us.  I think I already know them anyway, but let’s just see.”
“What?  Are they doing it?  Like together?” asked Kootch, sounding cranky again.  “I don’t need to know that crap.  Whatever they do behind closed doors or in the bushes is none of my beeswax.”  He looked up at me.  “But can I just say, respect, man.  You’re a fast mover.”
“Oh, no. This is waaaay better than teen sex.  Trust me.”  Jasmine sat up a little and stared at Rae first and then me.  “Sit!  Don’t make me go get one of my guns.”
“Is she serious?” Rae asked me.  She didn’t sound scared, but she did sound unsure.  I knew exactly how she felt.  My secrets had been mine alone for a very long time.  Letting them out felt like I was opening Pandora’s box.
“She is,” I answered, sighing.  Telling my big secret would be a mistake, but not telling it no longer felt like an option either.  I’m weak.  I admit that.  I’ve wanted to unload this burden my whole life, and here I had a girl begging me to tell her, and another who had her own secrets I wanted to know.  And I couldn’t very well ask Rae to share hers if I wasn’t willing to share mine.
“Fine,” I said, taking the seat to the left of Jasmine.  “I’ll tell if she will.”  I looked over at Rae, staring at her now instead of avoiding her gaze.
Rae held my stare for several seconds before lifting her chin and walking over, sitting down next to me.  “Challenge accepted,” she said, glancing at me quickly before turning back to face Jasmine and Kootch.  “I’ll start.”  She cleared her throat and sat up straight in her chair, staring at the wall opposite her.  “It all began when I was a little girl...”



Chapter Twenty-Eight: Rae
I SAT VERY STILL IN my chair, taking turns staring at Malcolm and then at Kootch and Jasmine, trying to gauge their reactions.  Jasmine just nodded, looking like she was concentrating very hard on everything I was saying.  Kootch alternately looked disbelieving and confused.  Malcolm’s face was a mask of no expression.  He stared out into space, letting none of his feelings show.
“I noticed it when I was really little.  Other kids had totally different lives than me.  Their parents talked to other people when they were out in public, they talked to their kids about normal stuff or yelled at them or punished them.  Mine stayed together, always watching me, watching other people watch me, not saying anything unless we were alone.  They discouraged kids from coming near me.  I’ve only been to a playground during the daytime twice.  Both times I remember my parents making me leave when kids tried to talk to me or play with me.  They only took me at night, after that.  I played alone in the dark on playgrounds until I decided I didn’t want to do that anymore and made them stop bringing me.  It was lonely.  I remember it being very, very lonely.”
“That’s weird,” said Kootch.  “Your parents sound like they have mental problems.”
“Save all questions and insults for the end, dumbass,” said Jasmine, frowning at him.  She looked back at me, giving me an encouraging smile.  “Ignore the boy on the short bus.  Just keep telling your story.”
“How about the nutshell version?” I asked, sighing.  No one wanted to hear the sad sorry story of my lame life.  “I have a problem.  Every time I go somewhere, people get attached to me and then get dangerous.  They want to be with me all the time.  I can’t help it.  It just happens.  That’s why I move around a lot.  To get away from them.”
“Wow.  A little full of yourself, aren’t you?” asked Kootch.
Jasmine grabbed a decorative pillow off the couch and jumped on him, pushing it into his face.  “I will smother you, dickcheese!  I will put you right out of your misery with my bare hands!”
“Ow, ow, okay!” came Kootch’s muffled voice from under her.  “I’ll stop, I’ll stop!”  He didn’t fight back at all.  He just laid there until Jasmine decided to quit, which was only after she pushed the pillow harder a few times into his face while grunting with the effort.
Jasmine settled back down into her seat, acting like she hadn’t just threatened to murder her next door neighbor.  “Sorry for the interruption.  I know you’re not conceited.  You’re anything but.”  She turned a glare in Kootch’s direction.
He put his hands up in surrender, saying nothing but rolling his eyes when she looked away.
“It’s okay,” I said.  “I know how it looks and sounds.  Believe me, I’ve lived this way my whole life.”  I didn’t want to look at Malcolm, but I couldn’t help it.
He was on the edge of his seat, mesmerized or something.  He stared at me, a strange expression on his face.
I had to look away.  I couldn’t bear the idea that he’d find me repulsive or freakish.  Not yet, anyway.  I needed some time to get over the events of tonight and build up my walls again.
“So, how do you know this happens?” asked Jasmine.
I shrugged.  “It just always has.  People get all happy when I’m around.  My parents are the worst.  They’re totally addicted to me or whatever it is that makes them happy when I’m around.  They hate having me leave the house to be at school all day.  They never let me out on weekends.  I’m not allowed to have friends.”
“Why don’t they home school you, then?” asked Kootch.  He sounded skeptical, but I didn’t blame him or hold it against him either.  It is nuts.  My life is a freak show.
“They want to.  They’ve begged me.  But I told them no.”
Kootch snorted.  “Ha.  Like they’d let you decide.  They’re the parents.  You’re the kid.  The parents are in charge, not the kids.”
I looked him straight in the eye.  “I force them to let me go to school.  That’s how it works in my house.”  I was angry, but not at him.  I really wished the parents could be in charge in my life.
Jasmine looked uneasy.  “And how do you do that? Force them, I mean.  Do you Spock-pinch them or something?  Give ‘em the old laser-eye?”
I laughed bitterly.  “Nothing that sexy.  I just threaten to leave and never come back.”
“They love you,” said Malcolm.  He sounded wistful.
“No.  They’re addicted to me.  There’s a difference, a very big difference.  They’re Rainbows.”
“You have gay parents?” asked Kootch.  “What’s that got to do with anything?”
“No.  I call them Rainbows ... anyone who gets addicted and needs to feel the Happy ... they’re Rainbows to me.  They see me as bringing light and color and joy into their lives.  Or they feel that way when they’re around me.”  I shrugged, not able to describe it any better than that.  I’d made the name up when I was a little kid, and it stuck.  I never considered coming up with a more grown-up term for them.  What would be the point when I only ever said it in my own head?
“Sorry to burst your multi-colored bubble or whatever, but I don’t feel that way around you,” said Kootch.  “You’re pretty and all, but you’re just a regular girl.”  He looked over at Jasmine.  “Can I go home now?  I’m tired.”
“Go whenever you want, I don’t care,” she said.  “But first, a little experiment ... if you’re not afraid.”  She grinned evilly at him.
“What kind of experiment?” Kootch asked, sounding suspicious.
Her tone made me uneasy.  She sounded and looked like she was being sneaky.  I had a feeling Kootch wasn’t going to like the outcome.
Jasmine got up and came over to me, kneeling down by my chair.  Leaning over, she whispered in my ear, putting her hand up next to her mouth so Kootch and Malcolm wouldn’t hear.  “I’m going to take Malcolm out of the room.  I want you to kiss Kootch, right on the mouth.”
“Ew, no,” I whispered, leaning away from her.
She grabbed my shirt sleeve and pulled me back.  “Yes.  No tongue, just a smooch.  Wait ’til we’re gone, out of the room completely.  Just consider it a science experiment.”  She stood before I could argue.
“Malcolm, come with me,” she ordered, walking behind my chair to stand next to his.
Malcolm stood.  “Where are we going?”
“Just follow me.  Kootch, you stay here with Rae.  She’s got something to show you.”
She walked out before I could tell her not to, pushing Malcolm in front of her.  He tried to look at me over his shoulder, but she got him out of the room before he could do anything but listen to her boss him around.  Her voice faded as they walked down a hallway until we couldn’t hear it anymore.
Kootch stared at me across the open space, over the short coffee table.  “What are you going to show me?” he asked, his suspicion slowly sliding away.
Seconds ticked by, the sound coming from a clock on the wall behind my head.  The longer we were in here together alone, the smoother Kootch’s face became.  After forty-five seconds, all his anger or frustration slipped away.  The colors of his Rainbow were showing through, glowing until they shined out from his face.  Even though it was a term I came up with when I was little, it still described the effect I had on people perfectly.
I stood up, ignoring my fear and the strong sense of misgiving that nearly overwhelmed me at the idea of being alone with him and encouraging more closeness.
“Come over here,” I said.
He stood and walked around the coffee table, stopping when he was in front of Malcolm’s chair.  He was smiling, no longer cranky.  And I was sure he wasn’t thinking about wanting to leave anymore either.
“Closer,” I urged, getting seriously nervous about having him this near and tempting him to come even nearer.  He had already been attaching to me before all this happened, in detention and before.  Once a Rainbow got to a certain point with me, it was easy to push them beyond the safe zone.  I’ve done it without trying, and right now I was going to do it on purpose.  I was playing with fire and ignoring all the alarm bells ringing in my head.
He took two more steps around the coffee table until he was standing right next to me.  I turned to face him, trying not to tremble.  He was so much taller than me and very muscular.  Bigger than Malcolm and broader in the shoulders.  He needed a shave.  I could smell his cologne.  It was different than how Malcolm smelled.  Sweeter.  More spicy or something.  I could tell he’d had some beer tonight as the odor of it wafted down towards me.
“What are you going to show me?” he asked, his voice going soft and smooth as he stared into my eyes.  His were green and flecked with gold.
“I’m not going to show you anything.  You’re going to feel it.”
The right side of his mouth went up in a charming half-grin.  “Am I going to like it?  It’s not a wet willy is it?”
“No,” I said, grinning a little too.  He was pretty cute when he was relaxed.  “It’s definitely not a wet willy.”  I swallowed hard, feeling guilty already.  “Put your hands behind your back and keep them there.  Promise you won’t move them.”
He did as he was told, smiling bigger now.  “Ooo, this is getting interesting.  Maybe you should tie me up.”
“Good idea,” I said, yanking my purse over my head.  “Turn around.”
He didn’t hesitate.
I tied his wrists together with my thin purse strap, knotting the leather as best I could.  I didn’t have the strength to make it as tight as I wanted to.  “Turn back around.”
He did as he was told, his breathing rate slightly elevated, either in anticipation of what was to come or because of the fact that he was standing so close to me.
“Close your eyes.”
His lids dropped and so did his smile.  He stood there waiting for something he didn’t even know was coming, but he didn’t care.  At this point he would have let me do anything.
“You’re happy to be standing here in front of me with your hands tied, aren’t you?”
“Yes.”  He said it simply, with no emotion.
“Before you said I was conceited.”
“I didn’t mean it.  I think you’re amazing.  You’re not conceited, you’re perfect.  Beautiful in every way.”
“You think that because you’re close to me.  Not because it’s real.”
“It’s real.  It’s totally real.  I can feel it.  I can see it.”
“No, it’s not real.  You just think it is.”  I desperately wanted him to understand.
“Whatever you say.  All I know is, I’m a good looking guy and you’re a cute girl.  That’s it.  That’s just chemistry, baby.  No need to fight it.”
“I’m going to kiss you.”
A grin spread quickly.  “Awesome.  Let’s do it.”  He puckered up his lips and leaned forward.
“You think you’ll be able to handle it?”
He snorted, the pucker disappearing.  “Please. I’ve kissed a hundred girls.  Lay it on me.  It’s no big deal.”
I closed the space between us.  “Bend down a little.”
He leaned over until his lips were just inches from mine.
“Here goes nothing,” I said, placing my lips against his, pressing in just a little as I gave him a kiss.
He instantly moved forward, trying to deepen our connection.  I wasn’t expecting such a quick reaction, so he succeeded in getting more of me than I’d intended.  Our lips smashed together, and then his parted.  His tongue came out and licked my lips slightly before he moved his mouth over mine again.  I leaned back to get away, but he leaned forward more, keeping our faces together.
He moaned, breaking free of the purse strings with little effort and wrapping his arms around me, dipping his head down to deepen our kiss and pressing his body into me tightly.
“Oh, Rae,” he gasped, shoving his tongue into my mouth.
I jerked my head back and to the side to get away, pushing on his chest with both hands.  “No, Kootch, no!  You promised you wouldn’t move your hands!”  Panic swelled my heart and made it feel like it was going to explode.  “Get off!”
“Please, just kiss me, Rae, we’re so good together!”  He kept leaning and leaning, straining his lips towards mine.  Eventually his weight was too much for me to hold up anymore, and he pushed us both over until I fell back into the armchair.
He fell too, landing on top of me, and his face ended up near my chest.  He started kissing it, at first trying to get back to my lips but then changing his mind, going for my left breast instead.
I screamed, struggling to get out from under him, hitting him on the head.  He was going to keep going and going and going until he raped me.  And he’d never even realize he was doing it, too.  That’s how it is with Rainbows; they were always oblivious to the things they did to themselves and me.
Kootch yelled in surprised anger when a giant pillow came down and brained him, knocking his mouth from the nipple he’d been trying to grab through my shirt and bra.  His grip around my back slackened.
I wanted to kick him off, but at the same time I didn’t want to hurt him.  He hadn’t been at fault here.  I was the one who’d agreed to this stupid idea.  The humiliation was complete when I heard Malcolm’s angry, disgusted voice above me.
“What the hell, Kootch?!” yelled Malcolm, pulling him off me.
A cool rush of air washed over my body once Kootch’s hot chest was no longer smothering it.  I felt naked.  Ashamed.
“You’re such a dick!  What the hell is wrong with you?!”  Malcolm pulled his fist back and punched Kootch in the face, slamming him onto his back on the floor.
Kootch banged into the coffee table on the way down and cried out with pain as the corner of the wood jabbed him in the ribs.  He laid on the floor writhing around, yelling in pain.  “Gah!  What the hell, man!”
“Hey!  Time out!  No fighting in the living room!” yelled Jasmine, standing in the middle of everything with the pillow under her arm, gesturing like a referee.  I wouldn’t have been surprised to see her bust out a whistle.
“He was forcing himself on her!” yelled Malcolm, not yet ready to let Kootch up off the floor.  He stood over him with his legs spread and fist cocked.
“I don’t know what happened!” yelled Kootch, sounding like he wanted to cry, ducking away from Malcolm’s threat.  “I was just sitting there, and then all of a sudden she was under me.  It’s not my fault!  She put a spell on me or something!”  He lifted his head and glared at me.  “What’d you do?  What are you, a witch or something?”  He sat up partway and crawled backwards, trying to get away from me or Malcolm, it was hard to tell which.  Maybe both of us.
It made my heart ache with regret.  Why couldn’t I have just left it alone?  Why did I tell them anything?  Why did I agree to something I knew would be a disaster?  I looked at the front door.  I had to leave.  I had to get out of here and disappear.
“Don’t even think about it,” said Jasmine, looking down at me.  “You aren’t leaving, and neither are you, Kootch.”  She turned her attention to him.  “Get up and sit on the couch and shut up.”
“You’re not the boss of me, Butts.”  He glared at her once before getting onto his hands and knees and crawling over to the couch.  He climbed up into a sitting position and sat there, gingerly touching his cheekbone where Malcolm had hit him, moving his jaw around in several directions as if he was trying to see if it still worked properly.
“Malcolm, sit,” ordered Jasmine.  “Here across from Kootch.  I don’t want you getting too close to him.”
Malcolm sat down.  “Why?” he asked.
“You know why.  Don’t play games,” she said.  She sounded like an adult admonishing a child.
Malcolm looked down at his hands in his lap but didn’t respond.  It’s possible he looked guilty, but I wasn’t sure.  Maybe I was just reflecting my own emotions onto him to try and make myself feel better about what I’d done.
“Okay, people.”  Jasmine stood at the end of the coffee table.  “My experiment was successful.  Maybe a little too successful.”
“Your experiment was a trick,” said Kootch.  “Somebody roofied me.”
“Don’t be a baby.  That was no trick and no one roofied you,  cheese doodle.  You claimed to have no interest in Rae and said you could resist her, but as soon as we left the room, you were all over her like white on rice.  Of course now you regret it since Malcolm is back and punching you in the face over it, but that doesn’t change anything that happened.  Just call a spade a spade and admit it.  She mind-fucked you.”
“I’ve got nothing to feel guilty about,” said Kootch, not sounding like he believed it much.
“No, you don’t,” I said, really feeling sorry for him.  “I put you in that position, it’s my fault.”
He just frowned at me.
“I think to make this clearer, we need to hear from Malcolm.  Then we’ll have all the pieces and we can put this puzzle together.”  Jasmine was actually smiling.  She looked so proud of herself, like she was the only one in the room who knew what the heck was going on.
I turned my head to look at Malcolm.  He was sitting there staring at his feet, leaning over partway in his chair with his forearms resting on his thighs near his knees.
“You ready for this?” Jasmine asked him.
He sighed heavily and sat back, a defeated look on his face.  His arms rested limply in his lap.  “No, not really.”
“Good.  Tell us anyway,” she said, taking her seat on the couch next to Kootch.  “Nutshell version.  Go.”
Malcolm looked once at me and then at the ceiling before he began reciting his story.
“It all started when I was really young.  Before my own memories even began, really.  First it was my mom...”



Chapter Twenty-Nine: Malcolm
I TRAVELED DOWN MEMORY LANE, trying to picture my mom’s face.  It wouldn’t come to me now, just like always.  I’m not sure if I ever had a picture of her in my mind or if I’d just made one up.  Dark brown hair like mine.  Brown eyes.  Pale skin.
“I was only two when she died.  When she killed herself, actually.  Dead by suicide, they said.  She cut her wrists in the bathtub.  My dad found me crying in my bedroom and her dead, floating in the water.  Maybe I saw her too, I don’t know.  I don’t remember the details.”
“That’s awful,” said Rae, her voice so sad and raw with emotion, I was tempted to look at her.  But I didn’t.  I couldn’t.
I shrugged, acting like it didn’t bother me too much.  “Like I said, I don’t remember it.  This is just stuff in my records.  My father was an alcoholic.  I don’t know if he drank before my mom died, but he sure did after.  I only lived with him another two years before he left.  I don’t know if he’s still alive or not.  A neighbor found me eating out of her garbage can when I was four, and that was the beginning of my life as number 55548323142.”
“You’re a prisoner?” asked Kootch.
I laughed without really finding anything funny.  “Kind of.  It’s my number in the foster system.  They mean something, I don’t know what.  I don’t care.” I shrugged, as if it was no big deal to be a number on a piece of paper, one of thousands of other kids just like me but at the same time, not like me at all.
“So you live with a foster family?” asked Jasmine.
“I have lived with many foster families,” I corrected.  “See, I have a problem too.”  I finally looked over at Rae, wondering how she was going to take the news.  Hearing her story had pretty much blown me away.  I stayed calm on the outside, but inside I was running around in circles and getting dizzy, yelling, shouting out crazy nonsense.  It was all too much to comprehend.  How could I get so close to something and then have it yanked away?  What kind of cruel world is this?  What had I ever done to deserve this level of horrible karma?
All this time I’d been thinking she’s like me, when it turns out she’s the exact opposite.  I’d come so close to finding someone I could be around, and then ... she was gone.  She never existed though, not really - not like I’d imagined her to be.  It was stupid to be upset about something that never existed.  But my heart wasn’t ready to let her go yet, the fantasy I’d cooked up where she and I could be together without me killing her was struggling to stay alive; so I was going to pretend for just a little while longer that I wasn’t going to disappear tonight and never look back.
“What’s your problem?  You a Rainbow freak too?” asked Kootch, his arms folded over his chest.
Jasmine put up her hands in a T-sign.  “Time out.”  She sat forward on the couch and twisted her upper body to face Kootch, her back to Rae.  “Okay, Kootch.  You’ve got two seconds to get your head out of your colon before I twist your scrotum off and make earrings out of your beanbags.” She leaned in closer to him.  “Do you feel me, dog?”
He uncrossed his arms and cupped his hands over his crotch.  “I definitely feel you, Butts.  I feel you too much, in fact.  If you could just slide over a little, away from my jewels, that would be great.”
“Try not to be a dicklick for ten minutes, and I’ll give you a Scooby snack, okay?”
He held up a finger, leaving one hand still over his crotch.  “First of all, I never have nor will I ever, lick a dick.  I’m all about the tacos, know what I’m sayin’?  And second, I’m just expressing my opinion that this is all a bunch of hooey, but if you want to give me a Ho-Ho or a Ding Dong, then I’ll shut up for ten minutes.”
Jasmine snorted, turning around to face Malcolm.  “And he says he doesn’t lick dicks.”
“Hey!” protested Kootch.  “Licking a Ding Dong is not the same as licking a dick!”
“If you say so.  ‘Course, you haven’t actually seen yourself go to town on a Ding Dong like I have, so maybe you should withhold judgment on that.”
He pushed his lips together and shook his head a few times back and forth.  “One of these days, Butts ... I swear to God...”  He wrinkled his mouth all up and acted like he was barely holding back his anger.  I could tell it was all an act, though.  I was pretty sure Jasmine could stab a pen through his hand right now and he’d just ask her what the hell she was doing.  At some point in their next-door-neighbor relationship, he’d given her a free pass to abuse him however she saw fit, and she was taking full advantage of it.  It made me being a freak seem a little less awful for some reason.
“What?”  She looked at him again.  “You threatenin’ me?  You gonna throw a rock at my face? Pssshhhh.  Been there, done that.”  She turned to me again.  “Please continue.  Kootch will do anything for a Ding Dong, including shutting his pie hole for an entire ten minutes.”
I was smiling at Jasmine and Kootch as they argued, even though my story was worse than depressing and something that should have been bringing me to tears.  So this is what it’s like to have friends.  I was going to be sad to say goodbye to them.  I would never forget them either.  Our time together might have been short - really only part of a day - but it didn’t matter.  When you’re like me, you take these small things that mean a lot and you give them the importance in your memory that they deserve.  Everything counts in large amounts, especially when you’re an agent of darkness.
“Where was I?” I said, trying to get my bearings while waiting for the sappy feelings to pass by.  I was afraid a tear might leak out and then I’d just get pissed.
Rae’s soft voice came to me, making me look over.  I couldn’t ignore her anymore.
“You were saying that you have a problem too.  Like me.”
“I do have a problem, but it’s not like you.  Actually, it’s the opposite of you.”  I searched her face for recognition of our dilemma, the fact that we could not possibly be together, but there was nothing there.  Just an openness.  A desire to hear what I had to say.  Something that felt like a shard of glass twisted in my heart, making it painful to breathe.  I pushed past it with effort and continued my story.  “Certain people are drawn to me.  People who are sad or depressed.  And when they get around me, they get worse.  Way worse.”
“What do you mean?” asked Jasmine.
“I mean, they get ... dark.  My mom was the first one.  Then my dad.”
“Aw, come on, man!  You can’t blame your two-year-old self for your mother’s suicide!  That’s just mental.”  Kootch had made it a whole minute not talking.
Jasmine slapped him in the face with a pillow.  He closed his eyes and said nothing.
“My father was next,” I explained.  “And then foster parents, foster siblings, and neighbors ... anyone who spent too much time with me and got too close either died or made themselves very sick or hurt themselves.  After I finally figured out it was me causing all the pain, I made sure they moved me around a lot.”
“How’d you do that?” asked Rae, her eyes full of pity.
I don’t know why, but her sympathy made me feel better.  No one had ever felt sorry for me that I could remember.  “I just made sure to suggest to people who were getting ... dark ... that they could call the social worker on my file and get me moved.  The ones who didn’t want to be depressed would jump on the idea.  The ones who were more attracted to the idea of darkness, well, I had to report things myself.  It was easy.  Drugs in the house, abuse, weapons, things the system frowns on.”
“Dude, that is so messed up, I don’t even know where to begin.”  Kootch didn’t look quite as skeptical now.
I hadn’t even told them the worst of it, and I wasn’t going to.  Not now and not ever.  No one would ever know that stuff but me.  I carried the memories around, refusing to let myself forget, so that at least someone would remember those who’d suffered because of me.  If not me, then who?  No one deserves to be forgotten forever.
“So anyone who comes near you wants to die, is that it?” asked Jasmine.
“No, not everyone.”
“Not Jasmine,” said Rae, sounding less sad and more confident.  “She’s a Neutral.”
We all looked at Rae.  I had no idea what she was talking about.
“Neutral?  What’s a neutral?” asked Jasmine.  She looked happy about the idea.
“A Neutral is a person who isn’t affected by me.  I’ve met only a few in my life.  They just kind of seem oblivious to it all.”
“So, you’ve had some friends,” I said, unable to keep the envy out of my voice.
“No,” she said, sad again.  “They’ll hang around for a few days or weeks at the most.  One made it a whole month and a half.  But then the Rainbows descend and the Neutrals start getting mad at all the attention I get, and they start blaming me, saying I flirt or ask for it or whatever.  It’s jealousy or frustration, I don’t know.  They always leave, though.  It’s the Rainbows I can’t get rid of.”
“And you hide in the bathroom,” I said, so quiet I wasn’t sure she’d heard me.
“Yes.  I hide in the bathroom.”  She smiled at me tenderly, and I swear I felt my heart melt a little as it warmed under her blue-eyed gaze.
And then I remembered her story.  She makes people love her.  She can’t help it.  It’s just a power she has, and people can’t control how they feel when they’re around her.
I wanted to be sick, right there on the floor.  This isn’t real.  What I’m feeling for her isn’t really me.  It’s her!  I broke my gaze away from her achingly beautiful face and stared at my shoes.  It felt like someone had punched me in the gut, making it hard for me to breathe.  This was like the worst joke the universe had ever played on me.  All this time I’d thought being an agent of darkness was bad, awful, terrible; but this ... this was worse.  Much worse.  I finally found a girl I like, who I thought I could hang with ... and it turns out I probably don’t even really like her at all.  She’s hypnotized me.  I’m just another prick, hot after her ass because she’s literally irresistible.  I laughed bitterly at myself.  I’d been so stupid.
“What’s wrong?” Jasmine asked.  “You have an ugly look on your face.”
“Dude’s got gas,” said Kootch.  “Bathroom’s down that hall, on the right.”  He gestured to the place where Rae had gone earlier.
“Shut up, Kootch,” I said, sounding tired.  I was exhausted.  Not just from the running from cops and Derek, but from the emotional upheaval too.  Being a shadow was much easier; interacting with people and trying to fit in was completely draining.
“I know why he looks like that,” said Jasmine, looking way too smug.
“Oh, yeah?  Why don’t you fill us in on your theory, Sherlock,” said Kootch.  “But before you do, why don’t you run along to the kitchen and get me a Ding Dong.”
She stood, talking as she walked to the other room.  “What we have here is a yin and a yang, people.  This is nature doing a delicate balancing act.”  The sound of a cupboard slamming shut came out into the room.  “See, Malcolm, he’s the yin.  He’s the darkness, the shadows, the void.  And Rae?  She’s the yang.  She’s the light, the thing that uncovers the shadows and fills the void.  Get it?”  She came out of the kitchen a box of vintage Hostess cakes in it.  She put it down on the table, gesturing to it.  “Help yourselves before Kootch gets his grubby paws all over them.”
I shook my head, sure I’d be even sicker if I ate that much sugar right now.  Rae also declined, but Kootch leaned over and pulled out two packages, resting one in his lap while he opened the other noisily.
I wanted to pay attention to what Jasmine was saying, I knew it was important, but watching Kootch eat a Ding Dong was like seeing a train wreck in slow motion.  I couldn’t look away.  I cringed at the horrific scene before me.
Jasmine could tell I was distracted.  “Did you hear what I said?  Malcolm?”  She looked over at Kootch.  “Oh, for chrissake, Kootch.”  She turned to me.  “See what I mean?  He is totally licking dick right now, is he not?”
Kootch froze with his tongue sticking out, on its second trip up the side of the Ding Dong.  He quickly pulled his tongue in.  “Shut it, Butts.”  And then he shoved the cake into his mouth whole.  “See?  Gone.  Done.”  He waved at me.  “Keep going.  This shit is getting real.”  Several brown cake crumbs came flying out of his mouth.
Jasmine leaned over the edge of the couch and came back with a Dustbuster in her hand.  She flicked it on and vacuumed Kootch’s crotch for a few seconds before turning it off again and looking at me expectantly, lowering the small machine to the floor by her leg.
I guess I was supposed to pretend she hadn’t just vacuumed Kootch’s crotch and continue with my story, but I just couldn’t.  I started laughing.
“What’s so funny?” Jasmine asked.
Rae started giggling next to me.
“What?” asked Kootch.  “Is it the vacuum thing?”  he grinned big.  “Oh, you don’t even know.  Jasmine?  OCD all the way, man.  Dude, just wait.  You’ll see.”
“Just because I don’t wallow in filth, doesn’t mean I’m OCD,” she said, frowning at him.
“How often do you change your toothbrush?” Kootch asked, staring at the ceiling, a smile barely concealed under a fake-serious face.  He held up a single finger.
“Once a week.  Just like any normal person.  There are millions of germs that gather there and grow while you’re at school, you know.  They reach critical mass and you have to protect yourself.”
“Aaaaand how often do you change your sheets?”  He held up a second finger.
“Every single day, like normal people who aren’t pigs.  Do you have any idea how many mites and other crap are living in your bed?”
“Aaaaand how many times to you check doors and lights after you go to bed?”  He put up a third finger.
Jasmine rolled her eyes.  “Safety!  Security!  I want to live until I’m at least twenty!  That requires a minimum of three checks, just to be sure none were forgotten and no one messed with them while I was checking other places!  Duh!”
He tipped his head back down and looked at Rae and then me.  “I could do this all night, but I think you get the picture.”  He jabbed a thumb in Jasmine’s direction.  “She’s been vacuuming invisible crumbs and mites and God knows what else off my body for ten years.  Ten years.  This all started when she was five.  The day she kicked me off her swing set and never let me back on it.”
“That is not what happened, and you know it!” she shrieked, hitting him in the face with her pillow again.
“Do you guys think we could go back to the yin and yang thing?” asked Rae.  “It’s the first thing that anyone’s ever said to me that makes any sense.”
Rae’s hopeful expression was killing me.  She wanted answers, a solution.  Maybe for her there’d be some, but for me, it was hopeless.  No matter what I understood about my problem, it wouldn’t change the fact that people who got too close to me died.  Love was a death sentence with me, and I didn’t want anymore blood on my hands.  There was already so much there that I’d never be able to wash it all off, even with a lifetime of scrubbing and praying for forgiveness.
“Okay, as I was saying, yin and yang.  Nature in balance.”  Jasmine looked at me, passion taking over her voice.  “Haven’t you noticed that when you’re together, you and Rae, Kootch acts kind of normal?”
I looked at Kootch, whose face was all puffed out because of the second Ding Dong he’d just shoved in his mouth.  Jasmine quickly grabbed the vacuum and sucked up the few crumbs that escaped onto his chest.
Rae was staring at him too.  “He looks better now, actually.  Since Malcolm came in and punched him in the face.”
“Yeah, I think it was the punch that did it for me,” said Kootch, talking around the food.  He swallowed hard.  “A punch to the face always calms me down.”
“No, it wasn’t the punch,” argued Jasmine.  “It was Malcolm coming in here.  Maybe him touching Kootch made it happen faster, but it was happening anyway.”
Kootch frowned.  “You’re acting like I’m easy to manipulate.”
“You and everyone else.  Except for me of course.”  Jasmine smiled and fluffed her hair.  “I’m a Neutral.”  She started jiving in her seat.  “Can’t touch this, dah, nah, nah-nah .. nah-nah ... nah-nah.  Can’t touch this.”
“Neutral my ass,” said Kootch under his breath.
I thought about what she was saying.  I didn’t know anything about this yin or yang thing, but I did know that today was the first time I’d been able to hang around Kootch without him smothering me.  And not only that, people were acting different.  They were leaving us alone.  Whenever Rae and I were together, people treated us like we weren’t even there.  A flush crept up my neck as I realized that I never thought about hiding in a bathroom when Rae was around.  There wasn’t any need to.
Rae was frowning.  She had to be running through memories, just like I was.  Looking up at me, she had what appeared to be hope in her eyes.  “The cop,” she said, staring at me.
I shrugged my shoulders a little, not knowing where she was going with this.
She bounced a little in her seat.  “The cop!”
I shook my head.  “The cop, what?”
“You’re the reason why everything got messed up!”
I leaned back into my chair, my heart sinking.  Now she got it.  Now she knew.  I’m always the reason things get messed up.  I turned around and looked at the door, wondering how long it would take me to get home from here.



Chapter Thirty: Rae
IT ALL FINALLY MADE SENSE.  Why the police officer had snapped out of Rainbowland so quickly.  Why we’d been able to play basketball in gym class.  Why we’d been having so much fun at that party!
“The cop!” I said, barely able to contain myself.  This thing was real.  Jasmine was onto something amazing, I knew she was.
Malcolm just shrugged at me, like he either didn’t get it or didn’t care, but that did nothing to dampen my enthusiasm.  For the first time I had real hope, something I could grab onto.
I bounced like a little kid, the spring in the seat throwing me up with almost no effort on my part.  “The cop!”  Pretty soon I was going to squeal.  I could feel it bubbling up inside me.  The joy.  The excitement.  I so rarely allowed those emotions in my life because they were so dangerous for others, but here, I was safe.  I could be happy and it wouldn’t hurt anyone, all because of Malcolm!
He frowned at me.  “The cop, what?”
“You’re the reason why everything got messed up!”  I was so happy he’d messed it up.  Now I had proof that what Jasmine said was right.
Malcolm looked so sad all of a sudden, I had to dial my excitement back and think about what I’d just said.  Oops.
“No, I don’t mean it like that.  Not messed up.  What I mean is that I had this plan and you came up and ruined the plan.”
“That’s so much better.  Thanks,” said Malcolm, rolling his eyes, resting the side of his head on his fingers, his elbow propped up on the arm of the chair.
I jumped up from my seat and came over, kneeling down by his right side.  I stared him in the face, placing my hand on his arm.  He couldn’t look away; I wouldn’t let him.
“I had that cop in a trance.  I can do that if I try really hard.  I can make someone forget everything.”
His face darkened and he looked down pointedly at my hand on his forearm.  “Like you’re doing with me right now?”
I frowned, taken aback by his tone.  “No.  I’m not doing anything to you now.  I don’t think I even could if I wanted to.”
“Sure,” he said, pulling his arm away.
I shook my head, ignoring his comment and hurtful detachment from my touch.  I had to get him to understand.  “When you came walking up to the porch, he dropped out of Rainbowland and came back to reality, and he wasn’t affected by me anymore at all.  Don’t you see?”
“No.  Sorry.”  He shook his head, not meeting my eyes anymore.
“You erase my effects.  You balance me out.  Together, when you and I are near each other, we can be normal.”
Malcolm looked at me again and we stared at each other for a really long time.  The room was totally silent.  Even Kootch wasn’t saying anything.
Tears filled my eyes as my heart swelled in my chest.  This was the first time in my entire existence that I’d glimpsed the possibility of a normal life, of being a regular teenager who could just come home and argue with her parents and get a hug from them without worrying about them getting deranged over it.  I can have friends!  I can join clubs!  I can ... I can... do anything!
Malcolm broke his gaze away from mine, his face going dark again as he stared off into the distance.
“What’s wrong?” I asked, my voice going all weepy.  My fantasy world, the one that had been right there in front of me in 3-D color, was slipping out of my grasp.  My heart squeezed in on itself and the pain made me almost cry out.
“I have to go,” he said.  He stood.  I fell back onto my butt on the floor.
“You can’t go now!” said Jasmine, clearly distressed.  “She just poured her heart out and laid it at your feet, you idiot!”
I moved back and somehow made it into my chair, unable to look at anyone.  The shame was burning me up from the inside.  “It’s no big deal.  Just let him go.”  I couldn’t say any more or I’d throw up, right there on Jasmine’s perfectly vacuumed carpet.
Kootch sighed loudly.  “Dude, you know I’m not the most sensitive guy in the world, but you can’t just take off after all that.  Didn’t you hear what she said?”
I’d never heard Kootch sound so sweet before, and I wanted to thank him for sticking up for me, but I couldn’t get any words out.  I couldn’t even look at him or Jasmine.  I just stared at the carpet fibers, trying not to imagine the life I could have had with Malcolm at my side.
After the joy completely left my body, all I could think about was how I must have done something really terrible in my last life to have deserved this special kind of hell.  To catch a glimpse of a normal life and then have it snatched away...
“I don’t mean to be a dick, but I just can’t do this.  I just ... I’ve been me for too long.  I’ve been in the dark for so long I don’t trust the light.  You can’t understand.  You just can’t.  I don’t blame you for hating me.”
He was saying this to me, but I couldn’t look at him.  It was too awful to bear.  The words were already cutting me open, and I was bleeding freely onto the floor.  I felt drained and empty.
“No.  Fuck that.  You’re not going anywhere.”  Kootch stood.
I looked up, wondering what he was going to do.  I had to stop him before he and Malcolm got into another fight.
“Just let him go,” I said, painful emotions coloring my voice and making the words come out strained.
“No!  Don’t be such a frigging wimp, Rae.”  Jasmine stood next to Kootch.  “I know you like him, and I know he likes you.  You guys were obviously meant to be together.  Yin and yang, look it up!”
“That’s not us,” said Malcolm.  “I am darkness personified. She’s the light.  If we get together I’ll eventually just snuff her out like I do everyone else.”  He sounded angry and frustrated.
“Bullshit.  Everyone knows the light is stronger than the dark,” said Kootch.  “Ever take a shit in the middle of the night?”
The room went completely silent.  I’m pretty sure even the clock stopped ticking.  I looked up and saw only confusion on Jasmine and Malcolm’s faces, probably mirroring my own.
“Please tell me you have a point,” said Jasmine.
“I do.”
“A relevant point.”
“It is.  You go in the bathroom, take a shit in the dark ‘cause it’s the middle of the night, and then you have to light a match, right?  And what happens?’
He looked around at all of us, like he was waiting for us to catch up.  I was totally lost, now picturing Kootch with his pants around his ankles, sitting on a toilet with a lit match in his hand.  It wasn’t pretty.
“It lights up the whole damn bathroom is what I’m saying.  Just that one tiny flame gets rid of a whole damn room full of darkness.  And it gets rid of the stink too, so that’s a nice side benefit.”  He smiled at all of us, pleased with his theory.
“As disgusting as he is, and as awful as that image is that is now burned into my brain, he has a point.”  Jasmine reached over and twisted Kootch’s nipple without even looking at him.
He smacked her hand away and pretended like he was going to punch her.  Of course he didn’t.  He just rubbed his chest and scowled.
“I appreciate you trying to help, guys, I really do,” said Malcolm, “but I can’t risk it.  I can’t do it.  I like Rae and you guys too much.”
He turned and walked towards the door.
“So you’re just going to let Derek or Holder take her then, is that it?” asked Jasmine.  “The dynamic duo of assholedom?”
Malcolm stopped, his back to us.
Jasmine continued.  “Ever wonder what the hell is going on with them?  Why they’re so interested?”
Malcolm turned his head to look at us sideways.  “They’re just addicted.  Rainbows.”
“No, they’re not,” I said.  I didn’t want to manipulate him into staying, but I didn’t want to lie either or let him walk away with misunderstandings between us.  “Mr. Holder had never seen me before.  And he got more than Rainbowey on me, like, immediately.  That’s never happened to me.  Never.  I swear.”
Malcolm looked towards the door again and sighed really loudly.  His shoulders sagged and his head dropped.  He said nothing for five full seconds.  I counted them out with the clock on the wall.
Tick.
Tick.
Tick.
Tick.
Tick.
“There’s something I forgot to mention,” he said, turning back around.  He walked over to stand next to the coffee table, looking at me and then the others.
“Well, don’t keep us in suspense,” said Jasmine, sarcastically.
He put his hand on the back of his chair and squeezed it until his knuckles went white.  “I heard something.  I forgot about it until you said that, Rae.  I’m sorry I didn’t mention it or think of it before.”
I just stared at him, wondering what he was going to tell us or confess.  Whatever it was, he was staying to say it, so there was nothing I wanted more than to listen.



Chapter Thirty-One: Malcolm
I FELT GUILTY AS HELL.  I was planning to run.  That hadn’t changed.  But now I realized there was more to this picture than just the close-up view we’d been looking at for the past hour or so.  The conversation that I’d overheard in the bathroom came back to me in a big rush after Rae said that Mr. Holder had never met her before and couldn’t possibly be a Rainbow already.  I knew now that it was quite possible there was a bigger picture here.  It just wasn’t coming in clear enough for me to see the whole thing.
But I did finally realize who the other voice belonged to.
“It was Derek,” I said.  “In the bathroom with Mr. Holder.”
“What?” asked Kootch, confusion written all over his face.  “What were they doing in the bathroom together, and why are you telling us this disgusting factoid?”
“I was hiding in the bathroom from ... doesn’t matter.  And when I was in the stall, Mr. Holder came in with Derek and they were talking about a girl.  At the time I had no idea who it was, but they were discussing getting her alone.  I can’t remember exactly what it was they said ... something like they had to see if she was the one they were looking for?”  I said it like a question, searching my memory for the exact sentences they’d used.
“Looking for?  Like they knew about Rae already?” asked Jasmine, sounding excited.
“Yeah.  But when I was in detention later trying to figure out who they were looking for, I knew right away it wasn’t Rae.  They already knew too much about her and she’s new.  There was no way they could know.”
“Sure they could,” said Jasmine, her arms folded across her chest.  She looked supremely confident.
“How?” asked Rae.  She looked scared.
Kootch rolled his eyes.  “Here it comes.  Brace yourselves.”
Jasmine didn’t even spare him a glance.  “This shit happens all the time.  People in power looking for people with special abilities.  People they want to manipulate.  Trust me.  This shit is high level, international, government control.  They have access to all kinds of info.”
“Aaaaand cue the crazy,” said Kootch, stepping out of Jasmine’s range.
“Shut up, assmunch.  I know what I’m talking about.  My parents are connected.  They have a network.”
“And you’re all up in their business with them because you’re a spy kid and you have like a go-go gadget watch that shoots out grappling hooks and shit,” said Kootch, laughing around his words.
Jasmine frowned.  “I’ll deal with you later, punk.”  She turned her attention to Rae and me, all seriousness now.  “This isn’t a game.  You guys know what you do is powerful.  You can influence people.  Not just one at a time, but huge groups.  Think about what someone could do with that if they could control it.”  She paused, letting her words sink in.
They were definitely sinking in deep for me, and the expression on Rae’s face said they were doing the same to her.  It sounded eerily possible.
“My parents are part of a network of ex-military personnel and scientists...”
“Conspiracy nuts,” interjected Kootch.
“...Professionals, who keep track of shit like this.  You’re not the only ones who’ve been attacked.  Trust me.  My parents are out of town right now, but when they get back, they’re going to want to talk to you.  And they can show you some shit, too.  You’ll believe it after they show you.  I am totally not playing right now.”
Rae was shaking her head.  “I don’t think that can happen.  When I go home my parents will already have our stuff packed.  I can guarantee you right now, you won’t ever see me again after tonight.”  She hung her head.
Just the words stabbed me in the heart.  I’d been planning to disappear myself, but I guess in the back of my mind I’d imagined her staying - being somewhere where I could find her later or communicate with at least.  Picturing her just disappearing too made me feel positively ill.  I wanted to punch a wall at the unfairness of it all.  Several times.
“So, you don’t go home,” said Jasmine, as if it were so simple.
“Where’s she supposed to go?” I asked, getting pissed that Rae was in this position.  It felt like my fault.
“She can stay here with me.”  Jasmine smiled.  “I have an extra room, and if anyone comes sniffing around, you can stay in the panic room.  It’s totally rad.”
“It is rad,” agreed Kootch.  “Inner sanctum shit.  Plus lots of Ding Dongs.”
“Plus, we have Ho Ho.”  Jasmine nodded at Kootch and he nodded back.
“Can’t count out old Ho Ho,” he agreed.
“You really like that Hostess stuff, don’t you?” asked Rae, a small smile curving up the side of her mouth, making her dimple show.  That fucking dimple.  She could turn me into a Rainbow with that alone.  I had to look away.
“No, man.  Not the cakes.  The beast.  The unholy terror of bloodlust that is Ho Ho.”  Kootch smiled proudly.
“Go get him up,” said Jasmine, walking over and pushing some buttons on her alarm keypad.
“Aw, man, do I have to?”  Kootch was whining, looking distressed.
“Just do it.  But wash your hands first so he doesn’t smell the Ding Dongs on you.”
Kootch left the room, and the water went on in the kitchen.  I had no idea what a Ho Ho was, but I was definitely interested in finding out.  Knowing Jasmine, it was probably a turtle.
“You’re super nice to invite me, but I can’t stay with you, Jazzy.  My parents ... you don’t know them.  They’ve been around me a long time.”
I knew the underlying meaning to her words.  They were Rainbows who couldn’t be shaken.  Time and distance away would mean nothing to them.  I had one of those once.  A Miserable who died miserable.
“Where else are you going to go?” she asked.  “You could go with Malcolm maybe.”  She looked at me.
I shook my head furiously.  “No way.  I live in a total dump.  Besides, my social worker’s coming to move me out on Monday.  I have to take off.”
“Take off?  What do you mean take off?” asked Rae.  The sad look was back on her face.
“Leave town.  Move on.  Start my life somewhere else.”  I shrugged.  It sounded stupid, especially considering I’d just spent my last ten bucks on beer.  My mouth twisted up in a sick version of a smile.
Kootch came in from the backyard through the sliding glass door.  The fact that he was struggling was clear.
“No ... fuck ... Ho Ho!  Stop!  No, Ho Ho, no!  Goddamn it!  Butts!  Come get this demon, would you?”
Jasmine smiled.  “Rae.  Malcolm.  I’d like you to meet my dragon.  Say hello to Ho Ho.”  She faced the back door.  “Ho Ho! Come!”
A gigantic brownish red I-don’t-know-what came streaking around the couch to slide to stop at Jasmine’s feet.
“Heel!” she commanded.
The beast spun around, its butt slamming into the side of the couch as it wiggled in to sit at her leg.  There wasn’t enough room there for it to do what it wanted, so it laid its shoulder against the cushions and actually pushed the furniture back a foot.  When the beast was finally settled next to its master’s leg, it looked up at her, a grin on its face.  A giant, slobbery tongue fell out of its mouth and dangled out of the side of it.  Drool soon followed.
Rae stared, her face white and her jaw hanging open in stark fear.
“I honestly thought a real dragon was going to come out of your back yard,” I said, not moving a muscle.
“Believe me, when Ho Ho farts, you’ll think she is a dragon shooting fire out of her ass,” said Kootch, breathing heavily as he walked back into the room.  “Trust me.  Nostril hairs are a thing of the past in this house.”
He had globs of white goo on his pants.
“Um, Kootch?”  Rae pointed to them with a shaking finger.
Kootch grabbed some Ding Dong wrappers off the table, using them to pull the stuff off.  “Fucking dog.  Drools like a goddamn rabid werewolf.”  He made an annoyed sound as the plastic just smeared the gooey substance into the fibers of his pants.  “Next time you’re getting her off the leash.”
“A guard dog,” Rae said.  “What kind is she?”
“Canary Island Mastiff.  Baddest badass dragon dog of all time. Trained by my dad.”
“The baddest badass human of all time,” said Kootch.  “Trust.  The guy is all kinds of scary.”  He threw the plastic down on the table, ignoring Jasmine’s sharp intake of breath, probably over the germs if her expression was any clue.
“See, the funny thing about Ho Ho,” explained Kootch, “is that she’s the dirtiest, sloppiest, most disgusting pig of a dog there ever was.  So you’d think Miss OCD over there would have a stroke just looking at her.  But noooooo.  She vacuums my ass crack every time I walk through the door, but Ho Ho?  She could take a shit right here on the floor and Jasmine would say it’s adorable.”
“Hey!  Ho Ho would never shit on our floor.  She is house trained, unlike some people.”  She patted the dog on the head and smiled before looking back up at Rae.  “Rae, Ho Ho will keep you safe, I promise.  You have nothing to worry about.”
“But what about your parents?” Rae asked, not sounding very convinced.
“Oh, trust me.  When my parents see what you can do and hear about what happened, they’ll insist you stay.”
Rae’s face fell.  “But see, that’s the problem.  They won’t do it because they want to.  They’ll do it because that’s just what happens.  And then they’ll become Rainbows.”
I felt like total crap as soon as the words came out of Rae’s mouth.  The solution was simple.  But I couldn’t do it.
Jasmine smiled confidently.  Then she looked at me.  “That’s not going to be a problem.”
I shook my head, tensing my muscles all over my body.  Run!  Just run!
“Don’t you shake your head at me, Malcolm.  You’re staying too.”
“No, I can’t,” I said, still shaking my head.  “I can’t do that.”
“Why not?” asked Kootch.  “You said you live in a shithole and you’re leaving anyway.  Why not just come here?”
It made perfect sense on paper.  All of it.  Except for the part where Holder and Derek were trying to take Rae down; there was nothing I could do to help her with that problem.  I have no reason to stay.  I should just disappear.  That had been my plan all along, the only thing that could work for me.
Until Rae had come along, of course.  Until Rae had come and given me another option. The problem is that I didn’t know if I could trust it, this illusion of another way.  My life had been nothing but one tragedy followed by another.  I had no reason to believe I’d have anything but darkness surrounding me, smothering me, until the day I died.
Rae was the light.  The yin to my yang or the yang to my yin.  Whatever it was, it was nothing I’d ever known before.  Joy.  Happiness.  Rae brought me hope.  And hope was a dangerous thing, because it made you dream big and do stupid risky things.
“Fine.  Just a few days until we get things worked out,” I said.  “And only if your parents say it’s okay, Jasmine.  Can you email them?”
“Yep.”  Jasmine looked at Rae, beaming.  “You in?”
Rae shrugged, looking shyly at me and then more confidently at Kootch and the dog.  “Okay, I’m in.  It’s the only way I’ll be able to stay for a little longer.” She looked at me again.  “And I’d like to stay.”



Chapter Thirty-Two: Rae
I COULDN’T BELIEVE IT. SOMEHOW Jasmine had managed to convince Malcolm and me to stay with her.  I felt like I was walking in a dream.  Could this really be happening?  Was I running away from my house and my family?  Doing the thing I’d dreamed about for as long as I could remember?
“Where will we sleep?” I asked, wondering if it was going to be in the secret room under her house.  Maybe I should have been freaked out about that, but the idea of hiding while surrounded by guns sounded like a great idea after dealing with Derek tonight, even though I knew I could never shoot a human being or anything else for that matter.
“I think it’s best if you and Malcolm are near each other,” she said, all businesslike now.  “Kootch, can you take Ho Ho back out?”
Kootch walked to the back door.  “Come on, Ho Ho.  Out you go.  Go light up the night, why don’t ya, you smelly beast.”
“Go on, Ho Ho.  Outside,” said Jasmine, nodding towards the back door.
Ho Ho the beast-dog ran out, her drool swinging around her head as she went.  There was a special kind of confident sway to her stride, as though she knew she could tear our throats open with little effort.  She feared nothing.  A shiver of respect ran up my arms.  I rubbed them to get the goosebumps off, wishing I could be as brave as she is.
“We can’t sleep together,” said Malcolm.
My face heated up.  “Of course not.  No one was saying we would.”  Total rejection sucked.  I was getting the distinct impression that Malcolm wanted nothing to do with me or this whole situation.  I couldn’t blame him, though.  That kiss we’d shared had been mind blowing.
He probably thought he was a Rainbow.  I had no idea how I could convince him otherwise, except to have a crappy kiss, and I honestly didn’t think any kiss with him could suck, even if I tried to make it bad.  But I had bigger things to worry about, namely my parents finding me and bringing in a SWAT team to rescue me, so I let it go.  For now, at least.
“I won’t put you in the same bed, but I will put you in the same room.  It’s not to couple you up or anything, because honestly I have no idea what that could do to any bystanders, but we have to be careful about the influence you have on people.  If one of you gets around my parents without the other, I don’t want them to get hurt, you know what I mean?”
“This is a bad idea,” I said, imagining her parents getting injured.  Jasmine was the only person in the world who’d ever tried to help me, and I couldn’t repay her by hurting someone she loved.
“I agree,” said Malcolm, looking at the front door, his hands clenching and unclenching over and over.
“It’ll be fine.  Maybe they’ll be Neutrals like me,” Jasmine said.  “Anyway, come on.  I’ll show you to the guest room.”  She pulled her phone out of her back pocket and pressed buttons on the keypad as she walked down the hall.
Malcolm and I followed her, the glowing screen in her hand and a nightlight near the floor guiding the way.
Jasmine pushed open a door at the end of the hall, still staring at her phone and speaking distractedly.  “This is our guest room.  There’s a trundle bed under the main bed.  Just pull it out.  It’s on rollers.  Sheets are folded on top.”
Her phone beeped and she clicked a few buttons.  She finally looked up, all smiles.  “My parents said you can stay.”
“You didn’t tell them about us,” said Malcolm, hesitating in the doorway.
“Yes, I did.”
“You couldn’t have said all that stuff that fast.”
“All I had to do was say one word and that’s all it took.”
“What word?”
“I could tell you, but then I’d have to kill you.”  She stopped smiling.  “Lights are there, but I suggest you leave them off all the time.  Shades are down, so no one can see in, but let’s not tip anyone off that the room is being used.  Keep your voices low.  Bathroom’s down the hall.  Rae, I’ll bring you some PJs.  Malcolm, you’re on your own.”
She left us standing in the doorway.
Neither of us moved at first.
“So,” said Malcolm, looking down at me.
“So,” I said back, staring up at him.
“Are we really doing this?” he asked, his voice going softer.
“Yeah, I guess.  I’m not even sure what it is we’re doing, though.”
“We’re cutting free.  That’s what I see.  It’s what it feels like.”
“Being free is scarier than I thought it would be.”  It felt good to admit that.
“Yeah.  Me too.”  He sighed, looking less serious and more just like the boy I’d played basket ball with.
Had it only been today that we were in the gym together?
“Did you ever imagine when you saw me in English class that you’d be standing with me here right now?” I asked, unable to stop the hint of a smile from sneaking onto my face.
“Not in a million years,” he said, the right side of his mouth twitching up.
I looked at him for a few more seconds before walking into the room.  I moved slowly, letting the dim nightlight plugged into a hallway outlet guide me.
“It’s dark in here,” I said, holding my hands out, trying to feel my way and make sure I didn’t bump into anything.
“Story of my life,” he said, his hand brushing against mine.
He grabbed my fingers and held on, sliding his around to tangle ours together.
My heart stopped beating for a second or two and then raced to catch up.  My ears burned.  He was touching me, and it felt so nice.  I didn’t want it to stop.  Both joy and pain warred within me.  Please don’t let this be our influence over each other making this happen.  Please let this be real.
“Maybe you just need a little nightlight,” I said, my voice trembling.
“Yeah.  Maybe I do,” he said, pulling me into his arms and holding me gently.  “A friend once told me that all it takes is the single spark of a match to light up a whole room of darkness.”
“And get rid of the stink at the same time,” I said, giggling into his chest.
He tipped his head down, putting his cheek next to mine.  It made me feel warm and cared for, wanted for who I am and not for how I make people feel and forget.
And then I knew.
It has to be real.
It just has to be.
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Chapter One
If I had to live in a bottle like my ancestors, I’d go totally nuts. Being trapped in American government for fifty-five minutes on Wednesday afternoon was hard enough.
When the bell finally rang to release us, my best friend Alex jumped up and grabbed her books. “I’ve got to get to trig early. I’ll see you at the game.”
“See you there,” I answered, hoping I could keep my promise. There had been so much genie activity in the past few months in Atlanta that here it was, mid-February, and I had missed every one of her basketball games.
I’m a genie. Yeah, I know, but it’s the truth. There are two types of genies in the world. The djinn from the Arab legends, and the people like me, descended from Europe, the Americas, Australia, and Great Britain. There are similarities but all references to genies like me have been successfully deleted from the oral and written traditions.
When someone racks up enough Karma points, the U.N.I.V.E.R.S.E. sends a genie like me to grant three wishes. At seventeen, I’ve been activated earlier than most because of the high wish volume in Atlanta. And because of my mother’s connections. She isn’t a genie, but she does work for the U.N.I.V.E.R.S.E. in an administrative capacity.
I glanced at my purple cell phone from Genie Communications. One more class to get through. Surely that wasn’t too much to ask.
Apparently it was. Just as the last bell of the day rang, my cell vibrated. Terrific. I couldn’t refuse a summons. Goodbye basketball game. The plan had been for me to fetch my little brother from home and take him to the game with me. Mom would know to have my older brother, Ian, cover for me. As my mentor, Mom got updates on everything I did.
I picked up my stack of books from the desk and headed for the nearest restroom. I had less than five minutes to respond before I’d be zapped to the client. I pushed my way into a graffiti-covered stall and pulled my cell out of my pocket. The screen read, Mrs. Monroe. After a deep breath, I hit accept and closed my eyes.
When I opened them, I stood in a living room crammed full of knickknacks. An elderly African-American woman was napping on the worn sofa under a colorful crocheted afghan. The scent of Ben Gay or Vick’s VapoRub filled the air. Arthritis, or a chest cold?
The woman hadn’t taken off her thick, oversized glasses before falling asleep. She snored softly, and I smiled. I liked her. Even if she’d finally accrued enough karma points for three wishes at a very inconvenient time. I didn’t know what she’d done to earn the points. The U.N.I.V.E.R.S.E. kept all those details secret. They didn’t even let their employees know how many points each type of good deed earned.
Mrs. Monroe’s wrinkles and white hair made me think she was in her seventies or eighties. Most of my clients were. Although, occasionally they were much younger.
I conjured up a little fog with a wave of my hand. When she woke from her nap, Mrs. Monroe would believe she’d dreamed my visit. Over the years, the U.N.I.V.E.R.S.E. had discovered that adding some fog or altering the background could help. I didn’t much like the feeling of floating up in the clouds, so I generally did the fog thing.
“Mrs. Monroe,” I said in a soft voice. I’d never quite gotten the hang of waking people up. I cleared my throat and added in a louder voice, “Ma’am. I need you to listen to me.”
The elderly woman opened her eyes, her gaze dreamy. My appearance didn’t alarm her. What did she have to fear from a freckle-faced teen in a retro U2 t-shirt? It wasn’t like I was intimidating. Other genies had to change their appearance. A big burly male genie might really scare somebody.
“You’re a redhead,” she said.
“Yes.” My fiery hair usually stood out. “Mrs. Monroe,” I said moving into the center of the room. “I need to talk to you about your life. Can you tell me about yourself?” I had to be sure she was alert and not still dreaming or I wouldn’t get her true wishes.
She nodded slowly. In a sleepy voice, she said, “Yes, dear. I’m Mrs. Wilbur Monroe, mother of four, grandmother of four. I have two great-grandbabies, and I sing in the church choir. I make the best macaroni and cheese in the state, and I’ve crocheted blankets for over two hundred babies.” She smiled, still sleepy.
“If I could grant you three wishes,” I asked slowly, “what would they be?”
“Three wishes,” she murmured. “I’m an old woman. My needs are simple.” She thought for a few moments. “I suppose I’d want my great grandbabies to go to college.”
I nodded, granting the wish.
“I’d wish for my daughter-in-law to get better. She’s got breast cancer.”
I nodded again. Another woman had just beat breast cancer.
“And I’d ask to stay in my house until it’s my time to pass on. I don’t want to live in a nursing home.”
With a final nod, I said, “Thank you, Mrs. Monroe. Enjoy your nap.”
She closed her eyes. When she woke, her daughter-in-law’s cancer would be in remission. Someone at the U.N.I.V.E.R.S.E. would keep an eye on her bank account and make sure she could pay for any necessary at-home healthcare. She’d probably never see the great grandchildren graduate from college, but that would happen too. Mrs. Monroe would never know I was real. I’d always be a dream to her.
I pulled out my cell phone and dialed my home number. Then I hit the enter button twice and took a step into the large kitchen pantry in my house. I hated that I always entered through here. Half the time, I couldn’t resist grabbing the bag of Doritos before leaving the kitchen. Today I steeled myself to walk past a bag of chocolate chip cookies.
Pushing open the bi-fold doors, I stepped into the kitchen and looked at the clock. I never could believe how long those genie visits took. After five! I’d missed Alex’s game. She was going to kill me.
I dialed Alex’s cell.
She didn’t say hello. Instead she snapped, “Where are you?”
“Sorry, Alex. I’m really, really sorry.”
Instead of responding, she hung up.
“Alex?” I said just to be sure.
Nothing.
She’d never actually hung up on me before. My best friend was PO’d. Punching the off button, I resisted the urge to fling my cell across the kitchen. She’d forgiven me about a thousand times for bailing on her, but I was pretty sure I’d almost burned up all of her patience.
Of course it wasn’t my fault. Genies had serious obligations. When I got the word, I had to get moving.
“Alex,” I should just say. “I’m a genie. At the whim of the U.N.I.V.E.R.S.E., I rush off to wherever someone has racked up enough karma points to get three wishes.”
I’m pretty sure her reaction would be to flip me off and never speak to me again.
It was a moot point anyway since I was magically restrained from telling. So I’d have to make up another pathetic, half-baked excuse and hope for the best. Maybe by tomorrow she’d be ready to listen.
In the meantime, I’d made it just in time for band practice, and I needed to focus. My brother’s drummer had finally quit, and I had practiced for years for this chance. Ian and his friends, two of them certified hotties, had formed the band as freshmen. Now they were seniors, and they actually had a chance at some gigs this year. I was a year younger, but no one would be able to beat me out for the drummer job.
I rocked. Seriously.
I’d been practicing since I was seven. Just after Ian picked up his bass, I’d asked Santa for a set of drums. Luckily, the Dad half of the Santa forgot to ask the Mom half if it was okay. My mother has issues with loud noises.
She assumed I’d get bored and move on to something more suitable, like piano lessons or ballet. Yeah, right. When she finally realized I was in for the long haul, she soundproofed the walls to her office and bedroom. Dad balked at the expense, but Mom told him Santa would want her to have some peace and quiet.
Now I had killer arms that my friend Alex envied, and I could out-rock Stewart Copeland.
(Yes, the old guy from The Police. He’s a legend.)
Ian had bet me he’d find somebody by yesterday to play drums. He hadn’t. So he had to give me a chance.
I set my books on the kitchen counter and headed into the garage. My brother sat in my dad’s old brown recliner tuning his Gibson guitar. He wore his ratty navy blue “rock n’ roll” hoodie that my mother keeps threatening to throw out. My first instinct was to locate Derek so I could do a little private drooling. What was it about lead singers that made them so irresistible?
Derek, wearing his usual Braves cap, was over between the freezer and the oil stains from back when my parents actually parked in the garage. Dylan and Austin, the guitarists, stood next to him. And some other guy.
One guy too many.
Who the heck was that tall, muscular guy with the leather jacket, CAT boots, and dark ponytail? I had to admit he was yummy, but he didn’t look like a tambourine player and he had way too much testosterone to be one of their groupies. I felt my blood pressure jump as I clenched my fists.
Ian had found someone else to play drums.
How could he!
I deserved that spot.
Ian saw me and tensed. He was so lucky I couldn’t use my powers on him. But he knew I could and would use any mortal means to make his life a living hell.
He stood, his chin jutting out in that defiant gesture I recognized from our preschool days. Yeah, well he’d broken more than the cookie jar this time, and I had no maternal feelings to cool my wrath.
I marched right up to him and poked him in his chest with my finger. Looking up the three inches into his eyes, I snarled, “You promised me!”
“No,” Ian said, holding up one hand and tucking his guitar under the other arm to protect it. “I didn’t promise you the spot. I just said that we probably wouldn’t find anyone else.”
I finally understood the appeal of guitar smashing. “You said I could jam with you guys today!”
“Listen, Jen.” He kept his hand up in what was supposed to be a calming gesture. “I talked it over with the other guys, and they think having a chick in our band will ruin our image. The Armpit Hostages is all about guys.”
I rolled my eyes. He’d been enamored with that crappy name since the beginning. “Armpits aren’t hot.” You idiot! I’d truly hit rock bottom begging for a spot in a band with such a repugnant name. “They’re stinky and smelly. And Mom warned you about calling girls chicks.”
“Not to mention the fact that you’d be totally unreliable, Jen.” He used the rational voice I hated. “We can’t have our drummer popping off in the middle of a show.”
How dare he! “It’s not fair to use that against me, Ian. You know it’s not my fault. And yesterday, you were prepared to take that chance.” I could fake nausea and run from the stage. I wouldn’t actually just disappear.
He shrugged. “That was before we found Leo.”
“Leo?” I’d never met anybody named Leo before. It wasn’t something your mother chose, unless she was in love with Leo Dicaprio. Leo was a name you chose to call yourself if you wanted to be cool. He was probably Leonard. Leonard was not cool.
“Dylan found him. He’s great.”
I crossed my arms over my chest as I looked over at the guy. Dylan and Derek were obviously distracting him so Ian could run interference with me. Leo had a broader, more mature frame than the other guys. From the back, I’d have guessed he was older. He turned as if feeling my gaze.
Oh, yeah. He looked good from the front too. Masculine was the word that came to mind. Dangerous. The slight shadow on his jaw indicated that unlike my brother, Leo had to shave every day. He wasn’t high school hot. He was college hot. My pulse jumped despite my dislike for the guy.
I took a step in his direction, determined to get to the bottom of this. How had he shown up out of the blue at just the right time to steal my drummer gig?
His eyes met mine and I froze in mid step. His blue eyes held a flash of green glow in their depths. Just like the glow in my green eyes.
Leo wasn’t just another drummer. He was another genie.
My first thought was to tell my brother and have him toss Leo out on his rear end. Ian couldn’t see the telltale glow in Leo’s eyes because Ian wasn’t a genie. Despite being a jerk about the Armpit Hostages, Ian would do anything to protect me. But before I could make a move, Leo walked over to me. He held out his hand to shake mine as if being all polite.
I took his hand and heat shot through me. Was that a jolt of genie power? I probably shouldn’t have touched him. Hopefully our contact hadn’t set off any alarms at the U.N.I.V.E.R.S.E. headquarters. I knew next to nothing about safeguards against genie fraternization.
In a disturbingly deep voice, he murmured, “Give me a chance. Meet me in the backyard after practice. I’ll explain everything.” Then he looked me straight in the eyes and the glow expanded as he said, “It’s life or death.”
I knew I was being a fool to let him distract me, but somehow I couldn’t help it. This guy hadn't risked going to the house of a female genie just to play alternative rock in my brother's band. I couldn't imagine what had brought him here, and I was dying to know. “One chance,” I answered noting that he was even taller than Ian. Then I turned on my heel and left the garage, the snide remarks of Dylan and Austin reaching my ears as I left. Too bad my running shoes made stomping out an impossibility.
Yeah, he’d gotten rid of me all right. I suddenly had much bigger problems than my egotistical brother dicking me over with his band.
If the Oversight Committee caught wind of a male genie coming within one-hundred yards of me, one or both of us could be zapped to the other realm for all eternity. Which was why I’d never seen a male genie.
The Oversight Committee was the entire justice system rolled into one. They were the police, the judges, and the jury. Mom said their workload had increased twenty-fold in the last year.
My brothers weren’t genies. God help us if they had those kind of powers. Neither one of them had ever managed to follow the rules. In my family, the genies ran in the female line and skipped a generation. My grandmother was a genie, and my mother wasn’t. Mom worked for the U.N.I.V.E.R.S.E. though, as well as being my mentor. She’d been Grandma’s assistant and quickly worked her way up.
In a family like Leo’s, genies were male. They didn’t skip a generation either. Traditionally, male genies had been volatile, dangerous, and explosive. There was a lot of infighting. A teenage guy with a genie’s powers rebelling against his powerful genie father...Well, you could see how problems arose.
Female genies were supposedly moody and volatile as well. Since I had the red hair and the temper to go with my family’s Scots-Irish descent, I was watched closely. The Oversight Committee was convinced that I was going to be trouble due to my mixed heritage.
If anyone found out that Leo was here, I’d be so screwed. Female and male genies were forbidden from interacting. Too much power in one place, and if they bred, well, no one knew what the result would be.
Mom said male genies exuded sexuality and preyed on that weakness in females. I’d thought she was exaggerating, but now I was not so sure. A raw energy had surrounded the guy in the garage.
Life or death, he’d said. I didn’t necessarily believe it, but I couldn’t be sure. Mom kept a lot from me. Something could be going on that I’d want to know about. Until now, I’d only had Mom and Grandma. The part of me that was frustrated with being protected all the time couldn’t send Leo away without finding out what he wanted to say.
I checked the kitchen clock as I opened the fridge to pull out some orange juice. It was already 5:30, and Mom wouldn’t let them practice past 7:00. I poured a big glass and took a gulp. I could work off some tension on my drums. Luckily they were still in the game room. I hadn’t dragged them out to the garage yet. I’d thought I could talk the guys into helping me carry them, but no point now. Apparently I couldn’t get them to take me seriously at all.
I climbed the stairs to the bonus room over the garage. With a grin, I thought about the guys down below trying to play their music while my drum beats permeated into the space. Their practice was not going to go well.
I’d worked up a sweat by the time the clock on the digital receiver read 7:00. I definitely felt much more mellow. Setting my drumsticks on the table, I took another sip of orange juice.
Well, Leo. Let’s see what you have to say.
I took the stairs two at a time and rushed out the front door. After glancing around to see that the guys were already leaving, I ignored them and walked around the other side of the house to the back yard.
Through the dim landscaping lighting, I saw Leo sitting in our tree house, his legs dangling over the side. He looked much bigger than he had in the garage.
“Make yourself right at home, why don’t you?” I snapped.
He shrugged. “It looked like a good place to talk.”
Ian and I had begged for that tree house for years. Maybe I hadn’t been up there lately but I didn’t like this intrusion. I climbed the rungs of the ladder and crawled through the hatch. Standing in front of this rare creature with arms crossed, I said, “What do you think you’re doing? Why did you show up here? At my house?”
He nodded toward the house. “Your mother isn’t home yet, is she?”
“Any minute now. Why? What do you know about my mother?”
“I know she works for the U.N.I.V.E.R.S.E., and I know she’d recognize me for what I am.”
I tapped my foot impatiently. “What are you doing here? What do you want with my mother?”
“Not your mother. You. My dad’s in trouble, and I need your help.” His deep voice made my brother’s seem prepubescent.
“I don’t even know your dad. How could I possibly help?” Not that I wanted to.
“Would you sit down, please? And listen?”
With a grunt, I folded my legs and sat on the wooden slats. “I’m listening.” The cold from the wood immediately permeated my jeans and made me wish I’d grabbed a coat.
Better prepared in his leather jacket, Leo turned to face me. “My father is on trial with the Oversight Committee. In two weeks, he’ll be banished to the other realm for crimes he didn’t commit.”
Banishment to the other realm was irreversible. Leo would never be able to communicate with his father again. From what I knew about the trials, his father didn’t have much chance of being found not guilty. My dad could rant for weeks about the lack of civil rights for genies. “What crimes?”
“The last five people my father granted wishes to have all had their lottery tickets cloned. Half the winnings went to someone else.  So basically, someone stole half of the money.”
I nodded. When people asked for a million bucks, or more frequently, a billion, we delivered winning lottery tickets to them. My mother’s office handled most of the deliveries. In the past we’d used a lot of inheritances or forgotten stock certificates, but with a lottery in every state, we’d started going with the lottery angle.
“You’ve heard about the thefts?” he asked.
“No. Nobody tells me anything.” Mom shared just enough information to allow me to do my job. “Was it only the tickets delivered to his clients?”
Leo nodded. “Just his. And he didn’t do it.”
“He’s your father.” I tugged my sleeves over my hands. The thin sheen of sweat had turned icy. “Would you really admit it if he had stolen the tickets?”
The glow in Leo’s eyes flared with his intensity. “Yes. My father isn’t an angel. But he’s not a thief. He’s been framed.”
God, he was beautiful. I know it was partly that whole genie animal magnetism thing, but he was more than eye candy. He was like soul candy. Just sitting there with him made me feel good. Focus, Jen. Focus.
“Why would anybody frame him?”
“I don’t know. The people who claimed the winnings, the ones with the cloned tickets, all had ties to my father's past. None of them remember claiming the money, and none of them have the money now.”
“How in the world do you think I can help?” I braced myself because he could only be here for one thing—access to my mother’s office.
“I need to know who’s framing my father. I need to find out who had access to the information about those deliveries.”
“I don’t have that information.”
“No.” He closed his eyes for a moment before opening them. “But your mother does. You could slip into her office and tap into those files.”
I stared at him like he was nuts. My mother would see that as the worst sort of betrayal. “You think I’ll do that for a complete stranger? Just because you’re an older, sexy guy?”
A hint of color rose in his cheeks at my inadvertent compliment.
“I don’t even go for the bad boy type.” I’d had a minor crush on Derek, but he just wanted to be a bad boy. Leo was the real deal, from the wrong side of the tracks. Forbidden. And smokin’ hot.
“All I’m asking is that you think about it. Don’t bust me to Ian. Let me hang around and do the Armpit Hostages thing until you’re ready to help.”
“And if I’m never ready?”
He glanced down at his hands. “At least I tried.”
He wouldn’t just let it drop. We both knew it.
“Think about it, Jen. If someone is dirty, your mother could be the next one he targets. Or you. Wouldn’t it be better to know what’s going on?” He paused for a moment to let that sink in. “At least ask your mother who has access. What could that hurt?”
“I don’t know.” I was curious about who was monitoring me. I could probably find a way to ask.
“What are you doing after school tomorrow?” Leo asked.
“Why?” Now, I was starting to shiver from the cold.
“I want to show you something.”
“I’ll think about it,” I said. I may as well let him plead his case. I’d already agreed to let him hang around, and that alone could get me in huge trouble.
“Thanks,” Leo said. Then he stood, and squeezed his large form through the hatch.
I watched him walk to the front of the house and then slipped down the ladder.
I’d never kept anything important from my mother. Helping Leo would be a really bad idea. So why was I thinking about doing it anyway?



Chapter Two
Mom gave me a sharp look when I slipped into my seat at the kitchen table. Both my brothers had already started digging into the chicken, mashed potatoes, biscuits, and cole slaw Mom had picked up on the way home.
Sean, my younger brother, was pretty much a dirt-covered freak obsessed with poop and farts. So far he seemed to be controlling nature’s urges long enough to gnaw on a chicken leg.
“You’re late,” Ian said, around a mouthful of mashed potatoes.
“You’re talking with your mouth full,” I snapped back. Leo had me flustered. I’d never broken any rules before. I grabbed a biscuit and the container of mashed potatoes before the human garbage disposals could hog them.
“Where were you, Jen?” Mom asked, filling her glass with water and ice. “I called and called.”
“Sorry, Mom. I was out back.”
My father leaned back in his chair. “Jen, your brother says you two are having an argument.” He’d hung his blazer on the extra chair like usual, but he still wore his shirt and tie.
“If you mean the backstabbing brother who won’t let me play in his band? Then yes.”
“Dad, it’s a total drag having her around all the time. We found this guy, Leo, and he’s perfect. He fits our image. He rides the sweetest Harley.”
Leo rode a Harley? Now that I thought about it, he did have the bad-boy-in-black-leather look about him what with the five o’clock shadow and, you know, leather.
“Wait just a minute, Ian,” Mom said, “I thought you agreed to give Jen a shot.” Mom shared my coloring and my temper.
“He says I can't be in the band because I'm a chick.”
“You are a chick, and you don't fit our image!”
“I can’t believe the sexist drivel you’re spouting.” Ian was pushing the wrong buttons for my dad, the civil rights attorney.
“Is he a better drummer?” Mom sat down and reached for some chicken. “I highly doubt that he is.”
Thanks for the support, Mom!
Ian just grunted and gnawed on his chicken.
“Your mother and I will have to discuss this, Ian,” my dad said.
“Whatever,” he mumbled through his food.
Ian knew they wouldn’t force him to let me play. And his argument that I would miss practices and shows was unbeatable. I’d have genie duties, and I’d miss out. That’s exactly why I’d never auditioned for any of the drummer positions on RokrGirlz, the Atlanta email loop for female musicians in high school and college. Leo wouldn’t because he wasn’t working for the U.N.I.V.E.R.S.E. yet. Not that he intended to keep playing with them.
Ian’s band was my only real chance. Maybe I should help Leo so he’d get lost.
Suddenly, I wasn’t very hungry. I dipped a biscuit in some mashed potatoes and tried to choke it down.
After dinner, I typically spent time on the phone with Alex before I did my homework, but Alex wouldn’t answer my call tonight. So I needed to email an apology and cross my fingers that she bothered to read it. Then I’d do my homework. After that I could try to figure out this situation with Leo.
Whatever was going on with his dad couldn’t be worth risking my future. Could it?
If only Dad hadn’t pounded all those ideas into my head about civil liberties and the harsh inequality of the genie justice system. Dad always told Mom that he wasn't spending his whole life fighting for fairness just to have his daughter live a life with no rights. As a genie, I was bound by genie rules, and the whole innocent-until-proven-guilty thing wasn’t exactly in line with the thinking of the U.N.I.V.E.R.S.E. Genies were held to be dangerous and powerful. My great great grandmother had lived her life confined to a bottle. I had freedom, to some extent. But breaking rules or committing crimes would get me banished to the other realm. I’d never see my friends or family again. I wasn’t too clear on what the other realm was like. I just knew it was genie jail, for life.
I logged onto my laptop and signed into my email to touch base with the outside world. Wow. RokrGirlz had fifty posts today. Something big must have happened on the loop.
I opened a post at random.
Saxygirl had written: Jen. What gives? LOL. Breakdown lately?
Huh?
I clicked on another post, hoping for an explanation. What had I done?
DrumMermaid said: Girl. I thought this site was drug free.
Drugs. Breakdown? Me?
With a growing sense of panic, I scrolled down to find the original post. From me, last night. At about the time I’d taken my shower.
Apparently, three hundred of the people I most respected had received an email from me saying: Dude, I’ve got to stop farting in here. My room stinks!
My heart skipped a beat. Dear God, no! Classic Sean. My blood boiled in anger.
My little brother was so dead!
“Mom!” I screamed at the top of my lungs. “Mom!!!!”
For some reason, my mother doesn’t jump when I call her. Something about she’s not my servant. So anyway, I headed downstairs to find her. “I’m going to kill him!”
Mom and Dad must have been watching television in the family room because they were almost to the hall when I made it down the stairs.
“We’re still discussing the issue with Ian—” my mom said.
“Not Ian. Sean!”
My parents shared one of those, what-have-they-done-now looks.
“He sent an email to the RokrGirlz loop from my account. The loop has three hundred members. And they all think I emailed them that my room stinks because I fart so much in it.”
Mom groaned.
The corners of Dad’s lips quirked slightly before he caught himself.
“This isn’t funny, Dad!”
“You’re right, dear,” my dad said in his calming mediation voice. He’d ditched his suit for jeans and a t-shirt.
“He is so going to pay for this,” I informed them with a furious glare.
My mother shook her head. “Now, Jen. We’ll take care of the situation.”
“Good. Take care of explaining to the doctor in the emergency room why he got a pounding.”
“Jennifer. You know we don’t condone violence.” Dad wasn’t smiling now.
Sean apparently couldn’t ignore his curiosity anymore. He appeared at the top of the stairs with a self-satisfied smirk.
I started to go after him, but Mom grabbed my arm. “We’ll take care of this.”
Sean disappeared down the hall. Probably locked in his room.
“You’d better punish him forever. He should be grounded until he’s twenty. Or at least until he grows some facial hair.”
“That would be a long time,” my mother joked.
“Go email your friends about what happened,” my dad suggested. “I’m sure they’ll understand. Half of them probably have little brothers.”
“Not all parents are that cruel,” I snapped.
Dad gave me a warning look.
“We’ll talk to you after we handle Sean,” Mom said.
“I want retribution,” I said.
“We’ll see.” My dad patted my back as they went around me and up the stairs.
Thirty minutes later, I was still sitting cross-legged on my bed, staring at my laptop, and trying to figure out a way to explain what had happened without sounding like a total loser freak. I mean if I had sent the email because of some kind of breakdown or drug problem, I would totally claim my little brother had done it. Who wouldn’t?
Was anybody going to believe me?
I could really use Alex’s help about now. She was my closest friend. We ran with three other girls, but they all had boyfriends who took up all their time. Alex worked harder than I did at staying friends with all of them. I wasn’t going to share any of this with Kelsey, Briana, or Maggie.
Here goes nothing. I typed “Guys, I’m so sorry. My little brother is such a freak. I forgot to log off last night and he sent that repulsive email just to embarrass me.”
I hit send, not entirely satisfied with my explanation.
Then I waited for some replies.
Saxygirl said: OMG. That’s too funny! So glad I don’t have a brother.
GraceonBass emailed: Ha ha! Can’t wait to hear what you do to get him back.
I relaxed finally. They believed me. Good.
Mom knocked on my door and pushed it open. “Got a minute?”
“Please say you decided to follow that eye for an eye thing and let me embarrass him in front of his friends.” I was thinking of messing with a pair of his tidy whities before his friends came over to make it look like he’d pooped his pants. They’d tell the whole school, and he deserved it.
“Not exactly. Your father and I grounded him from internet, TV, and video games for a month.” She sat in the jade green desk chair with a tired sigh.
Excellent. He’d be miserable. “That will just give him more time to get into trouble,” I pointed out.
“Yeah. We thought of that. That’s why he’s doing ten book reports.”
Sean liked to read. “That isn’t so bad.”
Mom smiled and a wicked glint reached her eyes. “Your father decided he should read some girl books. Esperanza Rising. Little Women. Nothing with a boy protagonist.”
My lips broke into an evil grin. My brother hated reading girl books.
“All in the interest of a well-rounded education,” Mom said with a wink.
Yeah, right.
Dad poked his head in. “Is the wounded party satisfied?”
“Yes,” I answered. “I hear Princess Diaries is a good read.”
My dad winced. “We’ll see. We want to punish him, not break him.”
I wisely refrained from commenting.
After my parents left, I moved my laptop to my desk and cracked open my American government book. I had to write a couple pages of essays. As I wrote about the reasons for the separation of powers, I couldn’t help thinking that there was no separation in the genie world.
The U.N.I.V.E.R.S.E. was an acronym for Unity, Nature, Integrity, Virtue, Ethics, Reason, Society, and Education. The Directorate of the U.N.I.V.E.R.S.E. was like a think tank of brilliant philosophers throughout time. They swore an oath of loyalty and were not allowed to pursue any self-interests. Ghandi, Thomas Jefferson, Socrates, and five other honored thinkers from history were given new lives and immortality in return for serving on the Directorate. They were to serve the interests of people, humans and genies alike. They monitored genie activity to make sure we didn’t abuse our powers.
They also provided the karma points for deserving people. When a person had accrued enough points, I or someone like me, appeared to grant them three wishes. I didn’t think it was such a bad use of genie magic. Each of the Directors had a department of genies who worked with them. There were also a large number of non-genie descendants of the people who had negotiated the Treaty of the Bermuda Triangle. The treaty had freed us and started the alliance that had become the U.N.I.V.E.R.S.E.
Since the Directorate was all powerful, there was plenty of room for abuse of power. That’s why the eight were so carefully chosen from various times, religions, and countries. Assuming none of them would be dishonest.
I thought about Leo. If he was right about his dad being framed, someone, somewhere, had been corrupted. I’d love to ask my mother about his father, but I wouldn’t have an excuse for asking. The U.N.I.V.E.R.S.E. was tightlipped about its activities.
When I finally finished the essays, I logged back onto the Internet to check on the RokrGirlz situation.
Baitbreath, who I’d already noticed was more than a little strange, asked if Sean played any instruments. She thought Sean would be a great addition to their band, Brattitude.
“He can burp the ABC’s,” I typed. “But that’s about it.”
As I closed my laptop, I told myself that even Baitbreath didn’t want a brat with no talent.
I pulled the wireless adaptor out of the USB port. I’d stash it in the bathroom drawer while I showered. Sean couldn’t access the internet on my laptop without it. I wasn’t taking any more chances when it came to that little monster.



Chapter Three
I got out of bed earlier than usual so I could catch my mother alone. She always drank two cups of coffee and read over some reports before she left in the morning.
I threw on some jeans and my favorite blue hoodie. After my usual routine in the bathroom—face, hair, teeth, blush, lip gloss—I was ready to try to get some information out of my mother. I really was curious who had access to those reports, and it was a question Mom might expect me to ask.
I wasn’t just doing it because Leo wanted me to. I was not that kind of girl. You know, the kind who drops everything for a guy. Of course, I’d never imagined a guy like Leo existed. An über hot male genie.
Mom sat at her place at the kitchen table. She pushed aside her report and looked at me over the top of her reading glasses. “Hi, honey. You’re ready early.”
“Morning, Mom.” I couldn’t think up a good reason for being up early, so I chose distraction. “That your second cup?” I asked, motioning to the coffee.
“Yes,” Mom said with a smile. “I’m afraid it’s going to be a three-cup morning. I have meetings all day.”
“U.N.I.V.E.R.S.E. or cell phone?” I asked. Mom worked for the U.N.I.V.E.R.S.E., but she was also a vice president in the cover corporation, a cell phone company.
“Both.” Mom sighed. “The Directorate wants to change my position at Genie Communications so that I’m just a VP with an office and no real duties. Then I could focus on the work for the U.N.I.V.E.R.S.E. But I don’t want to. I enjoy the cell business, and besides, I like having a job I can fess up to. I don’t want my friends to think that I’m paid to do nothing.”
The U.N.I.V.E.R.S.E. had decided to start a cell phone company as a cover in the early nineties. Unfortunately, the company had been a huge success. They’d intended to have primarily genie clients. The flat monthly rate for unlimited local calls had caught on. Everyone I knew had a Genie phone. Now they were the most successful cell phone company in the Southeast. Mom basically worked two demanding jobs.
We had free cell service and lots of goodies. My friends loved the free merchandise Mom brought home. Pink pens, pink lava lamps, and lots of mirrors shaped like genie bottles. Their logo was a genie rising from a pink, bejeweled bottle with the words, “Who needs three wishes when you have unlimited local minutes?”
“What are the U.N.I.V.E.R.S.E. meetings about?” I asked casually as I poured some cereal.
“Jen, you know I can’t tell you that.” She continued to flip through the large binder, so I figured she wasn’t onto me yet.
“Mom, I was wondering. How many people know everything I do? I mean if I go to grant three wishes, you know about it, but who else? Does everybody who works with you have that information?”
Mom looked up from her work. “I’m not sure what you’re worried about. I can tell you that your assigned monitor, the Directorate, and their senior staff can access the information.”
That was a lot more people than I realized, and it wouldn’t make Leo’s search very easy.
She tucked a strand of her fiery red hair behind her ear. “You’re not reading 1984 in school are you? I know your father rants and raves, but the U.N.I.V.E.R.S.E. really isn’t that kind of big brother.”
“Um, yeah, I know.” I took a big bite of my cereal. I didn’t even know who my monitor was, much less Leo’s father’s. I knew who was on the Directorate, but I didn’t know where they were or what they looked like. The senior staffers probably numbered more than fifty, but I could maybe find their names.
“How are you liking the Genie5000?” Mom asked.
My new cell phone was the latest and greatest, a phone engineered solely for Genie Communications. “I love it. I like the new purple.” I’d passed my old one on to Alex.
“I prefer the nostalgic pink myself.”
They’d chosen pink twenty years ago because they thought it would limit their customer base. I guess their market share proved them wrong.
They’d gotten tired of seeing men walking around with the pink phones. In Atlanta, the Genie phone was a sure-tell sign of how cheap a man was. Most of the realtors and businessmen in town had used the phone despite the color. A few had done some scary things with magic markers. Then a competitor capitalized on the situation by selling skins in a variety of colors. Suddenly men were back to carrying silver or black, and Genie Communications decided to give in and manufacture additional colors. They still pushed the pink though. I’d grown up with pink phones.
“Tell Alex I can get her a skin for the phone if she gets tired of the pink,” Mom said as I finished off my cereal.
“I’ll try,” I mumbled, but Mom didn’t notice. I hadn’t found time to mention my problem with my best friend. If Alex didn’t forgive me by dinner, I’d ask my mother for advice.
Thirty minutes later, Ian pulled the Toyota into a space in the Bearden High lot between a Mercedes and an Audi convertible. Our school was situated squarely in Dunwoody, an upper middle class suburb of Atlanta. Even the apartment dwellers among us had parents who could pay well over fifteen hundred dollars a month on rent.
When you lived in a school district like this, there was no need for private school. BHS provided every possible academic and extracurricular opportunity.
Ian pulled the parking brake and grabbed his backpack. “Nice talking to you,” he said.
I had refused to speak to him all morning. I suspected he preferred it that way, but it was a matter of principle, and I refused to relent. My brothers were the bane of my existence. I slammed the car door as my parting shot.
If I were an only child, my life would have been perfect. Maybe I’d have Alex’s confidence. Of course, no one ever outed Alex for passing gas.
Since Alex and I shared a locker, I was pretty sure I could run her down this morning. She still hadn’t called me. I wasn’t so sure she was going to forgive me. Last night’s basketball game had been the last of the season. Unless they made the district playoffs, and from what I’d heard, the chances were slim.
When I got to our locker, I realized she’d already come and gone. This was really bad. The last time she’d been that mad at me was in seventh grade when her parents were getting a divorce. I’d tried to cheer her up by saying at least they’d both be buying her good presents from now on. She said my comment about them buying her affections was selfish and unfeeling. She was right, of course.
The fact that she’d gotten there early just to avoid me wasn’t good. Now, I knew I was in serious trouble.
After trig, I headed back to my locker as fast as I could. I had to shove a couple of people out of my way to make it, but my hardcore hall tactics paid off. Alex, dressed in one of her funky chick outfits, with pink and black polka dotted top, black jeans, and black chucks, still had her head in the locker searching for a book.
“Hey, Alex,” I said.
The silent treatment I’d given my brother this morning didn’t feel so hot from this side.
“So you won’t believe what Sean did to me.” I watched as she loaded her backpack, still ignoring me. “He totally sent...”
“Hi,” a deep voice came from over my shoulder. “Jen, isn’t it?”
I turned to find Leo standing in the hall near my locker, and I almost dropped my books. What was he doing here? He didn’t look like a high school student. With his five o’clock shadow and muscular form, he couldn’t begin to fit in among the peach fuzz mustaches and boyish cheeks of most of the guys in the school.
“What are you doing here?” I asked before thinking better of it. I didn’t want him to say anything that Alex shouldn’t hear, and she’d definitely be listening.
He gave me a “duh” look. “I go to school here,” he said, as if I were not the brightest.
No way! I glanced around to see if the School Resource Officer was going to bust him for trespassing.
“I just wanted to touch base about what we talked about yesterday...”
“Yesterday,” Alex asked, finally turning to me. “You went out with this guy instead of coming to my game?”
“No!” I couldn’t believe Leo was making this worse. “I didn’t miss your game for a date. I wouldn’t do that.”
“Right.” Alex’s voice held disgust.
“I just wanted to thank you for helping rescue my grandmother’s cat yesterday,” Leo said.
Cat?
I just stared at Leo and he raised his brow meaningfully. “She was so upset about it climbing that tree, and you really came through.”
He was trying to help. If only he hadn’t knocked me off kilter, maybe I could actually find a response.
Leo turned his baby blues on Alex. “My grandmother lives down the street from Jen. It took me an hour to get there after Nana called, but Jen kept her calm. It was great of her.”
Alex wasn’t immune to Leo’s looks or charm. “When you went home to get Sean? Why didn’t you tell me?” She turned to Leo. “How awful for your grandmother. Is the cat okay?”
“They’re both fine. I’m Leo, by the way.”
“Alex,” my friend said with a flirty grin.
With a twinge of jealousy, I realized that his dark coloring complimented hers perfectly.
“I think you’re in my history class.” Alex slammed the locker shut.
“Then I’ll see you there,” Leo said smoothly. He turned to me and said, “Tell your brother you have a ride home. I’ll meet you in the senior lot.”
He waved to Alex and walked off down the hall.
“Oh my God!” my usually stoic friend said. “You didn’t tell me you knew him.”
“I met him yesterday. Since when does he go to our school?”
Alex rolled her eyes. “Haven’t you heard the girls talking about him? He transferred after Christmas break. The word is that he blew off Mindy Simmons on the first day. She went up to talk to him, and he totally ignored her. She deserved it of course.”
Now I remembered something about a hot transfer student. At our school, midterm transfers were usually delinquents kicked out of private school. I hadn’t paid any attention. With honors classes, my music, and my genie gig, I had a lot on my plate. I studied my friend who was still staring in the direction Leo had gone. “So we’re good?”
She turned to me and gave me her guilty smile. “Yeah. I’m sorry. I should have known it was something crazy.”
It was crazy all right.
“So he’s giving you a ride after school?” She didn’t bother to hide her interest, and I was pretty sure she was only seconds away from singing Jen and Leo sitting in a tree.
I didn’t want her too interested in what I was doing with Leo. “He snagged the drummer spot in Ian’s band. So he’s headed that way anyway.”
“No. Way.” With the appropriate outrage, she cocked her head and said, “Ian did not screw you over again.”
“Uh. Yeah. Pretty much,” I admitted.
Alex put her arm around my shoulder. “We’ll just see about that.”
“I’ll tell you what my other idiot brother did to me at lunch.”
Halfway down the hall, Leo turned and gave me a thumbs up.
That’s when it hit me. Leo rode a motorcycle, and he was giving me a ride home. Me...on a motorcycle.
The Oversight Committee wouldn’t get the chance to banish me to the other realm because my mother was so going to kill me.



Chapter Four
“I definitely think you should do the tidy whities thing,” Alex said between bites of her burger.
“Sean does deserve it.”
“No,” she said, shaking her head. “I mean to Ian.”
I choked on my potato. “Ewww. There is no way I’m touching Ian’s underwear. Sean hasn’t hit puberty, but Ian...” I pushed my food aside as I thought of all the times he’d locked himself in his bedroom. And the magazines I’d seen him stashing under his mattress. “Do you have any idea all the gross stuff happening in the underwear of a high school senior?”
Alex burst out laughing. “No. And neither do you.”
“I know enough to stay far away. I’ve read Then Again Maybe I Won’t.” I shook my head to clear the unwanted images. “Besides, you’re starting to make me think you’re interested in Ian’s underpants.” I could totally see her handling his tidy whities.
With a laugh, Alex said, “Your brother is hot. He’s only gross to you because he’s your brother.”
“He’s a disgusting freak. How can you like him when he just screwed me over with the Armpit Hostages?”
She wrinkled her nose. “I don’t like him. I just said he’s hot for a high school boy. And he is. Brad Pitt is hot, but I don’t like him as a person either.”
“I can’t believe my brother is your eye candy.”
“Speaking of eye candy,” Alex said with a pointed look across the cafeteria and then back at me. “Leo’s sitting with the band.”
I couldn’t meet Alex’s eyes because she would know I was hiding something from her. I was hiding a lot from her. I’m a genie. He’s a genie. Contact is forbidden. Oh, and he wants me to use my mother to help his father. Way too much going on here.
“Jen,” she said in a teasing voice. “What’s the deal with you and Leo?”
“Nothing,” I said, trying to sound convincing. “I just met him yesterday.” That much was true. I was glad Maggie was sitting outside with her boyfriend, and Brianna was absent. Kelsey and her boyfriend had disappeared too. I didn’t want all my friends knowing my business.
“And you haven’t noticed that he’s yummy?”
I was going to have to let something slip. And since I could feel the blood rushing to my cheeks in a full-fledged blush, I figured I may as well fess up to the one part I could share. “I maybe noticed that he’s not so bad looking.”
With a snort, Alex said, “I thought so.”
“Alex, you know not to tease me!”
“Oh, right. It makes you nervous and you won’t be able to talk to him at all.” She raised a brow. “You managed well enough yesterday.”
Right. Another lie. “You know I come through in emergencies. The cat and the frail old woman were in trouble.” Was the fictional Nana frail? I hoped so. I hated lies. They got way too complicated. “Tell me about the game I missed, Alex,” I said, changing the subject. “I heard you scored fourteen points.”
“Fifteen,” Alex corrected, taking the bait. She hated when her stats were misquoted.
Alex tends to be pretty laid back, except when she’s playing b-ball. On the court, she’s all intense and quite frankly a little scary. I’d stopped playing one-on-one with her years ago, and I credited that decision with saving our friendship. Five minutes in the driveway with Alex guaranteed a skinned knee and a couple of bruises. Thanks, but no thanks.
Right before sixth period, I texted Ian that something had come up. “Don’t wait for me.”
He’d assume I had some genie thing to do when he checked his cell after class. Luckily the genie phones we carried didn’t require charging. No way did Ian have the brain power to keep his phone charged.
Confident that he’d get the message, I sat through English class fighting my nerves. Images of being imprisoned and sent to the other realm flashed through my mind. Mom had trained me a little too well. I was terrified to break the rules.
Of course, no one seemed to have noticed that Leo was at my house yesterday. Being together for a few minutes hadn’t set off any alarms at the Oversight Committee. So we were probably okay.
I’d just spend a half hour hearing him out, and then I’d go back to life as the docile daughter.
When the bell finally rang, I realized I’d been doodling prison bars on my notebook. Yeah, I was a real badass all right.
I shoved my book and notebook into my backpack and headed to the parking lot. I was scanning the huge student lot for motorcycles when a bright yellow Toyota Prius pulled up to the curb in front of me. Too bad Leo didn’t drive something like that, it would be easy to find him.
A deep voice called my name from the direction of the Prius, and I turned to see Leo standing at the driver’s side door.
Leo was driving the Prius.
Bad boy Leo was driving a sunshine yellow environmentally friendly car?
I scraped my jaw off the ground and walked over to the car.
Leo’s eyes held amusement as he watched me from across the roof of the little car. “Hop in.”
I opened the passenger side door and climbed in. “So,” I said trying to reconcile the car with the man, “You drive a hybrid?”
Leo laughed, a warm, masculine sound. “What were you expecting? A Harley?” He pulled away from the curb.
Ummm. Now, I felt like an idiot.
With a grin, Leo said, “I didn’t think you’d want to ride on the Harley, so I brought my Dad’s car.”
“You do ride a Harley?”
He nodded. “Usually.”
We were officially stuck in the bumper to bumper traffic leaving the school grounds. “I’m glad you drove this instead.”
“You’re already going out on a limb by meeting me. The least I could do is ensure your comfort.”
“And safety.” The car didn’t even sound like it was running.
“Hey, I’m completely safe on a motorcycle.”
I searched for something to say. “Maybe you should go ahead and start telling me what’s going on with your dad.” Otherwise, the silence was deafening, and I had no idea how to make small talk with a male genie.
“I’d rather wait until I can show you some things. How about we grab some appetizers and soft drinks at Chili’s? It won’t be crowded in the middle of the afternoon.”
“Sure.” I loved Chili’s. I glanced at Leo. Had Ian told him things about me? No. If Leo had acted interested in me, Ian would have suspected something was up. Nobody was ever interested in me.
When we finally escaped the school parking lot, the car whirred quietly down the road and into a neighborhood. We cut through to the main road on the other side and headed to the shopping center with the restaurant.
I didn’t even realize I was drumming on the dash with my fingers until I caught Leo looking at my hands.
“You can tell you’re a drummer,” Leo said.
“Nervous habit,” I said. A nervous habit that drove my mother nuts.
“I’ve never met a drummer who didn’t do that.”
“Really? I don’t know many other drummers.”
“You never played in the school band?”
“In middle school. But I didn’t hang much with the other drummers. Most of my musician friends are on an email loop called RokrGirlz.”
“Too bad you got activated so early. There’s no way you could play in a band.”
“I know,” I grumbled. It wasn’t fair that the guys got to wait so much longer before they had to work for the U.N.I.V.E.R.S.E.
Finally, he pulled into the parking lot at Chili’s. I wanted to hear his story and get home before we got busted. Unlimited tea refills and some spinach con queso didn’t sound too bad either.
He pulled a laptop bag from the back seat and carried it in with us.
Leo had been right. The place was nearly deserted.
The perky waitress took our order, working hard to convince us to order more and flirting shamelessly with Leo. When she finally walked away, Leo unzipped the bag and powered up his laptop. “The Oversight Committee doesn’t share much information,” he said, “but I have managed to find out a few things. My dad was framed. I’m pretty sure it’s related to The Summit. Dad was selected as a delegate.”
“Your father was a delegate?” I was impressed. You had to be in good favor to be selected to attend. The Summit was the annual meeting of the genie representatives, non-genies, and the Directorate. “If he had such a good reputation, why don’t they believe him when he says he’s innocent?”
Leo shook his head. “He doesn’t have a good reputation. My dad has a troubled past. He only recently straightened himself out. He has plenty of enemies and I’ll be honest with you, he has done a lot of bad things.”
He wasn’t making sense. “How did he get chosen for The Summit?”
Leo leveled his blue eyes on mine. “He used to be a real troublemaker, but he’s reformed. He’s been a picture-perfect genie for the last five years. He even has a serious girlfriend. He’s a different man.”
“Assuming you’re right, that he has changed, what would be the reason for framing him?”
“Revenge?” Leo shook his head. “I’m not sure. I just know it’s related to The Summit. My dad’s selection was announced a week before the first theft. It can’t just be a coincidence.”
The timing was suspicious. “Aren’t those Summits at ritzy hotels? How was your father going to pay for it?”
Leo closed his eyes for a moment as if fighting for patience. “He did not steal the money. Dad has money. Not a lot, but enough. Plus all the expenses at The Summit are covered. He wouldn’t have paid a thing. I’m surprised you didn’t know everything was comped.”
“I don’t know much about the Directorate or the Summit,” I admitted. “Mom prefers the cell phone side of her job, and most of the genie business we discuss is limited to what I’m doing.” I shrugged. “Besides, Dad gets upset if Mom brings up the Genie Bureaucracy.”
“Your father is a civil rights attorney.”
With a nod, I said, “It’s too bad he can’t help you.”
“Genies would actually have to have some rights for a civil rights attorney to help,” Leo grumbled. “Doesn’t it bother you at all, Jen? One minute you could be at home with your family and the next, you’re banished to the other realm.”
“It’s probably a good idea if you don’t remind me,” I said, shifting in the booth. “Genies have been banished for way less than what we’re doing right now.”
“Sorry I brought it up,” he said, sincerity in his gaze. “But you have to admit the timing is suspicious.”
I nodded. “You’re right. So what’s your plan? You want me to find out information from my mother. She told me that my monitor, the Directorate, and the senior staff can access information about the wishes I grant. And of course, Mom can.”
Leo typed on the laptop. “Okay, the Directorate, that’s eight people. I don’t know who monitors my dad, but it should be a senior staffer. Odds are we’re looking at a problem with the senior staff. There are eighty-seven of them, and approximately fifty live in the Atlanta area.”
“How do you know that?”
Leo turned his laptop so I could see it. “Disclosure statement from Genie Communications. You wouldn’t believe how much surfing I had to do to find it. I’ve been trying to get names of the senior staffers since Dad was incarcerated, but I haven’t come up with anything. I even got license plate numbers from the Genie Communications lot and paid a PI to run them.” He shook his head. “She got names of several employees of the cell phone side, but a bunch of plate numbers caused her computer to freeze. The genie plates are protected by magic.”
“Is that how you knew about my mother?”
“No. My dad told me about her. He sent his reports directly to your mother.”
“Are you saying that your father thinks my mother is involved?”
“No,” Leo said quickly. “He doesn’t. He thinks that your mother is a good place to start. He said that she had access to more information than any other person.”
She probably did. “You didn’t consider just talking to her directly?”
“My dad also said that’s she’s loyal to a fault and that she’d never reveal any secrets.”
True. “So he suggested you try to get to her through her daughter.”
Leo narrowed his eyes. “No. Talking to you was my idea. And I’m not trying to trick you or use you. I’m desperate.” He sighed. “My father is all I have. I’ve tried everything else. I need the names of the senior staffers.”
“How am I supposed to do that? Break into my mother’s office?”
He nodded. “You can, can’t you?”
My mom had her office guarded with magic. Only a female with her blood could enter without setting off any alarms. I’d discovered this by accident when I was five. Mom had been working in her home office for hours. I eluded Dad and spent God knows how long trying different combinations on the office door.
When it finally opened, I went in and stood right behind my mother’s chair where she was working on the computer. She hadn’t heard me.
I jumped up and yelled, “Boo!” Mom screamed and screamed. Later I heard her telling Dad she should have recognized the flaw in the magic protecting the room.
I could definitely get in and access her files without any alarms going off. And I knew the key code to the door. I’d seen her punch it in half a dozen times.
I didn’t want to share any of this with Leo. “What would you do with the information?”
“I’d check them all out. I’d ask my dad about them. Maybe one of the senior staffers is holding a grudge from my father’s wild days.”
“If he was such a nightmare, why wasn’t he punished?”
“He was punished,” Leo admitted. “Several times. He went ten years with no powers at all.”
His father was like a serious criminal! “How do you know he’s innocent?”
Leo met my gaze. “I just do, Jen.”
I looked away to avoid the intensity of his gaze. Out the window a man was helping two young boys out of an SUV. He waited for each of them to take his hand before crossing the parking lot. I thought about my dad. I didn’t know what I’d do without him, and I had a mother. I wasn’t sure what the deal was with Leo, but he didn’t seem to have one.
“I guess you want information on the Directorate too.”
“That would be great.”
“I was kidding,” I said, hearing the irritation in my voice. “I’ll try one time. I’ll get the names and that’s it. Then you’re on your own.”
A grin broke across Leo’s face. “Thank you, Jen.”
“Who are your father’s main enemies? Can you narrow it down?”
“If money isn’t a motivating factor, yes. The top three suspects are Elaine Franklin, an old girlfriend who now works as a staffer, Danny Cannon, the husband of a fling ten years ago, and an old poker buddy, Tim Oliver.”
“But you can’t connect any of them?”
“Not yet.”
I eyed his five o’clock shadow. “How old you are you really.”
“Seriously? I’m seventeen.”
“No way,” I said. “You’ve got to be at least twenty.”
He frowned. “Male genies mature faster. Physically and emotionally. Hasn’t your mother told you that?”
“No. She didn’t tell me much. You don’t seem more emotionally mature than other guys.” I wasn’t touching the physical thing.
“I am,” he said with a cocky grin. “A seventeen-year-old genie has the maturity of a twenty-two-year-old male.”
“So you’re about as mature as a fifteen-year-old girl,” I said, unable to resist the slam. “Girls do mature faster than guys.”
His face fell. “Not that much faster.”
“Sure,” I said with a tone that made it clear I totally didn’t mean it. “Whatever you say.”
He started to argue, but the perky waitress showed up. She refilled my tea and somehow managed not to pour it all over me despite the fact that she never took her eyes off of Leo.
He hadn’t touched his Coke, but she brought him another glass. Then she finally brought us the chips and queso.
“Is there anything else you need?” She winked at Leo. “Anything at all.”
“Thanks, Tracy,” Leo said reading her nametag. “We’re good.”
When she walked away, I rolled my eyes. “Can’t you turn off the charm or something? That’s so annoying.”
“I can’t do anything about it. If you think it’s annoying, imagine how I feel.”
“I’m guessing you feel like some kind of rock star.” I couldn’t believe the attention he was getting.
“It really interferes with my social life,” he said.
“Yeah right. I’ll bet it does.” He could have left with any one of these waitresses. And one or two of the waiters.
Leo dipped a chip in the cheese and ate it.
Sure he was cute, but I had brothers. I grabbed a chip and scooped out the yummy cheese and spinach. I waited until he looked away to pop it into my mouth. Delicious.
“I’m not a rock star and I have no desire to live like one. My father taught me what that sort of lifestyle brings. He partied away most of his life, and part of mine. What do you think would happen if I really liked a girl, and I took her out to dinner?”
“Probably what is happening now.” I grabbed another chip.
Leo loaded up another nacho. “Exactly. She’d get pissed about all the unwanted attention.”
I wasn’t sure I was buying his tale of hottie woe. “You’ve never taken one these bimbos up on their offer?”
Leo finished chewing and looked down at the table. “I didn’t say that. I just said I know better now.”
“So you really can’t turn off the animal magnetism thing?”
He shook his head. “There isn’t any way. My dad tried every way possible to alter his appearance. No matter how ugly he was or how few teeth it looked like he had, women always responded like, well,” he glanced at the waitresses, “this.”
“If you flip your hair and say ‘Don’t hate me because I’m beautiful,’ I’m out of here.”
Leo let out a way too dramatic, long-suffering sigh. “Can we talk about something else?”
“Okay. Fine. If I can get the names of the senior staffers and your father doesn’t recognize any of them, what are you going to do?”
“I’ll have the PI check for anybody who raises red flags. Gambling debts, drug problems, whatever.”
“I don’t understand. Isn’t it a violation to reveal the U.N.I.V.E.R.S.E. to a PI?”
“Veronica’s a former staffer. She remarried and joined her husband, a PI. She already knows, so I’m not violating anything.”
“If she was a staffer, doesn’t she have the names?”
He shook his head as he finished off another chip. “She knows some, but she’s been out for seven years. Things may have changed.”
“Why do you think it’s a staffer? Because of the Summit, or because they have access?”
“Both. Money can be a powerful motivator.”
“Then you’re thinking that they were paid to set up your dad.”
“Maybe.”
“Then it could be anybody. How would you figure it out?”
“I’d get the staffer to talk.”
Oh, sure. That wouldn’t be a problem. “You think they’ll just tell you the truth?”
“I’ll do what I have to do.” He studied me for a minute. “Jen, I probably shouldn’t tell you this part, but you need to understand that the U.N.I.V.E.R.S.E. or one of the employees probably is involved. The PI asked Dad all kinds of questions about the events of the week before the thefts. The only thing he remembered was a feeling that he was being watched.”
“We’re always being watched,” I said with a shrug.
“This is different. The PI got surveillance photos from cameras around town. Places Dad went during that time. A black Lexus crossover was following him. We saw it in over half of the videos.” He pulled up some photos and showed me the laptop. A blurry crossover was in every shot. “The plates from the Lexus froze the PI’s computer.”
“So they really are connected to the U.N.I.V.E.R.S.E.”
“Yes. Maybe Dad’s enemies. Maybe not.”
“How many enemies does your father have?”
Leo opened a file and hit page down to show page after page of names and pictures.
Oh my God. He must have had some wild days. “Does he have any friends at all?”
“Katie. His fiancée. The others have turned on him since the imprisonment. They were all willing to believe the worst.”
“And Katie isn’t a genie?”
He shook his head. “She’s a nutrition professor at Emory.”
“Does she know about him?”
“Only since he proposed.”
“Does she believe it?”
He shoved his hand through his hair. “She does now.”
The woman would be magically prevented from telling anyone about genies. She probably didn’t believe it at all. “How long have they been dating?”
“Five years,” he answered. “Dad really cares about her. I think he would have married her already if it weren’t for the genie thing.” Leo took a sip of his coke. “She’s a vegetarian. My dad is like the original carnivore. He practically lived on burgers and steak. But he gave up meat for her.” Leo met my eyes. “He doesn’t even cheat when she’s not around. He seriously gave it up.”
I couldn’t imagine what it would be like watching a parent date. Just about everyone I knew had divorced parents, but mine seemed happy together. Thank goodness. “Do you like her?”
“She’s great.” His features relaxed as he talked. “Dad never dated anyone close to his own age before. Except my mother.”
I didn’t ask, but he answered anyway.
“The Oversight Committee paid her off when I was born. She never looked back.”
Illegitimate children were a huge problem in the genie world. Non-genies raising those powerful children could really cause problems. Most of the time, the Committee handed over big bucks for custody of the child. Now I knew what had happened to his mother. “I’m sorry.”
“No big deal.”
“Your father raised you?” I dug into the chips again.
“No. My grandmother did. When she died, my dad stepped up, and he’s been there for me ever since.”
His grandmother could only have raised him if she had been bonded to his grandfather. Leo was lucky his grandparents had married, or he would have been sent to a foster home.
I’d never been so glad that I would never have a child who was a genie. My granddaughter would be a genie, but my daughter would not. Neither would my sons. Unless, a little voice in the back of my mind said as I studied Leo, you have a child with a male genie. I shrugged off the thought. Leo was dangerously sexy, and I shouldn’t even be here.
“I should get home,” I said. What was wrong with me? Having children was something I never thought about. I didn’t even sit around daydreaming about a husband like those girly girls in the wedding movies.
Leo checked his watch. “Ian said we’d practice at five.”
I glared at him. Thanks for the reminder. I took a sip of tea. “You know that spot in the band was mine.”
“It’s just temporary,” Leo said. “Give me a couple weeks, and then it’s yours.”
“You don’t even want to be in the band?”
“It’s been kind of cool, but basically I just needed access to your house and your family.”
“We won’t even discuss how creepy that is.”
“I’ve been messing around with the drums for a while, so when I heard about Ian needing a drummer—”
Wait a minute. “Messing around? Can you even really play?”
He narrowed his eyes. “Of course I can play.”
“How long have you been playing?”
With a shrug, he said, “You know that doesn’t have anything to do with it.”
My jaw dropped. “Of course it does. What are you saying? That you have more raw talent than me?”
Leo gave me a funny look before he answered. “No,” he admitted. “I’m as good as the average high school senior. That’s all I needed. Honestly, it isn’t like your brother’s songs are all that complicated.”
“No way are you as good as me.”
Leo’s lips quirked at the corners. “I’m probably not as good as you, Jen, but I have the look your brother was going for.”
“True, but you’ve got to pace Ian. He tends to rush the song, and you’ll all end up sounding horrible.”
“No problem.” He studied me for a moment then started to say something but stopped. Finally, he said, “You’re worried about Ian? You can be sure that I have the skills his band needs. You should know that.”
“Maybe I just don’t want him to ruin his reputation before I get my turn in the band.”
“Sure,” Leo said fighting a grin. He shut down the laptop and put it back in the case.
I had the strangest feeling that I had missed out on part of the conversation.



Chapter Five
By the time Leo pulled the car into my driveway, I had decided that there was more to Leo’s father than met the eye. The troublemaker that Leo described would not drive this sunshine yellow, politically-correct car. Maybe Leo was right. Maybe his father had reformed.
Could someone really have framed him for the thefts? Leo was right about one thing, I did not want to be next. My mother would die if I was convicted of a crime, and wasting away in the other realm wouldn’t be a picnic for me either.
According to Leo, his father had enemies. My only enemies were my brothers, and they weren’t smart enough to orchestrate my downfall with the Oversight Committee.
Leo got out of the car and shoved his hands into his pockets. “You want to go in first? I’ll wait a few minutes.”
“Yeah. Thanks for the tea and chips.”
“I’ll owe you way more than tea if you can find a way to help my father.”
I just nodded and walked to the front door. I really, really hoped they had iced tea in the other realm. With lemon. And preferably crushed ice. I could make do with cubes. What if there wasn’t any ice at all? No. That would be hell.
I didn’t see any sign of Ian or Sean in the foyer so I walked into the kitchen. I was glad they weren’t in there. They wouldn’t know I hadn’t stepped right out of the pantry like usual.
I yelled up the stairs, “Sean? You here?”
His face peeped through the railing upstairs. “Are you still mad?”
“Of course I’m mad, but I’m not going to hurt you. Did you do your homework? And did you have your snack?”
Sean came pounding down the stairs. “I’m almost done with the homework.”
I eyed the chocolate smeared on his face and the front of his Falcon’s sweatshirt. “And you had what? A bag of chocolate chip cookies for a snack?”
“Wow,” he said. “You’re almost as good as Mom.”
“I saw them in the pantry yesterday.” I should have grabbed some when I had the chance. “And don’t forget to get started on your book reports.”
Sean frowned. “You’re evil.”
I held up my thumb an inch from my forefinger. “Just a little bit,” I said. “Don’t get too comfortable, Sean. I’m still negotiating for some input into your list.”
“Whatever, Stinky,” he said trying to sound bored, but ruining it by breaking into a run up the stairs.
“Don’t come out of your room until Mom and Dad get home!” I yelled after him.
Then I turned back toward the garage. As soon as Ian started practice, I was hitting my mother’s office. I didn’t have a lot of time, and this was my best chance not to get caught.
I didn’t want to give myself time to think about what I was doing. As I keyed in the combination to the office door, I rationalized. The senior staffer information wasn’t top secret. There wasn’t any reason for Leo not to have it. I’d bet you could walk right into the Genie Communications Headquarters and copy the names off of the wall by the elevator. The doorknob turned, and I stepped inside, closing the door behind me. Right, Jen. Then why didn’t Leo just try that instead of coming to you?
Big-time doubts hit me all at once, but I was already in Mom’s office. I’d violated her trust. Why not get the information I needed? I’d have all night to think about whether I should give it to Leo. If I didn’t give it to him, I hadn’t really done anything wrong.
The pink-clad genie on Mom’s screensaver winked at me. Even though I knew the program did that, I still felt like she was telling me she wasn’t buying my excuses. “You shut up,” I muttered.
I went to “My Computer” and pulled up the hard drive. Mom had a file on the Directorate.
“Bingo,” I said, because it seemed appropriate.
I opened the file to find only the names and the general information I already knew. No photographs, and no addresses.
I closed out that file and opened the file marked department heads. Here I hit pay dirt with a mailing list. Pay dirt? I was starting to think in cheesy detective slang. I had almost eighty names and addresses. The senior staffers.
After sending the list to the printer, I tried to find more detailed profiles on each of them. When the printer stopped, I’d come up with nothing, but I was getting panicked and wanted to get the heck out of there.
I grabbed the sheets. Closed all the files, and slipped out of my mother’s office. A sudden burst of noise from the garage nearly gave me a coronary. After being in the soundproofed room, the racket from Ian’s band was thunderous.
My heart pounded as I glanced around. I couldn’t possibly have gotten away with sneaking into my mother’s office.
I ran up to my room and stashed the list under my pillow. Then I grabbed a bottle of water from the kitchen and hit the stairs a second time. If I wasn’t playing the drums when Mom and Dad came in, they’d know something was wrong.
A racing heart and a guilty conscience didn’t facilitate conforming to the beat. I sounded like a novice drummer. I would have been mortified if anyone could hear me.
I couldn’t concentrate on what I was doing. I kept thinking about Leo, and the list I’d printed, and my mother, and the criminal act I’d just committed.
Pounding on the drums didn’t chase those thoughts away. And suddenly, I knew what I’d missed in the conversation earlier. Leo had never learned to play drums. He’d just used magic to be as good as the average high school drummer. But how? Why hadn’t he gotten caught?
Sean popped up in front of me and sent my heart racing again.
I stopped playing and snapped, “I hate it when you do that!”
“I was just checking on you,” he said with a wince. “I thought you maybe were having a seizure or something.”
“Are you saying I’m playing like crap?”
He nodded. “Yeah.”
I hefted the drumstick in my hand, but I didn’t have the energy to pound him. He was just telling the truth. “I’m having an off day,” I admitted.
Sean wrinkled his nose like something smelled bad. “I’ll say.”
I groaned. “I give up. Let’s go start on the salad. Maybe you can earn a few brownie points.” Thursday night was always pizza night, but Mom insisted we eat some salad with it.
“I wouldn’t need them if it weren’t for you.”
“Don’t even get me started,” I said, shoving him lightly toward the stairs.
He barely budged so he must be getting stronger. The last thing I needed was two brothers who could out-wrestle me.
“Move it, Cretin.”
Sitting at the table with Mom and Dad, I couldn’t enjoy the pizza. I may as well have eaten just the salad.
“Jen,” Mom said, startling me. “Why are you so quiet tonight?”
Because I broke into your office and downloaded secret information that I’m about to hand over to a male genie who will most likely end up getting me banished to the other realm? No. How about playing dumb? I shrugged.
Dad came to my rescue. “I guess she doesn’t have a lot to say if she isn’t speaking to either of her brothers.”
“Exactly,” I said with too much enthusiasm.
“She’s talking to me,” Sean said around a mouthful of pizza.
“Tough break, kid,” Ian grumbled.
“Ian,” my dad said in his warning voice.
“I’m not the only one on duty this weekend, am I? I have a ton of homework.”
Mom shook her head. “There are three genies on this weekend. You should be okay.”
“What time are you practicing Saturday, Ian?” I asked. I really didn’t want Leo running into my mother.
Ian was chewing and didn’t bother to answer.
“We told him four o’clock,” Mom said. “Dad and I are taking Sean and a friend to a movie. You’re welcome to come along.”
Mom and Dad always tried to clear out of the house for the practices on Saturdays. I think it’s because Ian’s obnoxious friends usually came as soon as they woke up and then never left.
“I might be going over to Alex’s for a while.” I was totally lying, but if Leo was going to check out the people on the list, I wanted to be part of it.
“Just be sure you get your chores finished,” Mom said.
She’d designed this ridiculously elaborate chart for our chores. It took up half the kitchen wall. “How could I forget,” I said. I cut off another bite of pizza with my fork.
I looked up to see Sean stuffing a whole piece into his mouth. Boys are so gross.
The image of Leo’s warm blue eyes found its way into my mind. Okay, maybe just brothers are gross.
Ian belched, earning a sharp look from my mother. She usually gave them each a warning burp. For some reason, they seemed totally incapable of controlling their bodily functions.
Dad finished off his slice of pizza and leaned back in his chair. “That was exceptional,” he said happily.
Mom grinned and winked at me. Dad said that every Thursday night. I’d overheard him begging my mother to up pizza nights to twice a week. Mom and I both suspected he had pizza for lunch half the time.
I took another bite of pizza and tried to keep my mind off my perfidy.
As Ian grabbed for the last slice of pizza, Sean whined, “No way, Ian. That’s my piece.”
Another Thursday tradition. They’d spend the next few minutes fighting over who had eaten more.
“May I be excused?” I asked Mom.
She nodded, and then turned her attention to the squabbling boys.
I made my escape, rushing up to my room. I closed the door and pulled out the list of stolen names. Had one of these people really framed Leo’s dad? Or was his father guilty?
I almost kicked myself for missing such a good opportunity. When I was in my mother’s study, I should have done some research on his dad. I hadn’t even tried any of my mother’s file cabinets.
I needed to hide the list where Mom wouldn’t come across it. Just cramming it in my backpack or purse wasn’t enough. I pulled out my trig book and folded the papers into it. Mom wouldn’t find it there.
I plopped down on my bed and tried to figure out when I could get back into my mother’s office. I needed to know more about Leo’s father. And I wouldn’t mind knowing more about the Directorate either.
I wanted to call Leo, but I was afraid my mother could be tracking my calls. Not on purpose exactly, it’s just that it would be so easy for her to do. Genie Communications kept the records anyway, and she had access to them any time. Plus, she probably should be watching out for Ian. He’d probably call some 900 number if she didn’t keep an eye on him.
Dad had already busted him on the Internet a couple of times. Even Sean had tried to type in the Playboy website. I hated that I shared a gene pool with those idiots.
I doubted either one of them would ever grow up. Which made me wonder. Was Leo really more mature than other guys his age? I knew he had more facial hair. Was he mentally more mature, or was that just a line? For some reason I really wanted him to be more mature than the guys I was used to.
I guess having your father incarcerated would make you grow up pretty fast. The image of my parents in jail was so ludicrous I couldn’t help grinning. My parents never did anything wrong. Mom wouldn’t even eat a grape in the grocery store before she paid for it. And my dad was the only person in Atlanta who actually drove the speed limit.
Leo’s dad hadn’t been such a stickler for the rules. But had he stolen billions of dollars from the wish recipients and diverted it to people he knew? If so, why? Leo was right. It didn't make sense.
Leo found me before I walked into the school on Friday. He looked hot in his Levi’s and leather jacket. I was glad I’d worn my green sweater and short black skirt.
“Well?” he asked eagerly.
“I got the senior staffers names and addresses.”
Leo grinned. “I knew you could do it.”
I pulled the list out of my math book and handed it to him. “But I couldn’t find anything on the Directorate that isn’t common knowledge. No addresses.”
Leo scanned the list. “I’ll MapQuest them all tonight.” Then he pulled a cheap wireless phone from his pocket. “I realized last night, when I couldn’t find out if you’d had any luck, we needed a way to communicate. I bought us each a cheap disposable phone. Genie Communications wouldn’t know to monitor these. I programmed my number in for you.”
“Good idea.” Was I actually welcoming more interaction with him? Maybe Ian was right and I was a total idiot.
“I’ll do the computer work tonight and then I’ll start tracking them down tomorrow while looking for the Lexus.”
“You really think something suspicious will just hit you over the head?”
He shrugged. “It could happen. I’m going to see my dad tonight too, so I’ll check with him.”
“I figured out about the drum thing. You know, that you used your magic.”
With a smile, he leaned in closer. “Like you’ve never done it.”
“Done what?”
“Used magic to give you what you want.”
“I haven’t. You’re lucky you haven’t gotten caught yet.”
“There are ways to minimize the risk of getting caught.”
“How?”
He glanced around. “We should talk about this later.”
“No really. How?” As if I wouldn’t have heard about such a thing.
Lowering his voice, he said, “You know. The mirror.”
“The mirror what?”
He eyed me with confusion. “The mirror. You write down the wish, stand in front of the mirror, and grant the wish to the reflection.” He reached out and put his hand on my shoulder. “You really haven’t done it?”
I shook my head. “I’ve never heard of it.”
“The magic residue is much smaller, so it’s harder to get caught.” Glancing around, he said, “We can’t talk about this here.”
“Can we talk tomorrow? I mean, do you need any help tomorrow?” Please tell me I didn’t just ask him that.
His eyes lit as he grinned. “Yeah. I really could use somebody riding shotgun.”
“Maybe I could help for a couple of hours.”
“Tell your parents you’re going to Emory for a Habitat for Humanity meeting. I’ll pick you up at nine.”
I had been interested in Habitat for Humanity. Mom would probably buy that. “I’ll try,” I said.
Then Leo focused all his attention on me. “Thank you, Jen. You don’t know what this means. I’ve been trying for days to get this information.”
I got a little lost in his blue eyes. Before I could come up with an answer, he said, “I’ll check with you later.” Then he turned and went into the school.
When I got home, I’d have to figure out a good way to broach the topic of the meeting at Emory. My parents would love the idea of me being interested in Habitat, but I didn’t want to overplay it. Mom knew I didn’t have much time for house building, and Dad would probably make Ian go with me. I could hear him now, “Follow your sister’s example, Ian.”
I shuddered. No way did I want to get saddled with Ian. Even if I were really going to a meeting. Instead, I’d be driving around the city again with the Harley-riding hottie who I shouldn’t trust at all. So why did I?
I needed to find out more about his father.
Mrs. Mashburn was one of my favorite teachers. She was smart, and tough, but fair. Unfortunately, Johnson Elliot, the biggest class clown in eleventh grade, was in my comparative government class.
“I’d like you to work on this project in groups of three,” Mrs. Mashburn said. “Each group will take a country. Then you’ll write a ten-page report and give an oral presentation.”
No one dared grumble in Mrs. Mashburn’s class, except Johnson.
“Dude,” Johnson said, “give me two babes.”
Mrs. Mashburn whipped her attention back to him. “One more word, and it’s in-school detention for you.”
I almost got zapped with her laser-beam anger since Johnson had sat next to me today. He liked to spread around what he saw as his entertainment.
Johnson nodded. He kept his comments low and discreet as Mrs. Mashburn started pointing out groups of three. She started on the other end of the room, and I realized with horror that Karen and I were going to end up with Johnson. I liked Karen. She was a good student. I turned and we exchanged a look of shared dread.
Mrs. Mashburn finally got to us, and I tried to make a face to convey our panic. Not a sarcastic face but I twisted my mouth and raised my brow in what I hoped was a please-God-no look.
The teacher faltered, and I could swear her ice blue gaze softened. “Karen and Jen, you can work together. Johnson, you can work alone. I’ll alter your page count accordingly.”
I heard Karen’s sigh of relief from behind me.
I mouthed thank you to Mrs. Mashburn.
A nearly averted crisis wasn’t how I wanted to start the day. I still wasn’t breathing normally after my adventures yesterday afternoon.
Thanks to Mrs. Mashburn, I didn’t have to cope with an academic disaster on top of everything else.
Mrs. Mashburn powered up her laptop and started explaining the project.
I felt such a rush of gratitude. Maybe I should do something nice for her. I was allowed to grant tiny little insignificant wishes. I could give Mrs. Mashburn a tiny wish, but I’d never know what she wished for. If her next wish wasn’t trivial, the grant wouldn’t work until the next trivial wish. I hadn’t granted any in a long time. Two years ago, I granted one for a girl in my class. The next thing I knew, the guy I had a huge crush on walked right up to her and asked her out.
It had been terrible, and I’d resigned never to make that mistake again.
Granting a wish for yourself in the mirror...Leo was nuts.
Of course, Mrs. Mashburn was awesome. And she wasn’t likely to wish for Leo to ask her out. Not that I had a crush on Leo. Because I didn’t.
Shaking off my errant thoughts, I went ahead and granted Mrs. Mashburn her next trivial wish. Then I hurriedly jotted down the notes to catch up.
The bell finally rang, and I crammed my notebook into my bag.
Johnson jumped up as usual, acting all hotshot, and started strutting for the door.
I saw Mrs. Mashburn give him a dirty look. It happened so fast, I almost thought I imagined it.
Until Johnson tripped over his own feet and smashed into the floor. My classmates laughed and pointed.
Mrs. Mashburn jumped back and covered her mouth.
She had totally wished for him to fall on his face!
I clamped my mouth shut as a peal of laughter escaped. I never would have guessed she was so vindictive.
The teacher rushed to help him up, but he shook off her help. “I got it,” he snapped.
Mrs. Mashburn stepped back.
I rushed out of the room before Mrs. Mashburn could realize that I was staring at her instead of Johnson.
I was dying to tell someone what had happened. But I couldn’t. I’d have to tell my mother later. But now that I was hiding things from her, I wasn’t sure I should seek her out for any one-on-one time.
I laughed as I walked down the hall, catching more than one curious look. Johnson had literally flown through the air for a second before crashing down on his face. And he so deserved it.
I needed to find Alex and beg her to cover for me tomorrow. I couldn’t risk my brother tagging along. I was so lucky Alex had forgiven me. She’d totally think that something was up with me and Leo.
Lying was not my thing. The whole genie mess really set me up for lying to my friends though. Either that or just be the weird girl who has no friends.
I shuddered. How could anyone survive without friends? Especially if their family was mostly irritating brothers.
Resigning myself to lie convincingly, I made my way to the locker to catch Alex.
She spotted me coming. “Wassup?”
“Are you kidding me? What’s with the hip hop speak?”
Alex laughed.
“I think you’re spending too much time with the boy's basketball team.” Some of them, mostly the white guys, thought they were Lil Wayne.
“You’re just jealous. Or you would be if you ever came to the games and saw the guys play.”
Uh-oh. We were already on the wrong track.
I rushed right into my scheme. “So I’m sneaking out on Saturday to meet Leo for lunch. Will you cover for me?”
“No way! He asked you to lunch?” Her earrings bobbed as she talked. “Like a date? He is so totally yummy. Wait a minute. Why aren’t you just telling your mother the truth?”
Moving closer to her, I said, “Um. Well, because we don’t want Ian to know, and I don’t want to deal with Mom yet. I mean. It’s probably just a one-time deal. Mom would probably worry for nothing.”
“Wow, Jen. I don’t think you’ve ever kept something from your mother before.”
Probably not. “Sure I have,” I lied. “Anyway, it’s no biggie. Can I say I’m hanging at your house?”
“Of course. But I want all the details.”
Great, now I’d have to make up some details. “Okay. You’ve got it.” I switched out my books.
“Why don’t you sleepover? You can tell me everything.” She grabbed her notebook from the locker and slammed it shut.
Making up details face to face would be harder. “I’ll ask. Mom might say no since I’m already spending the whole day with you.”
“Try it, and call me in the morning. Dad and I are heading out to the Georgia Tech b-ball game tonight.”
“Have fun!” The only thing they had in common was basketball. Her father had the extended cable sports package. All those sports networks kept their relationship running smoothly.
When Mrs. Logan announced a pop quiz in English, I groaned and resigned myself to failing.
Kelsey smiled and held up her pen. “Loser buys lunch?”
Kelsey and I were usually the top students in the class. I wasn’t the slightest bit prepared. I had blown off last night’s assignment.
My only chance was if the quiz was heavy on assignments from earlier in the week.
“I’m not going to have my usual score today, Kelsey.”
Her mouth dropped open. She leaned closer. “You didn’t do the assignment?”
I shook my head.
“Jen,” she said wagging her finger to scold me.
I shrugged as Mrs. Logan passed out the quizzes.
With a sigh, I read over it. I’d just met Leo and I was already messing up.
After class, Kelsey said, “Call me. I have to meet Kyle now.” They were wearing matching concert shirts today from a Coca Cola Amphitheater performance last weekend. “I’ve got to hear what happened last night to make you blow off your homework.”
I winced. I’d better start making something up.
When I got home on that afternoon, I discovered that Dylan was sleeping over. He and Ian would stay up all night playing video games.
No way was I getting anywhere near those two pervs.
When Mom and Dad took their walk, I went with them.
Then I hung out in the family room and watched a movie with Mom. Dad and Sean played board games in the kitchen. I was glad to see they were serious about the grounding.
After the movie, Mom went to take a turn with Sean, and I headed upstairs to catch up on the Rokrgirlz and my email.
With the doors to my room and Ian’s closed, I could usually keep from hearing all of their trash talk. Listening to Ian and his friends talking made me wish I was a lesbian.
I started to get hungry and thirsty around midnight. I opened the door and went out to the hall to find Ian and Dylan just ahead of me on the stairs. Bad timing.
“I’m totally kicking your pathetic ass,” Dylan said to my brother.
I rolled my eyes. The idiots were always insulting each other.
Ian ignored him.
“Where’s Derek anyway?” Dylan asked. “I thought he was hanging out.”
“I dunno. He didn’t say.”
“You know why he didn’t come? Cuz he’s doing what he always does on a Friday night, playing GTA4, which he beat over a year ago, just so he can hang with the animated hookers in cyber world.”
“Dude, if the graphics get any better, you’ll probably start doing the same thing.”
Dylan snorted. “Like you won’t.”
Ian laughed.
I cringed, and made a mental note to stay away from Derek. Sometimes the morons were actually right about things.



Chapter Six
On Saturday morning, I grumbled when my alarm went off and then kicked off the covers. I had to hurry to mop the kitchen and bathrooms before Leo got here. Sean had done them last week so they were probably really grungy. The kitchen wasn’t bad. The bathrooms. Ick. While I mopped, I had to figure out what to wear. Not because I cared, but because Alex would ask. Okay, fine. I cared. A little.
At nine-thirty, dressed in a striped top that everyone said flattered my complexion, jeans, and clunky leather belt, I hopped into the car with Leo.
“I have to be back at your house at four for practice,” he said as we pulled away from the curb. “Will your mother be around? Is it safe for me to go?”
“Mom and Dad are going out. You’ll be fine.”
“I hate to lose the time, but I need to keep up appearances. I can’t exactly quit the band and have Ian think I’m spending all my time with you.”
“I’m out with Alex, remember.” The car smelled of something warm and yummy. Leo’s aftershave?
“Oh, right. I appreciate you riding with me. We have a lot of houses to check for Lexus crossovers.”
He paused at a red light.
“Do you think it’s about revenge or about the five billion dollars?”
“I don’t know, but if anybody has too much money, they’ll be easy to spot. What do they pay at Genie Communications anyway?”
“I doubt any of these guys would make over a hundred grand. Mom does two jobs and she makes a little more.”
The light turned green and he pressed on the gas. “So we search for somebody who has left town, gotten in debt, or bought something expensive. I shared the list with Dad and none of them rang a bell.”
“How did you show him the list without them knowing?” I hadn’t imagined private visitation.
“They were probably watching, but I had no choice.”
“Where are we going?”
“We’ll hit a few of the names and then we’ll head over to Emory.”
Emory. “You mean we’re really going to that meeting.”
“Yeah,” Leo said. “Katie’s doing the program, and she asked me to come.”
“But she’ll see us together.” I hadn’t planned on being seen by anyone we knew. It was way too risky. I thought we’d be pretty anonymous driving around in Atlanta traffic.
“Katie’s cool. She won’t tell. She’s working on retracing dad’s steps for the last week or two before the thefts. She knows I asked for your help.”
“I don’t know, Leo.” How could that be safe? Leo seemed like a great guy, with maybe a weird sense of humor, but I didn’t want to be banished for him.
“Katie’s been great ever since the arrest. She’s been stocking the fridge at our place, cooking me meals, doing laundry. She’s awesome. She really cares about my dad. They wouldn’t have let her leave the visitation with her memory intact if she hadn’t agreed to be bonded to him. So even if they aren’t married, they kind of are, now. Dad’s already talked to her about watching out for me if he gets sent away. Besides, with all the laptops, cell phones, and MP3’s on campus, the U.N.I.V.E.R.S.E. would have trouble tracking us.”
Either he was nuts, or I was an idiot. “What do phones and laptops have to do with anything?”
“Technology interferes with the magic monitoring systems used by the U.N.I.V.E.R.S.E.”
I whipped my head around to look at him.
“Don’t tell me you didn’t know that,” he said with a laugh.
I just stared at him. “Are you serious?”
“The major technological advances were made by genies, Jen. And in addition to making money and helping mankind, those genies were motivated by the fact that modern technology interferes with the monitoring systems in place. The Techno Echo. Doesn’t your mother tell you anything?”
Apparently not.
“It’s common knowledge in the genie world.”
“Like the mirror trick.”
Doubt clouded his eyes. “I’m surprised your mother would keep it from you. The upcoming Summit will have a debate about easing the restraints on genies.”
My dad always said we shouldn’t bury our heads in the sand. Know what’s going on, he said. Don’t stand by and let others make the decisions for you.
And yet, I had buried my head in the sand. Or Mom had buried it for me. Did Dad know about all this?
“If you’re so overprotected, how did you get out of the house today?”
“I’m not really. About normal things.” When Mom told me I’d been activated early, she’d warned me that she wasn’t going to complete my education until later. I just thought that meant I couldn’t do all the wish granting stuff. I had no idea she was hiding important things from me. “She does work for the U.N.I.V.E.R.S.E. Maybe she isn’t allowed to tell me.” Now, I understood why the Oversight Committee was so much busier lately. They had to work much harder to catch those abusing their powers.
“Maybe. Or maybe she just wants to keep you out of trouble.” He kept focused on the road ahead as he said it, not looking my way at all.
Surely my mother had more faith in me than that.
“Bob Selby’s the first on the list. He lives in a subdivision near here.” Leo handed me a notebook full of MapQuest searches. They were organized geographically.
“Wow,” I said, glad for the distraction. “You did all this last night?”
He nodded. “I would have started the drive-bys, but Katie wanted to cook me dinner.”
I held up the thick notebook. “This must have taken forever.”
With a shrug, he said, “It wouldn’t have taken as long but I had to run out for a second ink cartridge.”
I didn’t doubt it.
“Can you tell me where I turn? I think it’s Dawson’s Bridge.”
I checked the paper. “Right. It should be the next red light.”
“I see it,” Leo said.
Minutes later, we passed the house. “It’s for sale,” I said, pointing to the sign in the yard.
“Maybe he’s moving up in the world?” Leo pulled into the next street and parked at the curb. “I’ll run back and see if he still lives there. Sit tight.”
I turned the page to identify our next target. Anslee Ellison. She lived only a mile away. Leo had generated the directions from one house to another. I was impressed. He was way more organized than my brothers. I lifted the heavy notebook again. Okay, he was way more organized than me, too. I couldn’t imagine doing this. I turned to the “Vinings” tab to see how many senior staffers lived there. Five.
Leo opened the door and hopped back in to the driver’s seat. “The place is empty.” He handed me a flyer from the real estate sign. “No Lexus in the garage.”
“You really think this means something? Our first try? It’s not likely.”
“You’re right, but I definitely need to check this guy out.” He moved the gearshift into drive. “Which way?”
I told him, and we headed for the Ellison house.
“I found some information on some of them online. I Googled everybody.”
“Anything suspicious?”
“Check the last tab in the notebook. I made a list.”
I flipped to the end to see a list of names and notes.
“One of them moved to Atlanta this month. I thought that was strange.”
I glanced down the list. “And this guy has been sued four times?”
“Yeah. I thought he looked suspicious. As far as I can tell, he’s a slum lord.”
“Really?” I wouldn’t have thought the U.N.I.V.E.R.S.E. would put up with staffers mistreating people. “Did he lose the lawsuits?”
“No. He won all four.”
“So he didn’t pay out any damages.”
“No, but he had to pay to defend himself. So money may still be a motivating factor.”
Five billion dollars would buy a lot of slums. I nodded. “And this woman. You wrote that her daughter has been kicked out of four private schools.”
“It might be nothing, or she might need money. It’s worth checking out.”
“So you’re sending the PI to check into these people?”
“I can’t do it all. I have to go to school. My father made me promise.”
He kept his promises? Good to know.
I wanted to ask him how he was paying for this investigator. Weren’t those guys expensive? But I couldn’t make myself. He’d think I suspected him of taking all the money.
“I’ve got a trust fund from my grandmother,” Leo said. “I’ve been using that, but it won’t last forever.”
“Your dad’s letting you spend your college money?”
“No. My college money is in a separate account.”
I guess his dad was more responsible than I thought.
“Turn up here,” I said as we neared the road.
At eleven, we pulled into the Emory campus and found a parking spot near the University Center.
We’d done drive-bys on eight homes. The list would take us forever.
“This might be boring,” Leo said with an adorably sheepish wince. “But I promised.”
He was such a virile force; I had stopped thinking about him as a teenager. He obviously cared about Katie a lot. “I’m sure it will great.”
He gave me a half smile, and we walked into the Dobbs University Center. The place held hundreds of tables next to the cafeteria, but it was almost deserted. A few stray students were studying, ear buds in place.
“Leo,” someone yelled from across the building.
I turned to see a tall woman with dark hair. From forty feet away, I could tell she had an exquisitely beautiful face.
She smiled and waved, and then turned to leave through another door.
“Who was that?” I asked.
“Katie’s neighbor Serena. She usually stays for the meetings.”
I glanced over at the door. “Not this time, I guess.”
Leo motioned to a hallway on the right and I followed him to the doorway of a small auditorium. A scruffy-looking guy with a beard was standing in the front of the room talking.
“We’re just in time,” Leo said, and slipped into the room to some seats in the back. I followed, and he waited for me to take my seat first. I thumped down in the wooden seat, and Leo sat beside me. Right beside me. The seats were way closer than the seats in the car. The guy stopped speaking to say, “Leo, Dude. Welcome.”
“You know these Habitat guys?” I whispered after Leo greeted him.
“I work on a lot of houses. Sometimes I run into the guys from Emory.”
He volunteered his time to build homes for the poor? Leo wasn’t what I expected at all.
A forty-something woman who was just standing up to approach the podium turned and waved at us.
Cleary this was Katie, and she wasn’t what I’d expected. Male genies dated supermodels and breast-enhancement marvels. I’d seen the pictures in the tabloids and heard my mother sighing over the bad behavior of male genies. The rock star trashing his hotel room was almost always a genie. The athletes who reveal that they’ve slept with thousands of women. Usually genies. After thirty years, genies could retire. They turned over their powers after making a wish. They could either give themselves some amazing talent or give it to their spouse or children. Some even chose to be teenagers again and start their stellar careers in high school.
I knew Katie was a professor, but I was expecting her to be one of those unusually hot women. You know, like anybody on television. They all look like supermodels whether they’re playing a lawyer, doctor, or computer genius. Katie wasn’t unattractive. She was just normal. Like my mom. No one was going to cast her to play herself in a TV movie.
She’d started talking, but I hadn’t been listening. I realized that Leo had to be right. His father had changed.
When I finally managed to wrap my brain around Katie’s lecture, I realized that she wasn’t talking about nutrition at all. She was describing various methods of going green in home building and remodeling without going broke. I opened my notebook and jotted down a few notes in case my parents decided to take on any more projects. Last I’d heard, Mom had laid down the law and they were “done, done, done” with projects. I’d been relieved since they usually made us help and seeing dad walking around in cargo shorts with a hammer through one of the loops just reminded me of my nerd origins.
Ian always said Dad looked like a tool. I don’t think Dad has figured out what he means.
I scribbled down some of Katie’s tips, and then glanced up to find Leo watching me with a grin. He put his hand against mine, sending heat rushing through me, and wiggled the pen out of my hand. He wrote, “We are not going to be tested on this material.”
I just shook my head as I grabbed the pen. “It’s interesting,” I wrote.
He moved to steal the pen again and I held it away from him.
“Fine,” he whispered. “I’ll stop. You’re going to get me in trouble with Katie.”
I thought this was pretty sweet. The people sitting right around us hadn’t noticed us, so I doubted Katie had. He didn’t want to hurt her feelings.
When she finished speaking, several students approached her with questions or comments.
Leo and I stood up where we were to wait. My rear end was numb from the hard wooden seat.
“If one of them asks her questions about being a vegetarian, we’re doomed,” he said. “She can give a month long sermon on avoiding meat products.”
“So you’re saying I shouldn’t bring it up?”
He shook his head furiously. “I’m starving. Once we get our lunch, you can ask whatever you want.”
Katie finally finished with her fans and shook hands with the guy who’d been speaking when we arrived. “Thank you for having me.” She pointed our way. “My friends are waiting for me to take them to lunch.”
She grinned as she walked over to us. “You must be Jen.” She shook my hand. “I’m so glad to meet you. Leo was telling me about your newly forged friendship last night.”
“Nice to meet you,” I said automatically.
She smiled, and I realized I actually was glad to meet her. She had been smart and impressive when she addressed the group. One on one, she was warm and friendly.
“I’m sure Leo has told you I’m a vegetarian. I hope you don’t mind going to Birk’s for lunch.”
“Sounds good. I’ve never been, but I’m sure it’s fine.”
“Leo’s been several times,” she said with a smile for him.
She started to reach for him, and for a moment I thought she was going to reach out and tousle his hair. She let her hand dangle in the air for a moment and then turned back to me. “Do you mind if I ride with you two?”
“You’re actually volunteering to ride with me.”
Katie grinned. “You’re actually a much better driver than Joe.”
“That’s not saying much,” Leo grumbled.
She looked over at me, “Wonderful man, terrible driver.”
“When dad’s around, Katie insists that she drive. When he’s not, she usually lets me do the driving.”
I guess Leo had been doing a lot of driving lately.
The restaurant was only a mile away.
Katie held the door open for me and I climbed out of the car.
Leo and I followed her through the door to the restaurant. The place was small and busy.
Katie walked up to the hostess and said, “Table for three, Leanne, and we’d like to sit in Nate’s section please.”
The hostess smiled, eying Leo over her funky glasses. “Yes, ma’am. Follow me, please.”
“Who’s Nate?” I asked Leo.
“He’s the only guy who works here. He won’t flirt with me and irritate you.”
After the waitresses at Chili’s, I guessed I should be grateful. “She’s doing it just for me?” I wasn’t his girlfriend after all. I shouldn’t be getting jealous.
“Oh no. She always asks for a guy. It drives her nuts otherwise.”
We squeezed into a corner booth, Leo sat by Katie and I sat on the end next to him. The hostess handed us our menus.
“What would you like to drink?”
“Water with lemon,” Katie said. “You, Jen?”
“Unsweet tea please.”
“And you,” the hostess said with suggestive emphasis on the you.
“Lemonade please,” Leo said, not looking up from his menu.
The hostess hesitated as if trying to find a way not to leave, until Katie finally said, “Thank you, Leanne. That will be all.”
She walked away, and Katie said. “Leanne’s such a sweet girl when I come without Leo.”
“You’re lucky she likes Leanne,” Leo said. “Otherwise you’d hear her rant about the incessant gawking I’m subjected to.”
Katie smiled. “I may have mentioned once or twice that he shouldn’t have to go through life being ogled like breasts at a wet t-shirt contest.”
Leo blushed.
I couldn’t help thinking that I would so not mind Leo ogling my breasts.
Okay, so now I was blushing too.
“She doesn’t feel sorry for Dad when it happens to him.”
“You’re constantly harassed by hormone-crazed older women, and you’re practically a child.”
“Ka-tie,” Leo said in the voice I used with my mother. He elbowed her and squirmed in his chair.
I couldn’t help laughing at the tough guy behaving like a little boy.
“Huh,” I said. “Leanne should have left you a kids menu.”
Katie grinned.
“Just for that I’m not sharing my crayons.”
The waiter came over with our drinks.
“Hi, Nate,” Katie said.
I ordered a salad, and Katie and Leo ordered their usuals.
After the waiter left, Katie asked me about the band. “Is it really called the Armpit Hostages?”
“Yes,” I said with a wince.
“It really is nice of you to help us when Leo messed up your chances with the band.”
I shrugged. “I want to help.”
“You know,” she said with a smile, “I’m not sure what an Armpit Hostage looks like, but I’m envisioning something much hairier than you.”
Leo and I laughed.
“My brother just wishes he were hairy,” I told her. “He’s as repulsive as an armpit though, so maybe the name fits.”
Katie giggled. Then she turned to Leo. “Before I forget. I checked that antique answering machine at your dad’s place this morning. Someone called. David Laverdiere. He said something about being in town.”
Leo leaned forward. “David Laverdiere?”
Katie nodded. “Am I remembering right? He was one of your father’s old partners in crime?”
“He and my dad got into lots of trouble together. Even though David wasn’t” —he looked around—“a genie.”
“Is he a possibility?” I asked. “Could he have set up your dad if he isn’t one?”
“It certainly doesn’t seem likely,” Katie said. “I don’t think we can leave any stone unturned though.”
“I’ll check it out,” Leo said.



Chapter Seven
I let Leo enter the garage before I sneaked in the front. Horrid sounds were already coming from the garage when I went in the front door.
I checked to be sure that Mom, Dad, and Sean had cleared out. No sign of anybody.
Since I was feeling a little too healthy from the tea and veggie lunch, I grabbed a soft drink from the fridge. I popped the top and chugged some of the fizzy beverage. My body had certain standards and didn’t perform well without some pollution.
Here was my perfect opportunity to sneak back into Mom’s office and try to get the dirt on Leo’s dad. The more time I spent with Leo, the more involved I was. I’d spent the day with him, and the U.N.I.V.E.R.S.E. wasn’t likely to let me talk my way out of that one. Of course, getting to know Leo more and more just made me hope his father really had been framed. Leo was a good guy. And I liked Katie. The fact that he’d fathered Leo and obviously liked Katie a lot too made me think Joe wasn’t such a bad guy.
I’d just wanted to find out the truth before. Now I was rooting for Leo’s dad. Neither motive made it easy to break into my mother’s office.
Mom and Dad wouldn’t be back until at least six thirty if they kept to their usual pattern. I had plenty of time to accomplish my search and get over to Alex’s.
I put down my drink. Now if I could only make my feet move toward Mom’s office.
The Armpit Hostages geared up in the garage, and I realized I hadn’t ever seen Leo playing the drums. Talking about it at lunch made me curious. I wanted to go in and peek at the band for a few minutes. Despite Ian being a jerk, watching the guys usually helped me relax. And how was I going to picture Leo beating on the drums if I’d never actually seen it?
I glanced at the clock. I had plenty of time. I could watch Leo play one number and then proceed with my espionage.
If I slipped in during one of the guitar solos, I probably wouldn’t be noticed. I didn’t want Ian thinking I’d forgiven him. Because I totally hadn’t. Backstabbing bag of barf.
I heard my cue and opened the door. The guys would have to turn around to see me. I edged in, closed the door, and perched on the hard freezer. So far so good.
I glared at Ian’s back and then settled my gaze on Leo.
He’d taken off the leather jacket even though the garage was cooler than the house. His arm muscles bulged under his black t-shirt as he kept the beat. His mature physique was totally out of place between my scrawny, boyish brother and slightly chunky Dylan.
The boy, make that the man, looked twenty-five.
I couldn’t believe I was drooling over a man. Alex, yes. Me, not so much.
No doubt about it. Leo was hot. He wasn’t terrible on the drums either, and he certainly looked good doing it. He was better than average. Just like he’d said.
They wrapped up the number and Ian turned around as they discussed making some adjustments.
Then he spotted me.
Crap.
“You know what to do guys,” he said with glee. “Jen’s serenade.”
I winced as Leo gave me a friendly smile.
The others were already counting down. They started with familiar melody to Message in a Bottle by the Police, all of them singing at the top of their lungs, “Jenny in a bottle.”
Leo raised a brow.
Ian loved to taunt me like this. His friends thought it was funny. They totally missed the genie reference because why would genies occur to them?
Leo didn’t miss a thing.
My only choice was to leave. I could yell and scream like usual, but I didn’t want Leo to see my shrewish side. The guys were all watching me, so I couldn’t even wave to Leo. I met his eyes one more time. The green glow leaped in his irises as he clenched his fists. Uh oh. Leo getting angry and pounding my brother wouldn’t help anything.
I shook my head at him. Then I went inside.
I hated when Ian played that song. When I was younger, he’d threatened to trap me in a bottle. When his buddies weren’t around, he sang the lyrics as “Genie in a bottle.”
Shuddering, I pushed the thoughts from my mind. I’d never be trapped in a bottle. Never.
With a scowl at the door to the garage, I headed to Mom’s office.
My stomach dropped to my knees as a horrible idea occurred to me. What if the other realm was actually a bottle?
No. I assured myself with a frantic shake of my head. The treaty wouldn’t allow them to return genies to that claustrophobic hell.
Slumping with relief, I walked to Mom’s office.
First, I wanted to check on that technology interference thing. Then I wanted to check for any information at all on Leo’s dad, and I’d take another look around for info on the Directorate.
I was just punching in the combination when Ian and the Armpit Hostages finished a song and I heard a noise at the front door.
I jumped away from Mom’s office and headed as fast as I could to the front door to investigate the source of the sound. The guys in the garage wouldn’t come in that way, but everyone else was gone.
I almost screamed at the sight of Mom coming through the door. “Mom!” My heart nearly pounded out of my chest.
“Hey, hon.” She pulled off her coat and hung it on the hook. “I thought you were at Alex’s.”
Yeah, um. “I just stopped by for a few things.”
Mom gave me a sharp look. “You didn’t come by for rehearsal did you?”
“Um, no.”
“Good. I know you think that Derek boy is cute, but I really don’t know about him.”
“I’m not here for Derek, Mom. I promise.” I was violating her trust and running around with someone I should never have met. Derek, no. He didn’t hold a candle to Leo.
It must have finally registered where I had come from because Mom asked, “Were you doing laundry?”
“No. I, um, was looking for my good bra.”
Mom raised a brow. “Please don’t tell me you and Alex are taking lingerie pictures and posting them on the Internet.”
“Very funny, Mom.” She knew I’d never do that. “What are you doing here, anyway? You bailed on Dad and Sean.”
“The movie we wanted was sold out. Dad and Sean wanted to see that new parody.” She grimaced. “I hate those. Boy humor with no sophistication.”
“You did the right thing, Mom.” She’d paid me to take Sean to see those movies more than once. Sean cackled all the way through, and I winced at every crude joke.
“I don’t know why all boys love those movies,” Mom said.
I doubted Leo would watch them. He seemed so much more mature. Plus he had more important things to deal with than movies.
I had so many secrets, I felt them bubbling over. I needed to split before Mom got me talking. “I guess Alex is wondering where I am. I should get going.”
“Okay. Have fun!”
At least she didn’t tell me to stay out of trouble.
By the time I got to Alex’s, I was totally exhausted. As usual, Alex was full of energy.
“Hey, girlfriend,” she said, yanking open the front door. “You’re right on time. The game just ended.”
Behind her in the living room, I could see her dad turning off the television. “Hi, Mr. Anderson.”
“Hey, Jen,” Alex’s dad said.
“How’d we do?” I asked, knowing they lived for the games.
“We blew ‘em away,” Mr. Anderson said, beaming.
“How many games did you guys watch today?”
Alex grinned. “Four and a half.”
The two of them were obsessed with college basketball. I guess it was a good thing Alex was so into b-ball. It must have made it a lot easier for them to stay close after the divorce.
“I’ll dump my bag in your room.” I wanted to give them time to say goodbye. Alex’s dad usually came to her mother’s house for them to spend time together. Her mother would head out shopping or something. I think Alex said her mother had read that switching houses was harder on kids of divorce. Some weekends, her dad came and stayed there, and her mother crashed at a friend’s.
It seemed a little weird, but I guess it worked for them. “Bye, Mr. Anderson. Good to see you.”
“Bye, Jen.”
I headed down the hall with my overnight bag. My room at home looked like a Pottery Barn explosion. I loved my room, but the truth was the truth. Alex didn’t do coordinated. Her room had a thrown together look. Nothing matched, and a few piles of clothes on the floor. She spent most of her time downstairs in the rec room where her mother had set up an elliptical and an exercise bike. I think the main draw was actually the entertainment system and the distance from her mother.
Alex’s room looked more like a sloppy guest room than a teen’s room. I heaved my overnight bag onto the bed.
“I hope you brought some decent snacks,” Alex said from behind me. “Mom’s dieting again and Dad ate all the chips and dip.”
“Sorry, I didn’t think of it.” After the mega-healthy lunch I’d had, I could use some empty calories.
“We need dinner, too,” Alex said. She wrinkled her nose, “I don’t really want pizza again.”
Since I’d had pizza last night, I didn’t bother arguing. “How about Subway? Then we can grab some snacks and soft drinks from the store.”
“Deal,” Alex said. “But I’m getting the Italian BMT with extra fat and everything on it.”
“Then I get a pint of Chunky Monkey for dessert.”
“We need cereal for breakfast, too.”
I grabbed my purse off her bed. Alex and I were totally in sync except when it came to driving. “I’ll drive,” I said quickly rummaging for my keys.
Alex’s eyes narrowed. “You always drive.”
“No. I drive a lot when I’m with you because I never get to drive any other time. I have to fight Ian for the car, and you know it.” Plus, Alex scared the bejeesus out of me when she drove. She drove like she played basketball. Aggressively. In Atlanta, the average driver was bold. Alex was just plain militant behind the wheel.
Hands on hips, Alex probed me with a glare.
“You drive every day,” I argued. “I haven’t driven since Wednesday.” Okay, I was exaggerating a little, but my life was at stake.
“Fine, but you’re buying.”
My safety was totally worth the price of a sandwich. “Yay!” I silently cheered. Another crisis averted.
When we pulled into Alex’s driveway later, her mother was already home. “Just leave the soft drinks in the car,” Alex warned. “We’ll sneak out here for them later. If we take them in, Mom will drink them all.”
“I thought she was on a diet.”
Alex rolled her eyes. “She has zero willpower. Put the ice cream in your purse. If she sees it, she’ll confiscate it, and eat it. Then she’ll be downstairs on the elliptical half the night.”
“Over my dead body,” I said, cramming my pint of ice cream into my purse.
“Don’t tempt her,” Alex muttered. She stashed hers in her bag and opened the car door. “Mom always says that something becomes most desirable when it’s forbidden. She might jump us for the stuff.”
I accidentally dumped my purse out in her driveway at the mention of desiring the forbidden. Why did Leo have to be so off limits?
“What the freak, Jen?” Alex ran around the car to help me scoop everything back into my purse. “Why don’t you just open the door and yell that we have ice cream?”
“Ice cream?” her mother’s voice drifted from the front door. Mrs. Anderson stood there with her hands on her hips.
“Now, look what you’ve done,” Alex hissed.
“You did it,” I said.
“Alex,” she said with her hands on her hips. “I asked you not to bring any sweets into the house.”
“We only have a tiny bit, Mom.”
“If you’ll give us ten minutes,” I said, “We’ll make it disappear.”
“I haven’t even had dinner, yet.”
Alex glanced at the Subway bag in my hand. She obviously wanted me to sacrifice the other half of my foot-long sub. The half that I wanted to save for lunch tomorrow.
Fine. “Mrs. Anderson.” I held up the bag. “We brought you a six-inch turkey sub.”
Alex’s mom broke into a smile. “Really? How sweet! I’m allowed to eat the turkey.”
We tramped up to the porch and I grudgingly handed over half of my sandwich.
“It was that or your ice cream,” Alex whispered as we walked downstairs to the rec room.
Sundays were chili days at our house, and I couldn’t bear to eat another bowl. Maybe I’d just make a salad.
In the colorful rec room, Alex set her purse on the table. “Guard the good stuff. I’ll grab some spoons.”
I pulled the ice cream out of my purse. It was already kind of melted, just the way I liked it.
Before I could get Alex’s out of her purse, she came pounding back down the stairs with the spoons.
“She already inhaled that whole sandwich!” Alex said rolling her eyes.
More power to her. I pulled the top off my ice cream and licked the lid. Nectar of the gods.
Alex turned the stereo on our favorite station. Then she came over and handed me a spoon, and her hand grazed mine.
“Ouch!” she yelled. “You shocked me.”
“Sorry,” I said, even though I had no idea what it felt like. One of the many weird things about genies was that static electricity didn’t bother us.
Alex dug into her container. “Ooh baby,” she said licking at her spoon with a sigh of pleasure.
When she’d scraped up the last of her ice cream and gulped it down, she finally brought up the subject I’d been dreading. “Are you never going to tell me what happened with Leo?”
I was kinda hoping for never.
“Spill already,” Alex ordered.
“He asked me out to lunch. No big deal.”
“So you guys met on Wednesday when his grandmother’s cat was stuck in a tree...”
I could feel her eyes on me as I pretended to search my ice cream carton for one more drop of the sweet treat.
“And on Friday, he asked you out for lunch on Saturday.”
“Um,” I looked up at her. “Yeah.”
“Why didn’t he just ask you out for dinner or a movie? Lunch is a little strange. Unless you’re twenty-something coworkers living in New York.”
She had no idea how strange the whole thing really was. “Um, he didn’t want to make a big deal of it with my brother, and lunch seemed more discreet.”
“Where’d he take you?”
How much did I tell her? “We went over to Emory and had lunch at this vegetarian place.”
“He’s a vegetarian?” She didn’t sound convinced. “Why didn’t you just go somewhere close to here? There are about five different veggie places.”
“He didn’t say.” Yeah, I know, but it was the best I could think of. “I didn’t ask.”
She leaned forward probing me with her brown eyes. “Did he kiss you?”
“No!”
“Why not? It was a date wasn’t it?”
Not exactly. It was more of an alliance of magical beings. “We’re just hanging out, Alex,” I huffed. “I mean, maybe we’ll just be friends.”
“Friends,” she asked, quirking a brow. “Then why the secrecy?”
“What secrecy?” Oh, she meant the part about not telling my family. “He just doesn’t want to make waves with Ian after joining the band, and I don’t want to deal with the crap any of them will dish out. I wouldn’t call it secrecy exactly.” It so totally was secrecy.
Alex’s gaze bored into me.
“Fine.” Time to throw the dog a bone. “I think he does like me.”
“Of course he likes you,” Alex said. “And...”
I met her knowing brown eyes. “I, um, have noticed that he’s kind of hot.”
She threw her hands up in there and yelled, “So why didn’t you kiss him?”
I shrugged. “We just talked.” With his dad’s girlfriend. And we drove all over town looking for the person who betrayed his father. Betrayal, jeopardy, imprisonment, not all that romantic.
“Did he ask you out again?”
“He’s supposed to call me tomorrow.” All these evasive answers and especially the flat out lying were getting on my nerves. “So what’s up with you and your dad? Did you talk to him about UNC?”
Alex’s dad wanted her to go to a second string school where she could keep playing b-ball. Alex had her heart set on UNC or UVA, and even she wasn’t up to the standards of those women’s athletics programs.
“I mentioned it but I didn’t really push him on it.”
“Have fun at junior college,” I said to bug her.
“First of all,” she gestured with her hands as she said, “there are plenty of universities that would be glad to have me play ball, and second, I’m going to tell him!”
“Maybe you haven’t told him because you really do want to play college ball.”
“No,” Alex said. “I don’t want to. I’ll be able to jump into pick-up games any time I want. I’ll get plenty of basketball, on my own schedule.”
Alex wanted the whole college experience. The classes, the parties, the all-night studying sessions. She didn’t want to spend half her time on the road playing other teams.
“If you go to one of those schools, your dad could come watch the home games. You’d be in the stands with him. He’d probably like that.” I leaned back on the couch to relax.
“Nice try. Anyway, I have gossip on Brianna, but you have to pretend you don’t know.”
My favorite kind of gossip. “Done. Spill.”
Alex leaned forward. “So Bree went to the gynecologist because she was burning when she peed.”
Uggh. “Bladder infection?”
“Just wait,” Alex said. “They tested her for STD’s and she had to sit and wait. Then the doctor comes in and tells her she has gonorrhea.”
Oh my God! “No way!”
“So Bree is like freakin’ out and planning to chop off Josh’s dick.”
I could totally see Bree doing that.
“And then the nurse comes in and tells the doctor he has the wrong chart! It was the woman in the room next door who had gonorrhea.”
“Brianna has the worst luck of anybody I know.”
“Seriously,” Alex said. “So it turned out she had a bladder infection. She said they told her to pee within thirty minutes after having sex.”
“Why?”
Alex shrugged. “I don’t know. Something about bacteria getting pushed into your bladder. Anyway, Bree was so freaked out, she missed two days of school.”
“Poor Bree.” She probably couldn’t even tell many people much less sue for emotional distress.
Alex and I were the two virgins in our group. Me, because for one thing, I’d never dated anybody I liked. Alex and I figured it was better to wait until we were eighteen. Married seemed a little much, but at least we’d be out of high school if we got pregnant.
Plus, Alex was no way going to let anything keep her from her senior year of basketball.
Maggie was dating Michael, a major pothead, and they had sex like all the time. We never saw her anymore except at school. Kelsey used to be our shy African-American friend. We’d spent two summers trying to convince her to wear a tampon. It just totally freaked her out for some reason. So we swam all summer and she watched from the side for a week out of every month.
By Christmas, she was sleeping with Kyle. I hadn’t asked her why penises didn’t freak her out when tampons did. I mean, that whole sex thing is way more involved than just launching a tampon and going on your way.
“Sex just cannot be worth all that.”
“Not with a high school boy,” Alex agreed.
She had this whole theory on older guys.
Our favorite dance song came on, and we got up to strut our stuff. We burned off about a thousand calories to some of our favorite music.
The Genie Communication commercial played twice. “Who needs three wishes when you have unlimited minutes?”
“I still think you should be the model for your mom’s company,” Alex teased, taking a breather. “I can totally see you in that outfit hawking cell phones.”
“Not gonna happen,” I told her. Dressing up like a genie would just be asking for trouble.
“Yeah, pink’s not really your color.”
Once we were covered in sweat, we chugged down some bottled water and collapsed on the floor.
“We are showering, aren’t we?” I asked. My skin would totally break out if we didn’t.
We headed to two of the three bathrooms in the house and cleaned up.
By then, we were hungry. We microwaved a bag of popcorn and ordered a drama on pay per view. I couldn’t really get into it. Leo and his father were all the drama I could focus on right now. All this time, I could have used the mirror trick to get what I wanted. And I probably wouldn’t have been caught.
After it was over, Alex ran a few episodes of the TV shows with our favorite drool-over hottie actor, Jason Mercado, through the DVR. I’d seen them, of course, but they were worth watching again.
She gave me a blanket and pillow. I snuggled up on one couch while she did the same on the other.
“Would you rather kiss Jason Mercado or Derek,” Alex asked with a giggle.
Alex wouldn’t be caught dead giggling normally, but she got a little punchy late at night.
“Duh, Jason. Derek is not all that hot.”
“Really? Last week he was.” She paused for a minute before torturing me. “So now Leo’s at the top of the list, and Derek is, what, mud?”
With a roll of my eyes, I said. “Derek was always mud. He was just nice to look at. And I already answered your question, so it’s my turn.”
Alex snorted.
“Would you rather kiss Jason or my brother?”
“Sean?”
“Quit stalling, bimbo. You know I mean Ian.”
“I’d rather kiss Jason, but I wouldn’t want to date him. The paparazzi would be way too annoying.”
“So you’d rather date Ian?”
“I already answered your question,” she said, mimicking me.
“Do you really want to date my brother, Alex?” I rolled over to look at her ignoring the ball of horror in the pit of my stomach. “If you do, I guess you should.”
“It would be cool wouldn’t it,” Alex said. “You, me, and Ian, together all the time. Just the three of us hanging out.”
My left eye started twitching. “Okay, stop. You’re making me nauseous.”
“But you said it was cool.”
“If you really like him, then date him. But you’ll have to split your life into Jen-time and gross disgusting boyfriend time. Plus, it would so be a waste to lose your virginity to a moron like my brother.”
“I wouldn’t sleep with him, Jen. With Ian, second base at best.” She shrugged. “Maybe third if I’ve been drinking.”
“You don’t drink.”
“True. But wait until basketball season is over next year and I’m not in training anymore. I’m going hog wild.”
I had a feeling she really would. A year from now when she had less to lose.
“To tell you the truth. I’m not that into him. If you’re getting over Derek, I may want to play with him a little bit.”
“You are welcome to him.” Anybody was better than my brother. I considered telling her about his video game but stopped myself.
“So seriously did Leo kiss you, or not?”
“No!”
“Does he make you all breathless and dizzy?”
I smiled. “Yeah. Of course, maybe it was the hybrid he was driving. I do love the environment.”
“He drives a hybrid?”
“His dad does, actually. Leo usually rides a Harley.”
Her jaw dropped. “Oh my God, Jen. That is so not fair. I’m the one who likes the older bad boy type. Not you.” She tossed a throw pillow at me.
“He’s not older.”
“Pulease. He’s at least nineteen. He just doesn’t want to say he’s been held back a couple of times.”
I didn’t have anything to say. I couldn’t reveal anything so I didn’t comment. “I know I usually don’t go for his type.”
“But...”
“Leo’s smokin’ hot.”
Alex laughed.
When I finally got to sleep, I dreamed I was obsessed with a giant tampon. I chased it through the mall until I finally woke up. Why did my dreams always have to be so weird?



Chapter Eight
Mom and Dad had strict rules about Sunday dinner. We ate at one o’clock and everybody had to show.
I ran through the door at ten ‘til and dashed upstairs to dump my bag and purse in my room.
Sean passed me in the hall carrying a book.
Ha! “Oh, cool. Whatcha reading?” I hadn’t had much time to enjoy his punishment.
“Stormbreaker by Anthony Horowitz,” Sean said with a smirk. “It’s really cool. It’s about this fourteen-year-old boy who’s a spy.”
“A boy? No way.” He was spoiled rotten. “Mom and Dad said they had to be girl books.”
He sneered at me. “I already read two girl books, so they let me read this one before starting back. They’re afraid I’ll hate reading altogether.”
“How could you have read two books already?”
“One of them was a Junie B. Jones.”
“Those don’t count. That’s only like a second-grade reading level.”
He shrugged. “Mom and Dad said it was fine.”
“No way.”
Sean gave me an exaggerated frown. “It was the toughest thirty minutes of my life.”
He could read a book like that in thirty minutes. “It does not count.”
“Go ask Mom.”
“I will!” That little creep was just lucky my RokrGirlz loop understood. If they hadn’t, I wouldn’t let the punishments end with Mom and Dad.
Leaving Sean behind me in the hall, I raced down to the kitchen. “Mom! Did you really let Sean—”
Mom held up her hand. “We let him count one Junie B. Jones, and we’ve made it clear that the other books must be on grade level. As for the boy book break, I don’t think it’s such a bad idea. He’ll get through his ten required books in no time. The child has a month with no TV.”
“But—”
“End of discussion,” Mom said. “Now tell me about Alex’s. Did you have fun?”
I took a deep breath to control my irritation. “Yes. Her mother’s on another diet. We had Subway for dinner.”
“Another diet,” Mom said with a shake of her head.
“Soups on!” Dad yelled from the kitchen.
Uggh. Dad’s chili stunk. There wasn’t anything worse.
“Get your game face on,” Mom said. “I’ll cover for you after.”
Mom and I had a long-standing deal. I pretend to like Dad’s chili and Mom aids and abets my secret runs to Wendy’s afterwards.
“Yum, Dad,” I said as I went into the kitchen. “Smells great.”
Dad turned to smile at me. His favorite apron, from a Chili cook off in the 90’s, was smeared with tomato sauce. He took fifth out of five entries.
Dad’s chili hadn’t been so God awful when he first started cooking Sunday dinner. Sean and Ian had taunted him into making the Chili hotter and hotter. A full bowl of the stuff would probably eat a hole right through my stomach.
Not to mention the other thing. The disgusting boy thing that went along with eating beans. My brothers spent the rest of the day trying to out-stink each other. Sometimes my mother sent them to their rooms. Most of the time, she and I just hid out. Sunday afternoons were the only time Mom willingly listened to me practice my drums. Dad joined us too when the stench escalated past his tolerance levels.
“I was in a fraternity,” Dad usually said. “I can take pretty much anything.”
For some reason, frat boys had never been a real turn on for me. Hmmm.
Before I could escape, I had to brave the chili.
“Sean! Ian!” My dad was rubbing his hands together like some maniacal villain.
“Must be really hot this time,” I whispered to my mother.
“Good thing I restocked the antacids,” she whispered back.
Sean came running in with Ian on his heels.
“Hope you brought you’re A-game, Dad,” Ian taunted.
Dad puffed up with male pride. “Don’t you worry, boy.”
Dad scooped us each a big bowl and passed around a basket of cornbread.
I managed to snag two giant squares like usual. Sean was already eating his chili, slurping it down like it didn’t have jalapeño peppers in it.
“Good, dad,” he grunted.
Ian dipped his bread into his chili and took a bite. “Mmgd.”
I took a bite and chased it with some soda. Then I started on the challenging task of pushing the chili around so it looked like I was eating it.
“Good, Dad,” I said after tearing off a piece of the buttery bread and sticking it in my mouth.
“Dude,” Ian said, then gulped his soda.
I couldn’t believe Alex actually thought Ian was the teensiest bit attractive. I’d known her forever. She used to have more sense than that.
Mom chewed her way through bite after bite with solid determination. “It’s a little too spicy, dear,” she said. Just like every week.
Sean laughed. “It’s not spicy at all,” he said. Then he took a big sip of his drink.
My dad’s face was red and he was sweating. I was pretty sure it was from the spices and not from standing over the hot stove since I hadn’t noticed anything strange about him when I came in. Plus, he had his Sunday uniform on, shorts and a ratty t-shirt. He couldn’t possibly be overheated from anything but the chili.
I had to take another bite so I carefully mixed a small amount of chili in with a hunk of bread.
Sean finished his bowl and got up for seconds. Ian grabbed another piece of bread and hopped up too. He hadn’t finished his first bowl, but he never let Sean beat him at anything. Even being an idiot apparently.
Over the years I’d found that chewing as little as possible and swallowing quickly helped.
Last year I’d tried to bribe my mom into telling Dad I had an ulcer and couldn’t eat the chili.
As she shifted in her seat and chugged some more soda, I felt some hope that she’d finally give in. Or maybe she’d claim her own ulcer.
If we genies hadn’t sworn not to use magic in the Treaty of the Bermuda Triangle, I could just make my chili and my mom’s bland. Or at least edible. Or I could make one of the boys throw up and this whole chili ordeal would end once and for all.
Mom jumped up to refill her glass. She topped off everyone’s and sat back down. We exchanged a look of misery, and she dove back into her bowl.
Mom really didn’t want to hurt Dad’s feelings. She basically ran the house, and they both had high powered jobs. Since she was the mom, me and my brothers tended to go to her more. She told me that Dad thought of cooking as his special talent. I had drums. Ian had guitar. And Dad had chili.
“Delicious,” Mom said, wadding up her napkin and placing it strategically to hide most of the leftover chili.
While Dad beamed at Mom, I used my second giant square of cornbread to shield my bowl. Then I hopped up and in the spirit of helping, rinsed out my bowl. I’d had a lot of practice getting large amounts of chili into the garbage disposal where no one could see it without turning it on.
Mom jumped up right after me and guided her chili safely out of sight in the disposal.
“You boys ready for more?” she asked, picking up the pot and ladle.
Sean nodded.
Ian said, “I think I’m full.”
“Just a little,” Sean said when Mom scooped some into his bowl. “I’m almost full.”
Dad grinned. “What’s my rating?”
Sean always went first. “Seven.”
“Six point five,” Ian said.
“Ten,” Mom said. She always said ten.
“Uh, nine,” I said, picking up the bread basket and some glasses. Even dad wouldn’t buy into a ten.
“New recipe next week,” he said, getting up from the table with a grunt.
“Uh, uh,” Sean said. “Next week is our turn.”
Dad’s face dropped. He really liked his chili Sundays, but once a month, they let the boys try to outdo him.
I didn’t mind so much because I didn’t have to eat more than a bite on those days. I didn’t mind hurting their feelings, and the chili was usually barely edible. Last month, they’d added pickles. Mom said it actually helped cut the Tabasco sauce a little.
“Jen’s turn to help with the dishes,” Mom said.
When Dad and the boys had left the room, Mom said, “If it gets much worse, we’re going to have to challenge them too. That way, we can eat something decent once a month.”
I didn’t want to cook chili, but Mom was right. It might come down to life or death.
She picked up the chili pan and waited for my signal.
I glanced around for any sign of dad, then said, “You’re clear.”
She poured three fourths of the leftovers down the sink. Then she scooped the rest into a small plastic container.
“B-bye,” she said and turned on the garbage disposal.
“He is a good dad,” I said when she finished. “I guess he’s worth it.”
“He is,” Mom said, tweaking me on the nose. “Now get the rest of those bowls.”
She grabbed the antacids from the top of the fridge. “Better start dosing myself.”
We were just finishing up when the phone rang. I took another swipe at the counters as Mom answered.
“Oh, yes, hi,” Mom said.
She motioned that she’d be a while so I waved and headed out.
I was curious about Leo. He’d gone back out last night after band practice. Maybe I should call him.
When I got to my room, I fished the cheap phone out of my purse and thought about what I was doing. I didn’t have to worry that he’d think I had a crush on him. He’d know I was calling for a real reason.
I don’t know why I didn’t want him to know I liked him. I just didn’t. I’d never let any guy know I liked him. Not on purpose. In fourth grade, Sheila Easterly had told Steven McGregor about my crush. After that, he’d avoided me.
I shook my head. Just dial the number, Jen. Leo couldn’t avoid me. He needed me.
Seconds later, Leo said, “Hello?”
“Hi, um, how’s it going?” I stood in my room, unable to sit and relax.
“Not good. Hold on.” I heard him talking to someone in the background, but I couldn’t make out what they were saying.
“I’m back,” he said. It sounded like he’d gone outside. “They won’t let me in to see my father.”
“What? Why not?”
“Something about a seventy-two hour rule. They’re saying his hearing is on Wednesday.”
“I thought it was next week.”
“Yeah, it was.” He lowered his voice. “I don’t know what’s going on, Jen. But it isn’t good.”
I didn’t know what to say. He only had until Wednesday to figure out what was going on? A team of investigators couldn’t work that fast.
I opened my mouth to say it would be okay, but he spoke first.
“I’m in the car now, Jen. I could really use your help. I heard back from the investigator and the leads are dead ends. I’ve got over half of the names to cover. Any chance you could sneak away?”
Even with my help, I didn’t think he could get through the list, but I had to try. “I can get away for a couple of hours. Then I have to get back to practice drums and to finish my homework.” Dad’s chili would give me the perfect excuse to slip out.
“Great! Should I pick you up?”
“Meet me at the Wendy’s close to my house. I have to grab something for lunch.”
“Sounds good. I didn’t eat either.”
“See you then.”
After I hung up, I went down to check in with Mom. I was in luck. She was still on the phone. She wouldn’t want to come with me and she’d be distracted.
I stood in the doorway and mouthed, “Wendy’s.” Then I made eating motions.
She nodded.
“I’ll probably stop by Target too,” I said.
She just nodded again.
Excellent. Mom knew I could spend hours in Target.
I snuck past the den where Dad and the boys were watching television. Poor Dad and his nasty chili.
I stepped onto the driveway and headed for the car. Just about ten traffic lights between me and Wendy’s. I wanted to see Leo almost as much as I wanted a decent chicken sandwich.
The image of my favorite fast food place in my mind, I thought how cool it would be to just zap myself over there. My stomach growled. I could be walking into Wendy’s right now. I reached out to stick my keys in the lock.
And smashed my hand into the large glass door. Not the car door. The door at Wendy’s.
Somehow, I’d just beamed myself to the restaurant.
I blinked at the door in front of me. I realized I was staring through the glass at a heavyset woman in a red jogging suit.
I blinked again, trying to breathe.
Finally the woman reached out and gently nudged the door open.
Still I didn’t move.
How had this happened?
“Excuse me, honey,” the woman said, and I realized I was blocking her from leaving the restaurant.
Uh. “Sorry.”
I stepped back and let her pass. Then I slumped against the brick wall.
Had I really just teleported? I did it all the time to grant wishes, but I wasn’t using my own magic. Was I?
I reached behind me and placed my hand on the cool brick. The sandy surface scraped into my skin as I pressed. I know my world was not exactly normal, but I thought I knew how it all worked.
Finding out I didn’t really shook me up.
“Jen?” Leo said, putting his arm on my shoulder.
I hadn’t even seen him approach.
“Are you okay?”
I shook my head trying to focus on his face.
He took the car keys from my hand. “What’s wrong? Where’s your car?”
Finally focusing on his handsome face, I said, “At home.”
He wrinkled his brow. “At...Oh.” He glanced around the parking lot. “You portaled here accidentally?”
“Yeah.”
“And you’ve never done that before.”
I shook my head.
“You can do it anytime you want, you know. Well, as long as you aren’t worried about getting caught.”
“I didn’t know,” I said, my shock turning to irritation. “Nobody told me. I could have been doing this all along instead of sitting at the movies last month waiting for Ian to remember to pick me up.”
Leo winced. Then he pulled out his wallet and handed me a twenty. “Go inside and get your lunch. I’ll be back in a minute with your car.”
The car! My mind hadn’t gotten that far yet. Mom would freak if I was gone and the car was still in the driveway. How was he going to...
“You can beam the car here, too?”
“No,” he said with a smile, but I can portal there and drive it back.”
Right. I nodded, and he walked across the parking lot to the Prius, climbed in, shut the door, and disappeared. Poof. Just the Prius remained.
Okay. I could handle jumping through space at will. I was a genie for crying out loud. I dealt with all kinds of weirdness on a regular basis.



Chapter Nine
By the time Leo got back with my car, I had finished off my drink and managed to eat my sandwich.
Now that I had my mind around how I’d gotten here, I was worried about being caught.
“Thanks, Leo,” I said as he handed me the keys.
“Are you back to normal?”
I nodded, dropping the keys in my purse. “Pretty much.”
“Let me grab some lunch and we’ll talk.”
When he got back with his tray, I didn’t even wait for him to sit before asking, “Am I going to get caught?”
Leo set his tray down and sat in the chair across from me. “No.” He shook his head. “You don’t need to worry. It’s all about the Techno Echo we talked about. The chance that they’ll have picked up on you is slim to none.”
Leaning forward with my elbows on the table, I said, “Okay. I think it’s time I learned more about the Techno Echo.”
Leo opened his straw and stuck it into his drink. “Basically things are going to blow up before long. The U.N.I.V.E.R.S.E. and genies are polarizing into two camps. One wants genies to provide an alternative to magic monitoring, and one insists genies keep the new freedoms.”
At the Treaty of the Bermuda Triangle, we had agreed to be monitored and to work for the U.N.I.V.E.R.S.E. in exchange for some freedom. However, it was now the 21st century. Why should we be monitored when most Americans were not? Why should we be treated like criminals? They could wait until we caused trouble before monitoring us.
“But it’s only a matter of time before we reach the breaking point. Either there will be violence, or the U.N.I.V.E.R.S.E. will come up with a new system and we won’t know it until we’re caught. So, today I’m pretty sure we’re safe, but next week, maybe not.”
Yeah, so not worth the risk. I wouldn’t be using my newfound power. “Now I see why your dad thinks his arrest has to do with the movement. It’s a big deal, huh?”
“Yes. But I don’t want to ignore any possibilities.”
“So you just came from the U.N.I.V.E.R.S.E.?”
He nodded, already chewing a bite of his burger.
“And you had no warning about the no visitor thing?’
“No.” He clenched his jaw. “It’s almost like they make this stuff up as they go along.”
“Should we split up and each take half the list?”
“Katie’s run out of leads on my dad’s past and the last few weeks. She’s going to take some of the list. If you’ll ride with me, we’ll do what we can. Then I’ll skip school tomorrow to do the rest.”
“I’m surprised you’ve bothered to go at all.”
He smiled. “I promised my dad, remember? Besides, I needed to meet you, and I don’t want to give the U.N.I.V.E.R.S.E. any excuses to mess with me. I missed two days when he was arrested. I can miss tomorrow. Skipping out for two straight weeks probably wouldn’t have worked.” He glanced down at my tray. “Keep eating. We have to hurry.”
I ate a couple more fries.
“Dad doesn’t like it when I eat in his car,” he said, looking sheepish.
“I eat fast,” I said trying to make him feel comfortable.
He finished his burger and ate two or three fries. “Done,” he said.
I stood. “Are drinks allowed?”
“Yeah.” He smiled at me. “Dad’s okay with that.”
Thank goodness. I grabbed my soft drink and dumped the rest of my tray at the trash.
“You’ve got my notebook ready?” I asked as we walked to the car.
“MapQuest's and everything,” he said, unlocking the passenger door for me.
Just like old times, I thought to myself. I buckled up and then grabbed the folder.
“Here we go again,” he said, backing out of the space.
We hit seven of the names on the list in two and a half hours. No Lexus.
“I should get back,” I admitted.
“Thanks for helping,” Leo said.
He pulled into the space next to my car at Wendy’s.
“So I won’t see you at school tomorrow?” I asked.
He shook his head. “No, probably not.”
“Do you want me to help after school?”
“That would be great.” He looked at me, and I got lost in his blue eyes. “You’re the best, Jen.”
My heart thumped. If I just sat there, would he kiss me? I tried, but I just couldn’t risk looking like an idiot.
Heat rushed to my cheeks at the thought of him kissing me. I pretended to gaze out the window, hoping he wouldn’t notice.
When I turned back to dare a glance at him, he winked.
Oh, yeah. He noticed all right.
“See you tomorrow,” I said, opening the car door.
Mom stopped me in the foyer. “Hi, hon. You didn’t buy anything?”
“Huh?”
“At Target?” she said, with a pointed look at my hands which held no bags.
Uh. Oh. I’d never left Target without buying something. I searched my brain for something in my purse. “Just a Carmex,” I said, digging frantically in my purse to produce the evidence.
“Wow,” Mom said. “I don’t think you’ve ever spent that little.”
“Nothing really jumped out at me,” I said. Because I wasn’t anywhere near there, but whatever.
I must have been improving at this lying stuff. Unfortunately, I was too wired to stop searching my purse. I kept digging and knocked out the cell phone from Leo. It hit the floor with a loud smack.
Crap!
“Is that a phone?” Mom asked. “What happened to your new one?”
“It’s fine.” I squatted down to grab the phone. “This was Alex’s old one, and since she had my old one, she doesn’t need it anymore.” Please, please buy it.
She narrowed her eyes. “But you don’t need it either.”
“Of course not,” I said, trying to force a laugh and failing. “I just thought it was cool. I’d never seen a disposable phone. So I borrowed it to mess with it.”
Mom frowned and bit her lip.
“It’s just sort of interesting.”
She nodded. “Have you finished your homework? Dad was hoping we could have movie night.”
I checked my watch. It was after six. “I need to hit the drums and finish my trig. Give me an hour.”
“See you at seven,” Mom said.
I dashed up to my room faster than ever before.
I hadn’t even broken a sweat on the drums when Mom showed up and told me to get my cell phone.
“Sorry, hon. I need you to take this genie visit.”
“Awww. I just started.”
“I know.” She handed me the phone. “It’s been a rough weekend.”
I put down my drumsticks, stood up, and pushed the button on the phone.
Next thing I knew, I was breathing strong antiseptic fumes in a hospital room. A middle aged Asian man lay on the bed, being monitored by several beeping machines. He had a large bandage covering his arm.
We were in the burn unit. I’d been here before.
Mr. Kim must have done something heroic to push him over the karma point threshold.
I walked over to his bedside. I wouldn’t need to mess with fog this time. The poor man would be groggy from all the pain medications.
“Mr. Kim,” I whispered.
He rolled his head from one side to the other.
“Sir,” I said. I carefully searched his shoulder to make sure he had no injuries there. Then I squeezed it and said his name again.
He finally opened his eyes.
“Mr. Kim,” I said softly. “If you could have three wishes, what would they be?”
With a dazed smile, he turned to look at me.
“Three wishes,” he mumbled.
“Yes, sir.”
“My wife and I want a child,” he said with a slight rasp.
“You will have that child,” I told him. “What else?”
“I want...a long life with my family... and a successful career... so that I may provide for them.”
“Thank you, Mr. Kim,” I said with a smile. “Go back to sleep.”
“How’d it go?” Mom asked when I stepped out of the pantry.
“Fine,” I said. “I’m just tired.”
“You and Alex probably stayed up half the night.”
“Not that late.” I knew better than to complain about my homework. Mom would just tell me that I should have done it on Friday night.
“Chicken salad?” Mom asked.
I looked at the sandwiches on the counter. “That would be great.”
Mom handed me one. “Get your homework done and then come down and join us.”
I took a bite of the sandwich and nodded.
Monday morning came way too quickly. I’d never made it to movie night because of all the homework. I forced myself to get out of bed by promising I’d grab one of the iced coffees from the garage fridge. I hid them there disguised as vegetable juice.
Today I may actually blow their cover, because I was going to have to pop one open and chug it down before I managed to get dressed.
I headed downstairs. With two brothers, I had no choice but to sleep in a t-shirt and shorts. Like I was going to put on a robe every time I left my room. The last thing I needed was those perverts sending pics of me in a nightie to their friends.
When Sean was nine, I’d caught him selling my panties to his friends. My panties are worth way more than a dollar, trust me.
Mom sat at the kitchen table sipping her coffee when I went in.
“How late were you up doing that homework?” she asked.
“Two,” I admitted. “And yes, from now on I’ll do it Friday night.”
“You’re the one paying the price,” Mom said. “Headed out for your caffeine stash?”
“Yeah.”
“Better hurry. I think Sean’s almost through in the bathroom.”
Speeding my groggy pace, I opened the garage door and fetched an iced coffee. I’d found a brand of vegetable juice with exactly the right sized labels to cover the bottle.
Joining Mom at the table, I unscrewed the top and took a few long sips. My body kicked into gear as the cold bitter liquid hit my stomach. Much better.
“Hmm,” Mom said as she flipped through her agenda. “That’s odd.”
“What?”
Mom glanced at me before answering. “Nothing really. Just some irregularities with a hearing.”
She had to be talking about Leo’s dad. I struggled to sound barely interested. “What kind of hearing?”
“Sorry, Jen,” Mom said, patting my hand like I was a child. “I can’t really discuss it.”
“Mom, I think it’s time I started to learn more about the U.N.I.V.E.R.S.E. and what being a genie is really all about.”
Mom looked up at me through her square-framed glasses. “You don’t get to vote in the U.N.I.V.E.R.S.E. until you’re twenty-one, Jen. We have plenty of time.”
Yeah, as if that vote counted for anything. All we could do was elect delegates to The Summit. “You don’t think I’m old enough to know.”
She shook her head. “Of course, you’re old enough. I want you to know what’s going on. It’s just that you’re so busy, and to be honest, keeping you in the dark about some things is just safer.” Mom stared at me for a moment like she was trying to read my mind. “I really thought you were happier that way. When I’ve brought things up, you haven’t seemed all that interested.”
“Well, I’m interested now.”
“I see that,” Mom said with a nod. “I don’t even know where to begin. So much is going on right now. One thing I can do is let you read the public memos and official opinions as they are released. Even just that will probably keep you pretty busy. But like reading the newspaper keeps you up to date on current events in the real world, these releases will keep you on top of issues in the U.N.I.V.E.R.S.E.”
“Can I start today?”
Mom nodded. “I’ll forward anything to your email that isn’t confidential.”
“Thanks, Mom.”
I finished off my iced coffee as I ran upstairs to get dressed. With any luck, I’d be able to ask my mother about the Techno Echo and Leo’s dad by tonight. I desperately needed to know what was really going on. But there was no way I could risk being caught with Leo now. He needed my help.
I yanked the hairbrush through my hair, scrubbed my face, brushed on some blush, and applied some lip gloss.
The mirror confirmed my suspicions. I looked tired and a little pathetic.
What better way to start the week?
I grumbled my way down the stairs, grabbed my backpack, and followed Ian to the car. Mondays totally sucked.
Ian made snarky comments all the way to school about my driving.
Now that I knew I could probably get away with turning him into a goat, at least for a little while, he really should be more careful.
I finally pulled into a space at school and put the car in park.
Today Leo wasn’t here. I didn’t even have him to look forward to.
After swinging my backpack onto my back, I slammed the car door, pocketed the car key, and headed into the school.
Mondays were always girl day at lunch. Kelsey, Maggie, and Bree sat with me and Alex instead of smooching on their boyfriends.
Alex and Bree beat me to our table. I set my chicken sandwich and chips down. Then I opened my can of diet cola.
“Bree has the coolest news,” Alex said.
Uh oh. Please don’t share the STD thing with me right here at lunch. I always hated pretending I didn’t know something. “Really?” I couldn’t look at Bree.
“I got us all tickets to Johnny’s Metal Chicken at the Fox in two weeks.”
“You are the best, Bree!” No STD talk, thank God. I loved those guys. “I’ll pay you tomorrow for mine.”
Bree grinned. “I love shows at the Fox. They’re so much more personal.”
“The amphitheater is too big, and we can never afford the good seats,” Alex griped.
I saw Kelsey and Maggie making their way across the cafeteria. “Do Kels and Maggie know?”
“Oh, yeah,” Bree said. “I saw them before class.”
“I don’t know if Kyle will come,” Maggie said as she joined us. “He thinks they’re throwbacks to the eighties.”
“Fine,” Bree said. “I’ll invite someone for Alex or Jen.”
“I don’t know if Jen needs the help,” Alex said with a smirk.
I glared at her.
The chorus of ooh’s carried over the cafeteria.
“I’ll tell you guys something in two weeks. Until then, I’m not sharing.”
“No fair,” Maggie said, pulling the lid off her yogurt. “We share everything with you.”
“Tell us,” Bree demanded.
“My life is dull compared to yours.” For the first time, my life was anything but dull. “Trust me.”
“Oh yeah, Alex,” Kelsey said. “I forgot to tell you that I’m sleeping over at your house on Thursday. Will you cover for me?”
Alex rolled her eyes. “I’m going to need an app to keep all this straight.”
“You know we’d all do it for you,” Bree said.
With a sigh, Alex opened her assignment journal and scribbled a note. “You’d better. Senior year, I’m calling all these in.”



Chapter Ten
When the day finally ended, I dashed to Ian’s locker to get him moving. He had apparently managed to catch the eye of Haley Anderson, one of the most popular seniors.
“C’mon, Ian. I need to get home.”
The disgustingly pretty blond smiled at me. “Oh, right. I forgot Ian had a sister.”
“You’re just going to have to wait, Jen. I’m talking.”
“Oh, no, Ian. Go ahead. I’ll see you at practice.”
With a flirtatious grin, she bounced away down the hall.
“She’s coming to your practice?”
Ian nodded, obviously pleased with himself.
I hated when they had groupies. The last couple of girls had wandered into the house to use the bathroom and then I’d caught them snooping around our house. Ian, Dylan, and Derek had never attracted nice girls. Girls that I would actually like.
I highly doubted Haley had any interest in my stinky brother. She had the hots for Leo like everybody else.
“How many people is she bringing with her?”
Ian shrugged. “Who cares?”
Terrific. Now, I had to break into Mom’s office and dodge the Armpit Hostage bimbos.
“Was Leo at school today?” I asked trying desperately to sound nonchalant.
“Nah, but he’ll show for practice. He promised.”
Ian had no idea what Leo was going through. He was about to lose his father forever. And Ian thought his stupid band was so important.
Since Ian had bimbos coming, I couldn’t wait for practice to start before getting into Mom’s office. If the girls went wandering, the boys could decide to follow. The bimbos wouldn’t have a clue that I shouldn’t be in Mom’s office, but the guys would.
I dumped my backpack in the kitchen. Sean had gone home with a friend to work on a science project. Generally, his friend’s mother tolerated his presence for no more than two hours. So I had to hurry.
This time I had to find out more about the U.N.I.V.E.R.S.E. And I needed information about Leo’s dad’s trial. Maybe my mother’s emails would give us a lead about any employee problems. I really hated to read those. The whole office was off limits, but her emails were personal. I’d hate for her to read my email.
Steeling myself, I slipped into her office and sat at her computer. I pulled up the staffer photos again and clicked on one of them at random. This got me more information than I’d gotten before. I didn’t print it now, because I didn’t want to waste time on the people Leo had already ruled out. If I had to, I’d come back and get them tomorrow.
I was about to click on Mom’s email when I noticed a link on the staffer page. Photo gallery. Hmmm. I clicked, expecting to find pictures from the office Christmas party or something equally worthless.
Instead, I hit a directory. And the Directorate was listed! I held my breath as I clicked and a list of all eight dropped down. I clicked on the first one, Ghandi, and a picture came up with an address. Next to the address, was a notice that it had been updated last month.
Holy cow! I was getting addresses and photos!
I quickly printed all eight, not slowing down to read.
Now to the emails. I opened her program and snooped into her inbox.
The first email I saw was one she hadn’t even read yet. The subject line was Joe Fuller hearing irregularities.
Score.
I opened the email and read. I’d have to remember to show it as unread when I finished.
We have not been able to find out who changed the hearing schedule. The Oversight Committee denies having input the change. We have lifted the no visitors rule and rescheduled the hearing for the original date. The OC is very concerned that someone managed to tamper with our hearing docket. The OC Chairman promises to personally make sure no other problems occur with Mr. Fuller.
Oh my God. Leo could visit his father. And he had the extra week after all.
I wondered if he knew it yet.
I checked the clock. The email had only been sent twenty minutes ago.
I had to talk to Leo. I marked the email as unread, exited the email program, grabbed the sheets of paper off the printer, and ran out the door.
My Leo cell was in my backpack. But I only got halfway to the kitchen before the garage noises registered. They were already practicing.
I stopped in my tracks. I couldn’t just burst in and grab Leo. My brother would freak, and he’d definitely tell Mom I’d busted up his precious practice, which would mean Mom would wonder what was going on.
Okay, think, Jen. I had to get Ian to call a break on his own. The image of Haley jumped into my mind. I could use the bimbos. I still didn’t know how many were in there.
I walked to the garage door and opened it a crack to peer through. Just as I thought. There were five of them. Five. And every last one of them drooling over Leo. I couldn’t see him from here but I could hear him.
Okay, so they were going to follow him wherever he went.
Crap!
Could I use magic? Like freeze them all or something. I really hesitated to try without having practiced. What if I only froze their internal organs or something? I mean, who knew?
Crap, crap, crap!
Okay, don’t freeze them. I could use magic to cut the power in the garage, and then call Leo. He probably hadn’t turned off his cell.
Or, I thought, feeling like an idiot as I stared at the breaker box next to the garage door. I could just cut the power the old fashioned way and call him.
I dug the phone out of my bag. I hit the redial button and cut the power. I had only a beat or two before Ian stormed in to check it out.
The phone rang twice, and I flipped the power back on.
I could hear the chaos in the garage as the guys scrambled to get back on track.
Leo stepped through the door with his phone in his hands.
His gaze warmed as he saw me. “You rang?”
My eyes flashed briefly to the biceps under his shirt. “Seal the door or something. Those girls will follow you for sure.”
Leo raised a brow, then turned and flipped the bolt lock on the door.
“Uh, yeah. Right. That works.” Duh. “Leo, your father! They’ve changed the hearing back to next week and lifted the no visitation. I just read Mom’s email.”
He stared, complete astonishment on his face.
“Leo! Did you hear me? You can go see him.”
“Are you sure?”
“Yes!”
Leo stepped forward. “What happened? How?”
“They don’t know how it got moved, but they changed it back. They’re looking into it. Leo. You can go see your dad right now!” I couldn’t resist any longer, I jumped to hug him.
He hugged me right back. “Thank you, Jen!”
I didn’t want to leave the cocoon of Leo’s warmth. Quit drooling, Jen. Leo’s dad is in danger. He doesn’t need you panting after him right now.
Leo started to move away, and I was already missing him. He paused and leaned to kiss me on the cheek. “I’ll call you later.”
I stood in shock, feeling his kiss burning into my cheek, as he unlocked the door and went into the garage.
“Gotta go,” he said to the guys. “Family emergency.”
The guys groaned, and one or two girls whined, “But Leo.”
I touched my cheek. I should never have gotten this close to Leo. In a week he’d be gone, and I’d be a lovesick little idiot pining after the bad boy hottie.
Haley and her entourage poured in from the garage.
“Bathroom?” she asked with a flip of her hair.
I pointed toward the foyer.
I didn’t have the patience to chaperone the bimbos, but before I could yell for Ian, he came inside.
“Where’d Haley go?”
I pointed. Good, he could have them. I had some pictures and addresses to deal with. I grabbed my backpack and dashed up the stairs.
As I studied the pictures, I realized that none of the Directorate looked imposing in modern day clothes. Ben Franklin looked a little like the governor of Georgia, but I figured that was a coincidence. I mean, the U.N.I.V.E.R.S.E. would have noticed if a Directorate member had gone rogue and was running an entire state.
Several of the men had picked more handsome personas than what they were stuck with when they were alive before. I guess I couldn’t really blame them, but what about that whole selfless thing? The worst was Maximillian Valerio. The man had the look of an Italian playboy. Something off the cover of a romance novel. Of course, he was still at least forty, so really old compared to me.
Socrates looked surprisingly like Alan Rickman, a British actor my mom had a bit of a crush on.
Six of them were supposed to be in the Southeastern United States. Maximillian lived in Europe and Socrates in Canada.
Later, I heard Sean scream, “I have too gone through puberty.”
He and Ian were at each other’s throats again.
I hadn’t heard Mom come in, so I jumped up and decided to run interference. If my parents walked in to a bloodbath, it might put them in a bad mood.
Yeah, and uh, it would be sad too, I guess.
Ian had started harassing Sean about being a child while Ian was supposedly a man. Even thinking about it made me laugh.
“Ian, leave him alone!” I turned the corner to Ian’s room relieved that at least Ian wasn’t giving our little brother a mega-wedgie this time.
“I’m already going through puberty, you idiot!” Sean yelled.
Since his voice hadn’t changed, he didn’t even wear deodorant yet, and he didn’t lock his door when he went to bed like Ian did, I pretty much figured Ian was right. No way had Sean hit puberty.
Ian rolled his eyes. “Come back when you’ve got some pubic hair.”
Ewww.
“I have pubic hair!” Sean said with fury.
“Yeah, then prove it,” Ian yelled back.
Oh, please God no.
Sean turned red and shook with emotion. “You fag!”
Unfortunately for Sean, my dad walked up the stairs in time to hear one of his least favorite words. “Fag” was not acceptable in our house. Although, in this case, the hurled accusation had probably been Sean’s best defense.
“Sean Farrelly!” Dad yelled.
“Dad, Ian’s harassing him again about puberty.”
My dad focused his hard stare on his oldest son.
“I’ll just go set the, um, table,” I said, slipping past my father and down the stairs.
After dinner, Mom and Dad announced that they wanted to talk to me and Ian about the band.
Ian rolled his eyes.
“Thanks, Mom, but I really don’t care anymore,” I said.
“You don’t?” She wrinkled her brow. “Why not?”
“I’m just tired of fighting about it.”
Mom and Dad looked at each other.
“Well, okay,” Dad said. “If you’re sure.”
Mom studied me with a puzzled look.
I snuck back upstairs while Ian trashed me to my parents, telling them I didn’t have the work ethic for his band. Puhlease!
I was dying to hear what Leo had discovered. I needed to hit the drums, and hopefully they’d distract me.
I spent an hour jamming. I hadn’t had such a good session in days.
When I finally finished, I needed a shower.
I pulled out my books and folders and set them on my bed. I had some trig to do, which would be no big deal if I could manage to concentrate. Then I needed to read three chapters of my bio II for a quiz tomorrow.
Before I got started, I decided to get my shower over with. I took the cell phone into the bathroom in case Leo called while I was in the shower.
Like he was really going to call.
I shaved my legs and then wet my hair. I had reached for the shampoo bottle and dumped some onto my hand when the phone rang. At first, I thought I’d imagined it, but I hurried to wash the shampoo off my hand after it rang a second time.
I turned off the shower, jumped out, grabbed a towel, dried one hand and my face enough to avoid drowning the phone. Then I picked it up and answered, butt naked, with a towel clutched to my chest, and dripping wet.
“Hello?”
“Hey, Jen.”
“Hi,” I said avoiding saying his name. Talking to him while naked was one thing, saying his name was beyond me.
“You aren’t busy are you?”
“Um,” I glanced back at the shower. “No.”
“I just wanted to thank you again. I got to see my dad. He’d been pretty freaked out about having no visitors. When I got home, I had a message from the U.N.I.V.E.R.S.E. telling me the hearing was moved and that I could visit.”
“So did your dad know anything?”
“No. But whoever set him up is obviously well connected in the U.N.I.V.E.R.S.E. Rescheduling his hearing is way more involved than cloning those lottery tickets.”
I glanced down but realized I was staring at my breasts. I cleared my throat and focused on the fish shaped soap dish on the counter. “Um, so, what’s next? Did you find anything suspicious on the staffers?”
“Nothing so far. I forked over a bunch of cash to get the PI to check on the last batch. I didn’t think we had enough time.”
I shuddered to think about how much he’d spent. “Did you find out anything about David Laverdiere?”
“I had the PI rush on his background check. He’s not a good guy, but so far nothing connects him to anyone in the Genie world other than my father.”
“What do you mean he’s not a good guy?”
“He just did ten years in federal prison.”
“Leo, are you sure this PI is a good person? I mean she could be lying.”
“I don’t think so,” Leo said. “She seems okay.”
“How did your dad know her?”
“She investigated him once when his girlfriend thought he was cheating.”
“Was he?”
“Cheating?”
“Yeah.”
“Um. Yeah.”
“That’s not real reassuring. She may not like your father.”
“It was a long time ago, but I guess I should look into it.”
“Maybe you should hire somebody else to double check what she tells you.”
“You might be right. I’ll see if I can manage it. I’ll catch you at school in the morning?”
“Sure.”
I hung up the phone and set it on the counter.
Talking to Leo had kept me warm, but now the cool air was getting to me. I jumped back into the shower and turned it on. I’d forgotten again to tell him about the pictures. First I’d been distracted by his hug and now by my nudity. Aargh.
Maybe I should call him back.
As I dashed back to my room, Mom stopped me and asked what I thought of the memos she’d forwarded to my email.
Oh crap. I’d forgotten all about it. I had to show I was interested though. I’d made a big deal about it and I needed Mom to start giving me more information. “I’m just headed to my room to log on,” I told her.
I pulled up my email to find that Mom had taken my request seriously. She’d forwarded position papers arguing both sides of the Techno Echo issue. She also sent me a U.N.I.V.E.R.S.E. newsletter that mentioned Leo’s dad. Nothing as good as what I had found when snooping in my mother’s email, but still good information.
The newsletter also had a human interest section with a profile piece on Maximillian. He’d apparently died saving the love of his life at age sixty. The widely held belief that he had so much more to contribute had led to his appointment on the Directorate. The story was accompanied by a portrait of the woman. I’d never been able to tell much about people from a painting, but even I could see she was beautiful with exotic green eyes. Something about her was vaguely familiar. Maybe I had seen the painting before somewhere.
I guess that was why he’d chosen such a handsome persona this time. Maybe he wasn’t vain, maybe he just appreciated beauty. Yeah, right.
I didn’t even bother to read the RokrGirlz emails. I was days behind anyway.
I hadn’t started my homework, and I had another week to get through before the hearing. If I wanted to keep helping Leo, I had to get enough work done to avoid a concerned email to Mom from one of my teachers.
I woke up at two, sound asleep on my government book. With a grunt, I tossed it on the floor and pulled the covers over me.



Chapter Eleven
The alarm went off and I jumped up so I’d have some time left for my mother. I needed to talk to her, plus I didn’t want her to know I’d been up late with homework again.
I set a world record getting ready for school and bounded down the stairs to catch Mom.
Today she wore a black suit, which I’d noticed she pulled out when she had a lot of serious stuff going on at work. She was on the phone already, and the conversation sounded tense.
“I don’t care about the ramifications, Bob. We have to do something about the Richard Williams situation asap.”
Richard Williams? I’d heard her mention his name before, and it hadn’t been in a good way. Who was he?
Mom rubbed her temples with her thumb and forefinger as she listened. Finally, she said, “If you want to play it that way, fine, but you have until three p.m. and then I’m acting.”
Mom disconnected and shook her head.
“Sounds serious,” I said, hoping for some details.
“Hi, hon!”
“Hi, Mom,” I said pouring some OJ and taking a seat next to her.
“I’m glad to see you have more energy than yesterday.”
“Uh, yeah. So thanks for sending me all that stuff. I read it all, and it’s nice to feel like I know what’s going on.”
“The Techno Echo is a high pressure situation,” Mom said, cautioning me. “I’m hoping for a peaceful resolution, but we should be prepared in case that doesn’t pan out.”
“Which side is right? The freedom side or the monitoring side.”
Mom grimaced. “As a high level employee of the U.N.I.V.E.R.S.E., I’m afraid I’m not allowed to express an opinion, other than that of the U.N.I.V.E.R.S.E.”
“That sucks! Does Dad know about that?”
She nodded. “He’s pushing me to take a straight Genie Communications job so I’m not bound by all the secrecy and loyalty agreements.”
“Will they let you do it?”
“No. I’d love to though. The cell phone business is my favorite part of the day.”
“So why won’t they let you?” How come I never knew all this about my mother?
“They say my skills are irreplaceable,” she said with sarcastic emphasis on irreplaceable. “But I do have a plan. I’ve been studying up on several possible ways to expand the cell business. If they went with one of them, they’d need a devoted Genie Communications VP to handle the extra workload.”
“How do you know they’d pick you?”
Mom frowned. “I don’t. That’s the problem I haven’t managed to work around yet.”
“You’ll figure something out. How long have you been working on this?”
“Six years,” Mom admitted with a grin. “But the longer I wait, the more options they have for well-trained possible replacements.”
“Uh, yeah.” I drank the rest of my juice. “So you really can’t talk about the Techno Echo with me?”
Mom leaned over and whispered, “Once you form your own opinions, I’ll tell you mine. Just remember, that I have to stay in good with the U.N.I.V.E.R.S.E., for my sake and for yours.”
“So I can’t tell anybody.”
“Exactly.”
“Don’t worry, Mom. I wouldn’t do anything to make you look bad.” Except that I already was, a voice called from the back of my head.
“I know,” Mom said, making me feel even worse. She put her hand on mine. “You’re the child I’ve never had to worry about.”
“You know Ian’s being really hard on Sean lately.”
She nodded and took another sip of her coffee. “Dad and I talked about it.”
“What are you going to do?”
“Well,” she leaned closer. “I wanted Dad to tell Ian that if he did it again he’d have to shave off all of his own pubic hair.”
Sorry I asked.
“But Dad was afraid that might be seen as child abuse.” Mom sighed. “We’re exploring other options.”
I so did not want to make my mother mad. I couldn’t bring myself to ask about Richard Williams. I’d have to try my other sources.
“Can’t you cut Sean some slack?” I asked as Ian drove the route to school.
“He’s a pain in the ass,” Ian said, turning a corner with a loud screech of the tires.
“Yeah, and...”
“Dad threatened to take away the car, so I guess I’ll back off the little weasel for a while.”
“You know he might be able to kick your ass once he goes through puberty.”
He snorted. “Yeah, right.”
“Seriously. Dad’s younger brother is way bigger than him.”
“I’ll start worrying when he starts puberty,” Ian quipped.
Or maybe he’d start worrying when he thought Sean had started puberty. If I waited for Sean to start puberty, I’d never have any peace. Ian would never stop picking on him.
“Any progress?” I asked Leo when he met me outside my first period class.
“Not really,” he said.
“Have you ever heard of someone named Richard Williams? He must work with Mom and it sounds like he’s done something wrong.”
Leo thought for a moment. “I don’t think I’ve ever heard of him. You think he might have something to do with my father?”
“I got a very negative feeling from my mother’s conversation. I think it’s worth checking.”
He nodded. “Will do.”
“Now for the big news, I forgot to tell you I managed to find addresses and photos of the Directorate.”
“No way!”
I handed him his copy. “Pretty cool, huh? Do you think the conspiracy against your dad goes this far?”
“I don’t know. If it’s one of the Directorate, he could probably do it all on his own.”
“Do you recognize anyone?”
He scanned the pages. “No. But this gives us a whole new road to go down.” He looked up. “Can you come with me after school? I want to show you some things. You’ve done so much for my dad and I thought you might want to learn a little more about him.”
What I wanted was to learn more about Leo. “Sure. I’d like that.”
He grinned. “Great. I’ll meet you at your locker after school.”
Leo stood waiting for me when I got out of class. Alex kept making kissy faces behind his back as I walked up.
I tried to glare at her but managed to glare at Leo instead. Oops. Misfire.
“Alex is a good friend to you,” Leo said as we walked away.
“Shows what you know,” I said, irritated by her antics.
“You haven’t even noticed that she practically ignores me.”
Was he saying she was rude? Alex talked to him all the time.
In response to my puzzled expression, he said, “Compared to other girls around here.”
“Oh.” Now, I was getting it. “She doesn’t throw herself at you like everyone else.”
“Right.”
“So your mojo doesn’t work on all the women?”
“Not if they don’t let it. She doesn’t because she’s loyal to you.”
“That’s crazy. I mean she’s totally loyal, but maybe she just doesn’t find you attractive.”
He actually laughed. “It wouldn’t be the first time.”
The way he said it made me think it totally would be the first time.
“All I’m saying is she’s a good friend.”
He stopped next to a motorcycle and I almost tripped over him.
With an evil glint in his eye, he nodded toward the bike.
“Oh no. You’re kidding me, right.” I looked frantically around the parking lot. “Where’s the Prius?”
“At home.”
“Leo!”
He reached out and touched my arm. “Calm down, Jen. You’ll love it.”
“Nah uh.” I shook my head vehemently.
“C’mon,” Leo said. “I brought you my dad’s helmet.” He held up a bright red helmet with yellow lightning on the sides.
I cringed.
“Yeah, he thinks he’s cool. But I’ll let you wear mine.” He held up a solid black number that was way more sophisticated.
I eyed the motorcycle and the hot guy standing before me. I stomped my foot in frustration. “Okay, fine. But I’m wearing the lightning helmet.”
Leo’s face lit with a grin. “Sweet.”
I walked over to him. “How do I do this?”
“First put the helmet on.”
Got it. I took the helmet and with Leo’s help stuck my head in the fiberglass.
When I passed them on the street, motorcycles seemed so small. Leo’s bike seemed huge.
He got on and I lifted my leg and threw it across the surprisingly wide seat. I didn’t know what kind of motorcycle it was, but it was one giant piece of heavy machinery. Ooh baby.
He showed me where to put my feet, and told me to wrap my arms around him. I could so get used to this.
I wrapped my arms around his rock hard chest, aiming higher than his waist to avoid any unintentional groping of his nether regions.
“Whatever you do, avoid touching the tailpipe,” he told me.
“Maybe this isn’t such a good idea,” I said, but I wasn’t willing to let go of him to get off the bike.
“Trust me. It’s a great idea.” His deep voice rumbled through me. “I’m going to start her up now.”
I glanced down at the huge motorcycle. “Are you sure it’s not a boy?”
With a laugh, Leo turned over the ignition and I gripped him tightly as she rumbled to life with a roar. If his bike was a girl, she was taking some serious steroids.
The thrilling sensation of power swept through me as he drove us out of the parking space. The lot had emptied out quickly, and we didn’t have to stop until we reached the school entrance.
Make sure not to touch the tailpipe, I muttered to myself.
Leo pulled out onto the road and hit the gas. Or, well, whatever you do to make a motorcycle go really fast. Because all of a sudden we were speeding down the road.
And instead of being terrifying, it was exhilarating!
Like flying. Way better than roller blading down the big hill in my neighborhood, even before the part where I fell and ended up with a chunk of gravel in my forehead.
Okay, maybe not the right time for reminiscing with the giant cars whizzing by us. Bike against car. Not odds that I liked.
Focus on the hot guy in my arms.
Oh yeah.
He raced down back roads, avoiding traffic with a success I’d never seen anyone in Atlanta achieve. Instead of the faint scent of Leo, all I could smell was exhaust.
I didn’t even know where he lived with his dad.
We finally zoomed into the driveway of a small, gray house in Decatur.
Leo cut the motor but I could still hear the roaring in my ears.
I climbed off with less grace than I’d have liked.
Leo pulled off his helmet with a wide grin. He ran his fingers through his hair. “You can’t tell me that wasn’t awesome.”
I reached up to pull off my helmet. Once free, I handed it to him and swiped at my hair. “It was awesome,” I admitted looking into his eyes. I couldn’t help matching his grin.
He set down the helmets and motioned to the house. “So this is it. Our place.”
The house looked a lot like a cute little cottage. A sign reading “Home Sweet Home” would have fit right in on the front porch.
“Cool.”
He unzipped the side pocket of his jacket and pulled out some keys.
“You’ve been staying here by yourself ever since the, um, arrest?”
“No,” Leo said, turning the key in the lock and opening the door. “Katie’s been crashing here. And I’ve spent some nights at her place. At first she was afraid for me to be here, but no one has come near the place.”
I glanced around thinking for the first time about possible danger. “Good.”
He ushered me in to find a neat living room. The couches weren’t the black leather I’d expected. Instead the room was furnished with a stylish neutral green with boldly printed throw pillows.
“I like it,” I said. “Homey.”
Leo’s grin faltered, and I realized that it might not be his home for too much longer.
“Dad’s a carpenter. Did I mention that? He built the dining room table and custom built all the cabinets.”
“Wow.” What I could see of the table was beautiful, but most of it was piled with Leo’s research. He’d been working day and night to find the Lexus.
Next to the table was a small kitchen with beautiful cherry cabinets and outdated appliances. The refrigerator was spray painted red and about fifty years old.
“It really does work,” Leo said following my gaze. “When we moved in, it was pink. Dad doesn’t really do pink.”
“The red’s nice,” I said.
He went over to the dining room wall and removed a picture. “This is my dad.”
In the photo, Leo stood next to a slightly shorter man who didn’t look anywhere near old enough to be his father. Like Leo, the man was tough-looking, dark haired, and lean. At odds with their intimidating physique, both were standing on the front porch of the cottage smiling at the person with the camera. Probably Katie.
“You aren’t falling in love with him, are you?” he asked. “The genie mojo doesn’t usually work through pictures, but...”
I playfully smacked at his arm. “No, I’m not falling for your father. That’s ridiculous.”
“I should have known. After all,” he said, lowering his voice, “you certainly seem to be immune to me.”
I met his gaze and gulped as I realized how close he was.
The glow in his eyes flashed brighter and I licked my lips.
“Just how immune are you, Jen,” Leo whispered huskily. He put one hand on my hip and the other behind my head and pulled me gently to him.
I hugged the framed picture to my chest and wrapped my other arm around his waist.
Fire rushed through me as his lips touched mine.
The heat intensified as he gently nudged my lips open. His velvet tongue caressed mine sending fever racing through my veins.
Until a screeching sound shocked me back from the passion.
Beep. Beep. The shrill sound hurt my ears.
Leo cursed and grabbed a notebook to wave under the detector. I set down the picture before I could drop it.
Had the heat been real?
Leo finally got the detector to quiet. He set down the notebook. “I guess when two genies kiss, weird things happen.”
I touched my lips as I looked up at the detector. “Do you think we really could start a fire?”
“Probably not,” he said. “But I’m up for trying if you are.”
I was about to say, “Maybe one more time,” when my cell rang.
My mother’s ring.



Chapter Twelve
“It’s my mother calling,” I said. “Don’t say a word.”
He nodded, but the mischief in his eyes made me worry.
“Hey, Mom. What’s up?”
“Hi, Jen. Ian said you’re still out. Would you mind to run by the store and get a gallon of milk? Tell Alex I appreciate her stopping.”
Oh, right. Mom assumed I was with Alex. Because I always was with Alex.
“Uh, sure. I’m on my way.”
“Thanks, hon.”
I pushed end and turned to Leo. “Is there a way to get a gallon of milk home on your motorcycle?”
His shoulders slumped as he exhaled. “Yeah.”
“Sorry.”
He stepped over and kissed me on the cheek. “No problem.”
After locking up and climbing back on the bike, we headed north. We stopped at a convenient store, and I hopped off. “Want anything?” I asked. “A soft drink?”
He shook his head. “Can’t drink and drive.”
“Oh.” I could never ride a motorcycle regularly. I needed a cup holder and some ice cold liquid refreshment. Who knew my love for soft drinks so limited my lifestyle choices?
I went in and grabbed the milk. I was almost to the counter when I saw the girly mags in their brown paper wrappers. Perfect. Just what Sean needed to shut Ian up.
I grabbed two of the familiar names, hoping they were on the milder side. Then I went up to the register where an overweight woman in her twenties rang me up.
“You know you don’t have to buy these, right?”
Huh. What are those things free?
I just blinked at her.
“If you want to Photoshop your face onto one of these bodies, you can get photos online just as easily.” She smiled. “I do it all the time.”
The images running through my head almost made me hurl.
“Um,” I finally managed to say. “Thanks, I’ll try that. But I’ll take these too.”
She shrugged and finished ringing me up.
I handed her the money, grabbed the mags and the milk, and rushed out the door.
“You have the weirdest look on your face,” Leo said as I ran up to him.
“Don’t ask.” I lifted the milk. “How do we work this?”
“We’ll put it between us. What else did you buy?”
“Nothing,” I said like an idiot and hid the magazines behind my back.
Leo just looked at me.
“Okay, fine,” I said, showing him. “Ian’s been really hard on Sean, so I got Sean some evidence to support his, um, allegations that he has started puberty.”
“Wow,” Leo said with wide eyes. “You’re a cool sister.”
Fighting a blush, I said, “Don’t tell Ian.”
Leo gave me an affronted look. “I would never.”
“So how do we manage all this?”
“Tuck the magazines in the back waistband of your jeans. Then climb on and wedge the milk between us.”
The ride home wasn’t nearly as fun, with the cold milk chilling my nether regions.
Leo pulled up to the curb one street over so I could cut through the back yard to my house.
“Thanks, Leo. And thanks for showing me your house and your father.”
“See you in the morning.”
“You’ll be at school?”
He grinned. “Definitely.”
My heart thumped thinking about our kisses. I walked through the yard and around the front with the milk.
Everyone was already in the kitchen, so I was able to rush upstairs and stash the mags under Sean’s mattress before making my milk delivery.
“There you are,” Mom said as I came into the kitchen. “Thanks, hon.”
“No problem,” I said, smiling a little at the lengths we’d gone to carry it home.
“I’m afraid you’re back on duty again tomorrow, Jen,” Mom said putting the milk in the fridge. “We’ve had a lot of Code Ones this week.”
Code Ones were deathbed wishes. Not only were they sad, because you knew the person wouldn’t get to enjoy the wishes, but they were also dangerous. People were way less selfish and more charitable on their deathbeds. Which meant more forbidden wishes. “How many genies are down?”
“Ten,” Mom said. “Ten Karmic colds.”
I shuddered. I hated catching those things.
“Maybe you’ll get lucky,” Mom said.
Ian chuckled like a moron.
“Ian,” Dad hissed.
Sean made a face at our brother.
After dinner, Mom sent Ian out for cereal. Apparently my brothers had finished it off without milk. Not the first time.
“I’ve got homework,” I said.
“I finished mine,” Sean said. “So I guess it’s TV time for me.” He started to dash out of the kitchen.
“Not quite,” Mom said reaching out and snagging him by his shirt tail. “It’s been three days since I’ve seen a book report.”
“Awww, Mom.”
“Upstairs,” Mom said. “You can have a day off after I see the next report.”
Sean trailed me up the stairs and his glare cut into my back.
I just smiled at him and motioned for him to go ahead of me.
“What?” he said with irritation.
“You’ll see,” I said. “Go look in your room.”
Sean’s face turned uncertain. “What is it? Did you bring me contraband chocolate?”
“Not this time.”
He frowned.
“Trust me. It’s better.”
With one last disbelieving look, he marched into his room. Turning to me, he said, “There’s nothing in here.”
“Look under your mattress.”
He looked at me like I was nuts, but he was too curious to refuse. He lifted the mattress and pulled out the two magazines.
“What the—” Sean blushed beet red.
“Ammunition for your next fight with Ian.”
Sean stared down at the magazines. “Thanks, Jen!”
“Remember to let him find out, but pretend you’re hiding them from him. Don’t brag or anything. It will be more realistic.”
“You didn’t look at them, did you?”
“Barf, no.”
Sean gazed up at me. “For a sister, you’re not so bad.”
I grinned. “Right back at ya’. Well, compared to Ian at least.”
When I got to my room and set up at my desk, I realized there was no way I could concentrate on my homework. Not a prayer.
All I could think about was kissing Leo. His lips on mine. And riding on the bike pressed up against him with my arms on his chest.
His warm, muscular chest.
His soft, full lips.
Ooh, baby.
I finally closed the book I was trying to read for English class. I was falling further and further behind in school, and I hadn’t even touched the drums today.
I grabbed a shower and crawled into bed.
After playing through the kiss and smoke alarm hundreds of times in my mind, I realized I was never going to get any sleep.
The clock read 2:00. I’d see Leo in less than six hours. I rolled back over and imagined the feel of his back against me. Motorcycles rocked.
When my alarm went off, I jumped out of bed so fast the room was spinning a little.
I hadn’t had much sleep, but I didn’t care. I’d see Leo at school.
Maybe we could get some time alone.
To what?
Set off the sprinklers?
I shook my head. The first guy I really like and he’s forbidden. And possibly truly dangerous. Not just the banishment either. What if we spontaneously combusted while making out?
With a grin, I grabbed my school clothes.
What a way to go.
I jingled the keys in my hand. “Move it, Sean. I’ve got to get to school.”
Ian slowly raised the spoonful of cereal to his mouth, pausing to torture me before finally sticking it in his mouth.
God, I hated him.
“What’s the matter with you, Jen?” Ian asked as I roared into the school parking lot. “It’s just school, you freak.”
I wrinkled my nose and ignored him.
As I pulled into a space, I unbuckled my seatbelt. I’d had enough delays this morning.
I was just grabbing my backpack when my phone started buzzing.
Oh crap!
Ian smiled maliciously and slammed his door. “So much for your hurry, Sis.”
I stuck out my tongue.
Then I climbed back into the car. Stupid genie visit. I picked up the cell and pushed the button. Maybe it wouldn’t take long.
When I opened my eyes to see the John Lennon poster on the wall, my stomach plunged. The orange shag carpet under my feet made me wince.
The elderly woman in the recliner sported two long gray braids and, I kid you not, a tie-dyed nightgown. The décor in the room consisted almost exclusively of peace symbols and candles. A framed needlepoint read “Give peace a chance.”
I was doomed.
One cat hissed at me from her lap while the other studied me from the couch.
Maybe she’s just a total poseur.
A framed photo of a younger version of her carrying a “No Nukes” sign at a rally caught my eye. Yeah, I didn’t think so.
“Lily,” I said in a soft voice, suspecting she’d hate me calling her Mrs. Barrett. “Can you wake up?”
She opened her eyes.
Deathbed wishes were often the hardest to get. Making sure the person was lucid could be a real problem.
“Down with Social Security,” I said in a firm voice. “No medical benefits for the poor.”
Lily’s head snapped as if I’d slapped her. “Bite your tongue, child,” she said.
“Three wishes, Lily. What will they be?”
She smiled a toothless smile. “World peace.”
I sneezed immediately.
“An end to world hunger.”
A headache split through my temple.
“And somebody to take care of my cats.”
I nodded. “Your cats will be fine.” At least she hadn’t wasted all of her wishes. The U.N.I.V.E.R.S.E. would hire someone to pamper them. They’d dine on silver platters of fresh fish.
“Thank you, Lily,” I said, before I sneezed once more.
I grabbed the Karmic cold supply kit from the pantry. The first two days were usually pretty awful, but with two forbidden wishes, who knew how long I’d feel like crap.
After snatching a bottle of OJ from the fridge and a box of Kleenexes from the kitchen counter, I headed upstairs.
My cell rang as I hit my bedroom.
“Hi, Mom.”
“I’m so sorry honey. You really got hit hard. I’ll call the school. You go on to bed.”
“Already there,” I said as I plopped down on my comforter.
“I hope you don’t miss the whole week,” Mom said.
“I better not,” I said. I was dying to see Leo.
A hacking cough gripped me and I almost coughed up a lung. I was dying all right.
“Call me if you can’t sleep,” Mom said. “Maybe I should come home.”
“No, Mom.” She’d just wake me every five minutes to see if I was okay. “I’ll be fine.”
“Rub some mentholatum on your chest,” she said.
“Okay. Bye.”
“Bye, hon.”
I clicked end and tossed the phone onto the floor. The OJ and Kleenexes fit nicely on my bedside table. I swallowed two Tylenol and opened the tub of mentholatum.
I blew my nose. Gross.
So much for seeing Leo today.
I couldn’t exactly kiss him again with my nose full of nastiness.
Poor me. My bones ached as I waited for sleep to come.
After a few hours of restless sleep, I stumbled to the bathroom. I blew my nose for about five minutes. Then I grabbed the Leo cell, just in case, and gulped some Nyquil and crawled back into bed. I jammed the cell under my pillow and went back to sleep.
Next thing I knew, Alex and Bree were standing in my room.
“You look horrible,” Alex said.
“Thanks.”
“We let ourselves in,” Alex said. “Hope you don’t mind.”
Bree, wearing one of her vintage lace dresses, held up a stack of books. “We brought your homework. For today and tomorrow.”
“Your mother called the school.”
“Big surprise,” I said. She always did.
“Since she does it every time you’re sick, I called to tell her we’d pick them up.” Alex smiled. “We knew you wouldn’t want Ian in your locker.”
“Thanks, guys.” I didn’t want Ian anywhere near my stuff.
“You look like hell,” Bree said. “Maybe you should see a doctor.”
With the mention of a doctor, the memory of Bree’s latest misadventure flashed into my mind. Oh no. I had to keep a straight face. My eyes met Alex’s, and I almost lost it.
“I’m sure her mother will take care of getting her to a doctor,” Alex said in an obvious attempt to cut me off. “Well, we should go and let you sleep.”
She turned to Bree. “Just dump the books on her desk. She probably won’t look at them until tomorrow anyway.”
My coughing fit kept me from agreeing.
Bree set the books down. “Hope you feel better, Jen.”
“Call when you’re better,” Alex said. Then she gave me a private glare.
I giggled softly which triggered more coughing. Poor Bree. I’d take a cold anytime over a mistaken STD diagnosis.



Chapter Thirteen
Mom’s hand on my forehead woke me sometime later. “I think you’ve got a fever.”
“Mmm,” I moaned.
“I’ll be right back with the thermometer, Sweetie.”
I heard her leave the room and then the strange sound of someone else coming in.
“Jen,” Sean said tentatively. “Are you awake?”
Sean?
I rolled over to see my brother. He usually yelled something about germs and ran the other way when I was sick.
“Mom said you were sick, so, um, I got you an icee.” He held out the cup.
“I love you, Sean,” I said as I reached for the cool drink that would ease my sore throat.
“Hold it!” Mom yelled coming back in. “I have to take your temperature first.”
“Just one sip,” I begged.
“Not yet.” She took the icee from me and set it down. “Thanks, Sean. I know Jen appreciates your newfound feelings of filial compassion.”
“Huh?” Sean said.
“Out,” Mom ordered.
“Uh, he’s probably just glad my immunity to illness helps everybody in the house.” He should be. Genies didn’t get sick except from Karmic colds, and we kept our families from getting sick very often too.
She ignored my explanation and handed me the electronic thermometer. I stuck it under my tongue.
When it beeped, Mom snatched it and read, “103.”
Wow. That was high.
“You are really sick, Jen.” She handed me the icee and some Tylenol. “Drink up. I’ll be back in an hour with some soup.”
Mom shut the door and I heard the muffled ring of a cell phone.
Leo.
I reached under the pillow.
“Hey,” I said struggling to sound healthy and normal.
“Jen. You okay?”
“Fine. Just a little Karmic cold.” I got that out pretty well.
“You sound horrible.”
Maybe not. “I feel like crap,” I admitted.
“I missed you at school today.”
I couldn’t help smiling. “Sorry.”
“Will you make it tomorrow?”
I tried to lift my head and it pounded in anger. “I don’t think so. What’s going on? Did you find out anything?”
He sighed. “We keep coming up with dead ends. I did check into Richard Williams, but from what I can tell, he works for the cell phone company and not the U.N.I.V.E.R.S.E.”
Uggh. “Nothing ties him to the U.N.I.V.E.R.S.E.?” I didn’t think my mother would get that intense about a cell phone employee, and I thought I remembered that my mother’s coworker, Bob, was not on the cell phone side.
“I didn’t find anything. Can I call you tomorrow afternoon?”
“Sure.”
“Take care of yourself, Jen.”
“You too,” I said. Then I clicked end, exhausted from the few moments of conversation, but smiling because he’d called to check on me.
When I finally woke up and was ready to stay awake for more than a minute, it was midnight. I went to the bathroom, grabbed a cold Sprite from the fridge, and curled up on the couch with the remote.
After an hour of channel surfing, I learned that the networks hated insomniacs. There could be no other excuse for the ridiculous lack of decent choices. I wasn’t expecting good, but at least decent.
Throwing down the remote in disgust, I grabbed my drink and climbed back up to my room.
I didn’t even hear my family leave for work and school.
At one in the afternoon, I crawled out of bed, gulped more Sprite, and lurched to the shower.
Thirty minutes later, I felt almost human. I could breathe through my nose and I hadn’t coughed yet. My throat was still sore, so I dashed downstairs for something cold. A carton of chocolate chip ice cream was hiding in the freezer. With a giant serving spoon, I demolished it.
Since I’d gone more than a day without food, I fixed a big sandwich and ate that too while my throat was still soothed from the ice cream.
I went up for my laptop which was heavier than I remembered, both my cells, and my pillow and settled on the couch to check my email. I killed an hour reading them, and then grabbed the remote.
I must have dozed off because the sound of the phone jarred me awake sometime later.
“Hello,” I said into my purple cell before realizing it was the wrong phone.
Picking up the black one, I said, “Hi, Leo.”
“You sound more like yourself.”
“Thanks.”
“Are you out of bed and everything?”
“I’ve made huge progress,” I said. “I’m all the way downstairs, on the couch.”
“I’m glad you’re feeling better.” He paused for a moment. “I know you’re probably not feeling up to it, but I promised Katie I’d ask.”
“What?”
“I’m going over later to show Katie the pictures. She wanted me to invite you for dinner.”
I really wanted to see Leo.
“It’s okay to say no. I’ll explain to Katie.”
“No.” Was I crazy? “Tell her I’ll come.”
“Great!” Leo’s enthusiasm cemented my resolve. “Your mother will let you?”
“Sure.” Not a chance in hell. “Can you pick me up?”
“One street over?”
“Of course.”
“See you at five?”
“Great.”
After rehearsing several times, I called my mother.
“Hey, hon,” she said picking up. “Are you feeling better?”
“Much. I showered, and ate, and I’m going completely stir crazy.” I was still a day away from stir crazy, but she didn’t need to know that.
“I’m so glad, honey. Maybe you can make it back to school tomorrow.”
“Actually,” I said, tugging on the blanket for courage. “I, um, wanted to go to Alex’s for dinner tonight.”
Mom didn’t say anything.
I could picture the look on her face. The you’ve-got-to-be-kidding-me look.
“I know I’ve been sick, Mom. But Alex will pick me up and bring me back home. I’ll take it easy. I swear. We’re just going to watch our show she tivo’d last night. Please.”
“What time?”
“Five.”
“I want you home by seven thirty. No excuses.”
“Thanks, Mom.” I just hoped I was wrong imagining her I’m-not-buying-it tone.
I went upstairs and picked out some jeans and one of my favorite tops. Then I snorted enough Afrin to clear my sinuses out, for now at least. I brushed my hair and applied just enough makeup to make me look alive instead of half dead.
After getting ready, I was exhausted.
I grabbed an apple from the fridge. Then I wandered back to my headquarters on the couch. I ordered pay per view to kill the next two hours and crawled back under the covers, ruining my efforts with my hair.
My purse packed with Kleenexes and cold medicine, I made my way through the back yard to the rendezvous point.
I hadn’t thought about Leo picking me up on his bike until now. No way did I have the energy to ride the motorcycle and talk and smile through dinner.
When the Prius turned the corner, I breathed a sigh of relief. Leo must have thought about how sick I was.
I opened the door and climbed in, glad to sit down on the seat after my short walk.
“Hi,” I said turning to him.
My heart pitter-pattered as he smiled at me. “You look like you’re feeling better.”
He reached out and tucked a strand of my hair behind my ear.
I wanted him to kiss me again, desperately.
As far as I knew Karmic colds weren’t contagious, if I could just keep from grossing him out.
A violent sneeze shook me and I just managed to turn my head and grab the emergency tissue in my sleeve so I wouldn’t spray him with snot.
Oh. God.
Leo reached down behind his seat and pulled out a box of Kleenexes. “Got you covered.”
I couldn’t help laughing as I pulled a Kleenex from the box. “You came prepared.”
“I have years of experience with Dad’s Karmic colds. He used to crawl into bed for a week every time.”
“Every time? Did it happen to him a lot?”
Leo shrugged. “Depending on how badly he irked his superiors, he got sent on a lot of Code Ones.”
“You should have seen this woman yesterday. She was like a poster child for hippies. She made two forbidden wishes.”
“Ouch. What a waste.” He set the tissues between the two front seats and pulled away from the curb.
He didn’t seem totally disgusted by me. Maybe I could make it through the dinner without repulsing him. I snatched a couple more tissues to hold just in case.
I’d finally gotten the attention of a great guy who I kind of liked, and apart from the whole banishment and possible destruction of the U.N.I.V.E.R.S.E. thing, things were looking up. I just had to keep from repulsing him with my cold, keep my mother from busting me, save his dad, and hope the U.N.I.V.E.R.S.E. didn’t notice our violations.
“Katie likes you,” he said as we headed down more side roads to hack our way through rush hour traffic.
“She’s nice. I’m glad you have her. It was sweet of her to invite me.”
“I’m not sure she really understands the Karmic cold thing. She always thought Dad was just being a bit of a baby about being sick.”
It was funny to think of his macho-looking dad as babyish. “One day you’ll see for yourself. They are no joke. Do you want me to hack up a lung or something on Katie’s kitchen table? You know, to vindicate your father?”
“Uh, no.” He glanced at me then back at the road. “She wouldn’t appreciate it very much.”
“That’s right. I forgot she’s a vegetarian. No lung meat for Katie.”
Leo laughed. “Count me in as a vegetarian too. I’ll pass on the lung.”
“Suit yourself,” I said crossing my arms in a fake huff.
As we got closer to the Emory area, I asked, “What’s going on with your dad? Any progress?”
“Not really. I’ve gone over the pictures of the staffers with Katie, but not the Directorate. The private investigator can’t find a thing on any of them.”
“So what’s next?”
“The PI’s supposed to do a background check on my dad. She’s going to put together as many names as she can. So far everyone my dad suggested as a possible enemy has turned out to be a dead end.”
“Whoever is out to get him, it’s somebody he probably doesn’t even know. What about the more militant crusaders on either side of the Techno Echo issue?”
“We haven’t been able to find anything to connect them.”
“Somebody is so desperate to get rid of your father that they’re having him banished forever. It seems like he’d know somebody hated him that much.”
We pulled into some newer condos that didn’t seem at all Katie’s style and punched in a key code at the gate.
“She lives here?”
“Not what you expected?”
“Actually, no.”
“She hates it. Her house got broken into three times in one year, so she gave up and moved into a gated community. At some point, you’ll hear her rant about the lack of character, but you know, she’s safe. And there’s a pool.”
I couldn’t picture Katie soaking up the sun.
We parked by one of about twenty large buildings that looked alike. Leo’s cottage had a lot more charm, but I wouldn’t want to think of Katie living alone. Even I could probably manage to break into Leo’s house if I put my mind to it.
“Second floor,” he said after coming around to get the door for me.
“I guess I shouldn’t bring the tissues. I might frighten her off.”
“I warned her. Plus you aren’t contagious, so I don’t see a problem.”
Green snot could drip from my nose at any moment. Then he’d see the problem.
Please God let whatever is in my nose stay in my nose.
I left the tissues in the car. Then I followed him up the stairs to the second floor. He knocked on the door and seconds later, Katie opened it.
“Leo! Jen! I’m so glad you came. Leo said you weren’t feeling well. I made you my special vegetable soup.”
“Great!” Please don’t let there be tofu in it.
“Come on in.” She stepped back and motioned us in.
The room was full of rich color from rugs, wall hangings, and decorations. Much more like what I expected from Katie.
“Sit on the couch, kids. I don’t want to tire Jen.” She turned to Leo. “Where are those pictures?”
Leo groaned. “I left them in the car. I’ll run down and get them.”
Katie held up her hand. “Just wait until after we eat. I invited Serena Sutherland for dinner. She’ll be here any minute. I can see the pictures afterwards.” Turning back to me, Katie said, “Serena teaches philosophy at Emory. She lives across the hall. Joe and I run into Serena and her boyfriend, Mark, both here and at university functions all the time. We’ve become good friends.”
I smiled because Katie seemed so excited, but I really had no desire to meet anybody today. Sitting upright and staying awake was a big improvement over yesterday. I didn’t want to push myself too hard, and after going out tonight, my mother would never let me skip school tomorrow.
“Katie?” a voice called from the door.
“Come in, Serena,” Katie said.
The most beautiful woman I’d ever seen in real life walked into the room. I thought I’d felt pale and sickly before, but this woman had the most beautiful golden tan skin.
“Hi, Leo,” she said with a bright smile. “And you must be Jen.” Her exotic green almond-shaped eyes drifted over me, her curiosity evident.
She was the woman from the University Center that day. That must be why something about her eyes seemed so familiar. “Hi,” I said with a little wave. I probably should have gotten up to shake her hand. I always felt awkward in these situations. Especially when I had cold symptoms. I mean what if she shakes my hand then watches me have a coughing fit. She’ll totally hate me.
“Let me check on dinner,” Katie said. “I’ll be right back.”
“I’ll help,” Serena said, giving us an amused glance.
Leo came around to sit by me as they disappeared around the corner into the kitchen.
“Wow,” I said. “She’s gorgeous.”
“Dad says she’s wicked smart, too.”
“I figured Emory professors were probably not dummies.”
Leo scooted closer to me on the couch. He lifted my hand and placed it in his.
“Are you sure it’s safe?” I didn’t want the couch to combust.
With a mischievous grin, he said, “I think holding hands might be okay. We didn’t blow up the bike, and more than just our hands were touching.”
He was right. A lot of parts had been touching.
“How long is this cold going to last?”
“Ten days maybe. Usually the first few are the worst.”
He stroked my hand with his thumb. “Ten days is way too long.”
I squirmed under the intensity of his gaze. I’d never been in a situation like this before. I didn’t know how to deal with it. Instinct told me to just kiss him.
But I had the cold.
And Katie could come in any minute.
And then there was the itty bitty issue of burning down the place.
“Look at me,” he whispered, his breath caressing my ear.
My eyes met his and the heat seared through me. The glow in his eyes turned into a blue flame.
I broke eye contact again, glancing around desperately for signs of fire. The rapid movement triggered a sneezing attack, which I barely contained by jerking back my hand and covering my nose.
Katie and Serena came back in the room as I jumped up to run for the bathroom. Luckily, the first door down the hall was the room I needed. I shut the door and grabbed a ton of Kleenex. Then I washed my hands and face.
Roasting the sofa would have been less embarrassing! I left the bathroom and forced myself to rejoin the others. I probably would have considered transporting home, but Karmic colds disturbed genie magic. Besides feeling too sick to grant wishes, we really just were not capable of granting wishes.
Two minutes ago, Leo had definitely been really into me. That was good to know. It may be all I ever had. Okay so I got a little gloomy when I was sick.



Chapter Fourteen
I walked back to the family room where Leo and the two women were setting the table.
“You okay?” Leo asked.
I nodded even though I knew my bright red nose told a different story.
He winked at me.
Maybe I hadn’t totally grossed him out after all.
I winked back.
Serena saw me and grinned.
“I made some veggie pasta. There’s enough for everyone. Jen, you can have soup and pasta. I would like you to try the soup. I think the herbs I used will help your cold.”
“Thank you.”
Leo pulled out a chair and seated me.
Katie and Serena shared an aren’t-they-adorable look.
I could feel the heat rise in my cheeks.
Leo sat next to me. Katie brought me a giant bowl of soup. Then she served the others and herself.
I couldn’t smell the soup at all, but steam rose invitingly from the bowl. I took a tentative taste. No matter how bad it was I couldn’t let it show. Luckily, it tasted good.
I looked up to find Katie watching me expectantly.
“It’s delicious,” I said.
She smiled.
Serena may have been smart, but she didn’t seem to be able to talk about much more than her boyfriend Mark.
Serena and Katie carried on most of the conversation, so I got to relax and just concentrate on my soup.
Until Leo finished eating and held my hand under the table again.
I could so get used to this.
When we all finished, Leo started helping clear the table.
“No need, Leo,” Katie said. “Why don’t you run out and get those photos, and I’ll take care of this. We don’t want to keep Jen out too much longer.”
“I’ll come with you,” I said.
Katie gave me one of those stern motherly looks. “You’ll rest on the couch. You’re a little pale.”
Darn that golden-skinned Serena.
“Okay,” I said. The idea of total relaxation held some appeal. “But just for a minute.”
“I need to run, Katie,” Serena said with an apologetic frown. “It was nice to meet you, Jen.”
“You, too.”
“Thanks for dinner, Katie. Mark will be home any minute.”
“Send him over to meet the kids,” Katie said.
Leo followed Serena out.
Katie took care of the dishes in under two minutes. Then she came out of the kitchen and said, “Jen, I’ve got some herbal tablets that might help. I’ll get them for you. Echinacea, garlic, goldenseal, redroot. Oh, and grapefruit seed extract. Just the old standbys.”
My mother would freak if I took anything she hadn’t approved. “Oh, thanks, but—”
“No pressure,” she said as she headed down the hall. “But you’ll have them in case you decide to try them.”
When Leo got back with the pictures, he spread them out on the dining room table. “Where’s Katie?”
“She went to get me some herbs.”
“Oh,” he said with a pitying glance. “She must have a thousand bottles back there. Maybe she won’t find what she’s searching for.”
I peeled myself off the couch and went over to the table.
“It’s hard to believe these eight people have so much power,” Leo said.
“Yeah,” I agreed. I pointed to Maximillian’s picture. “This guy especially. He wasn’t anywhere near this hot when he was alive. And he still snagged a beautiful girlfriend. I don’t know why he went for this extreme when he joined the Directorate.”
Leo snorted and picked it up. “He does have a wanna-be movie star thing going on, doesn’t he?”
“I found most of them,” Katie said, walking back into the room. She came over to the table and set down the nine bottles as best she could. “Now I just need to find some little baggies,” she said.
“Katie, you can’t send her home with bags full of unidentified pills.”
“Of course not. I’m keeping some for me, and I’m sending her home with the bottles.”
Leo set down the picture of Maximillian and started righting the bottles of herbs and vitamins.
Katie glanced down at the photographs. “Why do you have a picture of Mark?”
“Mark, who?” Leo asked.
“Where?” I added.
Katie reached out and picked up the photo that Leo had just set down. “This Mark,” she said. “This is Serena’s boyfriend. The one you are going to meet tonight.”
I shook my head. “No, Katie. This is Maximillian. He’s one of the members of the directorate. He wouldn’t b—.” Stopping in mid-sentence, I reached for Leo’s arm.
“Oh my God,” Leo said. “Maximillian is Mark.”
I gave him a confused look. That’s when it dawned on me. He’s a member of the directorate and he’s dating Katie’s neighbor. Leo’s father knows enough to bust him for it.
Katie gasped. “Joe! Mark framed Joe.”
The photo of Maximillian’s girlfriend from the newsletter and then Serena’s image flashed in my mind. The eyes. They had the same eyes. Had he brought his girlfriend back to life? “He did it all for Serena,” I said.
Neither Katie nor Leo paid attention to me.
“Why now?” Katie asked. “Why frame Joe now when he’s known us for years?”
Leo shook his head. “My father could identify him at the Summit.”
“We have to call somebody,” Katie said. “We have to let them know that Joe is innocent.”
I pulled out my cell and dialed my mother.
“Hello,” my mother said. “Jen, what’s up?”
Beside me, Leo exclaimed, “He could be here any minute, and the door is unlocked.” Leo scrambled for the door.
“Mom!” My mind raced to determine the best way to explain this to her.
“Jen,” Katie hissed. She nodded toward the door.
I turned to see Leo, hands up, backing slowly toward us.
Maximillian himself stood with a gun trained on Leo.
Instinctively, I brought my hand down to hide the phone behind my back.
“Hands up,” Max ordered. “Both of you.”
I let the phone slip from my fingers and land on the soft carpet before raising both hands to mimic Leo’s pose.
“What are you doing, Mark?” Katie asked, her voice shaking. “Where’s Serena?”
“Shut up, Katie! You idiots are messing everything up for me!”
He was going to kill us! Being trapped in a bottle was bad, but getting shot? That’s a whole other story. Leo moved to my side and stopped.
I could feel a sneeze coming. My Karmic cold had no respect for the precariousness of my position.
I stopped breathing in hopes of keeping the sneeze at bay.
When the sneeze came, I tried to regain focus and see Max’s reaction. He jumped, startled, and squeezed off a shot.
The noise was deafening, and I couldn’t tell for sure what had happened. I’d ducked at some point. Katie and Leo had too. Was Leo shot? Was I?
Katie stood, pointing at the top of my head. I grabbed at my forehead.
“Up there,” she said. “It went high.”
I turned to see a hole in the wall. The hole was a few inches higher than the top of my head. Black spots clouded my vision, and I fell to the carpet on my knees.
“Jen,” Leo said, crouching beside me.
“Enough!” shouted Max. “Stand up or I’ll kill all three of you right now.”
Leo pulled me to my feet.
“I’m okay,” I said, though standing was a struggle.
“Hand’s up, Leo,” Max snarled.
Leo let go of me and raised his hands. I raised mine slightly, unable to find the strength to reach above my head.
“We’re getting out of here now,” Max said. “The police will be on their way.”
The police and the U.N.I.V.E.R.S.E. security teams. They’d be monitoring any violence at Katie’s place, and they’d know that a shot was fired.
Could we stall without getting killed?
Max grabbed Katie by the arm and yanked her in front of him. He held her in place with one arm around her neck and pressed the gun against her temple. “How will Daddy feel, Leo, when the love of his life is dead?”
“Leo,” Katie cautioned.
The man with the gun was getting too jumpy. “I don’t have time for this merda! I’m counting to three and I’m pulling the trigger. One. Two.”
“Don’t shoot her,” I said. “We’re moving.”
“Out the door and down the stairs. Katie first, then Jen, then Leo.” He shoved Katie toward the door and then motioned to me and Leo with his gun. “There’s a black Lexus in the parking lot. If you alert anyone, you’ll be signing their death sentence.”
The elusive black Lexus crossover. All that searching and the friggin’ thing had come to us.
I suddenly wished I’d practiced that beaming thing so we could get the heck out of there. Maybe Leo had a plan.
We reached the bottom of the stairs, and Max said, “Across the lot.”
“What are you going to do with us?” Leo asked as we moved closer and closer to the vehicle. “You can’t frame us too.”
“I can’t have you ruining everything,” Max growled from behind us. “If I can’t find a way to erase your memory, I’ll erase the three of you.”
I can’t tell you how badly I was hoping for the memory thing.
“We can’t get in the car,” Katie whispered. “They always say that decreases your chance of survival.”
Could he erase our memories? Would he even try? And if he did, what would happen to us? Katie was right. We were doomed, and we had to stay out of that Lexus.
The parking lot was dark, cold, and deserted.
“Can we beam out of here?” I whispered to Leo as he moved closer to us.
“No. I can’t handle all three of us.”
Where was the cavalry?
Leo turned to Max, startling all of us by yelling, “We aren’t taking another step you psychotic bastard!”
Max narrowed his eyes and pointed the gun at Leo’s chest.
Leo stood calm and resolute.
The gun morphed into a taser just as Max fired.
The taser charge hit Leo without any effect. He pulled the probe from his arm, and then Leo charged toward Max.
Leo was brilliant!
“Worthless piece of merda!” the older man shouted. He tossed aside the weapon and Leo knocked him to the asphalt.
Max’s fist connected with Leo’s head.
As they scuffled, I frantically searched for some way to help. I stumbled away from them. As I took a step, I accidentally kicked Max’s stun-gun.
I bent down and grabbed it. The taser wouldn’t work on us, but maybe it would work on Max.
“Stop,” I yelled, training the stun-gun on Max and Leo. “Stop now.”
Max looked up at me and sneered. He bit Leo’s arm and when Leo recoiled, Max pinned him to the ground with his elbow in Leo’s throat.
“Do it,” Katie urged. “Shoot him.”
Leo punched him in the jaw and rolled over him.
I walked over closer, ready to fire.
Leo smashed his fist into Max’s stomach and rolled out of the way.
I fired. A probe launched into the front of Max’s right shoulder.
Max seized and screamed in pain.
Leo got to his feet and touched his hand to his split lip. His jacket had protected his arms, but his jeans were ripped and his right knee was bleeding.
“Jen,” Leo said, “stop pushing that button. I’m afraid you’re going to shock him to death.”
Katie harrumphed. “I’m not sure that’s a bad thing.”
I clutched the trigger tightly in my hand. Oh. That’s why Max was still thrashing on the ground. I eased off and he calmed. “What if he gets up?”
“He won’t,” Leo said. “And if he does, you can just hit the voltage again.”
A car turned into the lot, and my heart stopped.
Did Max have friends? Or had the authorities finally responded to the gunshot?
How on earth were we going to explain the man writhing on the ground?
“I’ll pull him between the cars,” Leo said already reaching down and grabbing Max under the armpits.
Katie and I moved to stand between the car and Max, in hopes of obstructing the view.
A silver minivan drew closer with my father behind the wheel.
Thank God because we needed some serious help. He pulled up next to me. I glanced down to see that Max was still easily seen.
Mom jumped out of the passenger side. “Jen! What’s happening? You stopped talking and then we heard a gunshot!” She stared at Leo and then turned to me in dismay. “A male genie?”
“Mom,” I said, pointing to Maximillian. “He framed Leo’s dad.”
“I—” Mom’s mouth snapped shut as she took in the man on the ground. “You attacked a member of the Directorate?”
“He attacked us,” Leo said. “And he’s been dating a woman in this building. My dad had seen him, so he panicked. He framed my father.”
“Joe Fuller’s son,” Mom said, staring at Leo. “You’re the Leo who’s been playing drums in Ian’s band?”
“Yes, ma’am,” Leo said, holding out his hand. “Sorry about the deception.”
Mom shook his hand. Then she gave me a stern look. “You’ve been up to all kinds of mischief, haven’t you?”
“Are we going to be banished to the other realm?” I asked, terrified to hear her answer.
“I hope not.” She pulled her genie phone out of her pocket and hit speed dial. “Roger, how far away is Genie Security?” With a glance at Maximillian, she added, “Better convene the Directorate and the Oversight Committee. We have a big problem.”
She hung up and turned to Dad in the van. “Park somewhere, Mike, we’re going to be here a while.”
Dad pulled away.
“Is there somewhere we can get out of the public eye?” Mom asked.
“My place,” Katie offered. She motioned to her condo. “Second floor.” She held out her hand to my mother. “Joe’s girlfriend. Nice to meet you.”
Mom shook her hand. “I’m Laura, and my husband is Mike. I guess we should get moving, then. Leo, I’m assuming you can transport Maximillian to the apartment. Discretion is the priority here.”
Wait a minute. Was she telling him to use magic?
“Yes, ma’am,” Leo said. He leaned down and grabbed Maximillian’s arm. Then the two of them disappeared.
Mom put her hand on my arm. “Let’s get Dad and you can show us the way.”
“Thanks, Mom,” I said. Then I threw my arms around her. It had been a long couple of weeks.
Mom squeezed me tight. “And here I thought you were the one I didn’t need to worry about.”
“I’m sorry.”
“C’mon,” she said.
“Want to explain what’s going on?” Dad said, as we met him at the van.
Mom tried a brief summary as we walked up the steps to Katie’s.
We followed Katie inside to where Leo stood over the groaning form of Maximillian.
“He’s one of your honored thinkers from history?” Dad asked.
“Our system isn’t perfect,” Mom said with an irritated tone. “Apparently, he’s been dating your neighbor?”
Katie nodded. “For years. Joe and I have spent quite a few evenings with them.”
“Money or love,” Mom said. “It’s always one of the two.”
Katie glanced nervously at the figure on the floor. “What should we tell Serena? She’ll be devastated.”
“Nothing. Keep her in the dark until we determine exactly what Maximillian was up to.”
“Does this mean Joe will be released?” Katie asked, putting her arm around Leo.
“Probably,” Mom said. “It should be easy to show that Maximillian’s been violating his vows.”
“Thank God,” Katie said, swaying with relief.
A loud knock at the door drew our attention.
“I’ll let them in,” Mom said. “If that’s okay with you?”
Katie waved away her concern. “Please do.”
Genie Security came in wearing plain black pants and jackets. There were three of them, a woman and two big men.
They handcuffed Maximillian who was starting to become more alert.
They pulled him to his feet and beamed out of the apartment.
“Why didn’t the police come?” I asked.
“We took care of it.”
“What took you so long, Mom?”
“I’m sorry, honey. We came as quickly as we could.”
My father glanced at the bullet hole in the wall and then hugged me.
Mom said, “Katie and Leo, I’m afraid you’ll have to come in to make your statements.”
“Will we be able to see Joe tonight?” Katie asked anxiously.
Mom considered for a moment. “I think we’ll be able to swing it. His minor son has been through a traumatic experience. I wouldn’t expect his release tonight, though. The statements and paperwork may take several days.”
“Days?” Katie’s face fell.
With a sigh, Mom said, “I’ll make some phone calls. See if we can get some pressure applied to the right people.”
“Really, Mom? That would be great!”
Mom turned to Katie. “Would you like to ride down with us?”
Katie motioned to Leo. “We’ll follow in my car.”
“And we,” Mom said squeezing my shoulder, “need to talk.”
Uh oh.
Dad gave me a pitying glance.
I was so dead.
We barely hit the car when my mother started. “Jen, you can’t be anywhere near a male genie. And you certainly can’t date one! Are you insane?”
“I’m sorry, Mom. He came to me for help. And we aren’t dating.” We weren’t exactly dating. Kissing a little. A few sparks flying. I wished we were dating.
“Jen, no matter who you’re dating, you shouldn’t hide it from us,” Dad said.
“Do you realize what danger you’ve been in? Not just from Maximillian but from defying the U.N.I.V.E.R.S.E.” Mom frowned. “I find it very disturbing that you have developed a relationship with one of the few people you have been forbidden to come in contact with. You could date any other boy—”
“We aren’t dating, Mother.”
“I thought you liked that irritating boy in Ian’s band.” Dad was always several steps behind.
“Let me get this straight,” Mom said. “A total stranger comes to you and asks you to help his father, also a total stranger, by breaking...how many rules?” She started ticking them off on her fingers. “Being in the presence of a genie. Lying about that disposable phone. Lying about your whereabouts.” She gave me a hard look. “Have you even seen Alex in the last few weeks?”
“Yes. Just not quite as much as I, um, led you to believe.”
With a huff, she moved on. “Eating dinner with complete strangers. Although, I have to admit Katie seems very nice.”
“Mom, this is what happened.” So I explained about breaking into her office and driving around Atlanta to find the culprit.
“Jennifer Farrelly. I cannot believe you’d violate my trust by breaking into my office.”
“Me either,” I said.
“Do you realize the kind of trouble you could have gotten into running around Atlanta by yourselves? You could have just asked me about the people I work with.” She stopped. “You did ask me, didn’t you? And the newfound interest in the U.N.I.V.E.R.S.E. and the Techno Echo...It was all just a way to find out more for Leo.”
“Yes, and no. Mom, I’m really interested in everything now. I understand what Dad always says about the dangers of sticking your head in the sand.”
“When we get home, I want a full confession of everything you’ve been up to.”
I winced.
“I can get your statements from the debriefing if I want, Jen. I’d rather you come clean with me.”
Uggh. “What’s the debriefing going to be like?”
“Long and tiresome. Your father will stay with you the whole time. I have a million other problems to attend to.”
Now I was just another problem for my mother to deal with.
“It should help that you were able to find the perpetrator,” my dad said. “They ought to take that into account when tallying your offenses.”
“Mom, do they have iced tea in the other realm? And crushed ice?”
Mom laughed. “That’s a good one, Jen.”
“Wait a minute.” I desperately needed an answer. “I’m totally serious. Do they?”
“Oh,” Mom said. “Um. I really doubt it.”
Crap.
“They’re far more likely to take away your powers for a decade. Or two,” Dad said.
“Speaking of powers, Mom. You knew all along that I could get away with doing all kinds of cool stuff. Like teleporting. But you kept it from me.”
“Other genies have gotten away with a lot, Jen. But I was afraid they’d be watching you closely.” She sighed. “I guess I overestimated the surveillance. The fact that you’ve spent the last week with a male genie seems to have slipped by them.”
“Well, they’ll know now.”
“True. Jen, I thought you knew better than to hide things from us. I thought our relationship was stronger than that.”
“It is, Mom. This was just...” What was this? How could I explain that Leo had needed me? Without sounding like a moron or a lovesick girl?
Mom rolled her eyes. “What did you let him talk you into, Jen? Breaking into my office. If that boy had said genies couldn’t get pregnant the first time they had sex, you’d probably believe that too.”
My cheeks flamed. I can’t believe she said that in front of Dad. “No, Mom, I’m not an idiot.” Of course, if Leo was watching me with those killer blue eyes and talking in that soft, husky way he had...who knew?
“You’ve made some pretty poor choices lately, Jen.”
“Not that poor, Mom.” I was going to pretend the kiss hadn’t happened for now. She’d probably buy me a chastity belt if she heard about the smoke we’d made.
“We can talk about all this later,” Dad said, as we pulled into the parking lot at Genie Communications. He nodded toward the dozens of cars that weren’t normally there after dark. “Looks like they’ve called in the troops.”
It hit me that I was going to be grilled by some pretty scary people. Suddenly I couldn’t quite breathe. “Mom?”
She patted my hand. “You’ll be fine. Dad will be right there.”
All of Dad’s ranting from the last seventeen years came back to me. No rights for genies. He’d spent hour after hour arguing with Mom about the dangers.
I waited until Dad opened the door of the van to climb out. He put his arm around me as we walked. Mom rushed ahead.



Chapter Fifteen
Dad paused at the glass door under the Genie Communications logo. Katie and Leo had pulled in, and we waited for them to cross the dark parking lot.
When Dad wasn’t watching, Leo took my hand in his as if to say everything would be fine. Unfortunately, Dad didn’t stay distracted for long, and my hand was swinging solo seconds later.
They put us all in separate rooms. Leo, Katie, and me. The questioning took hours, and I felt like all the moisture had been sucked out of my body by the time they finished. At least I had my father. Leo and Katie didn’t have anybody.
The U.N.I.V.E.R.S.E. official, a bureaucrat in a blue oxford and tie, wasn’t hostile towards me. He wasn’t exactly nice either.
First he asked me to tell my story in my own words. Everything I said was recorded into a machine in the sparse, white room. Then he asked question after question with a neutral tone. Three coughing fits and a box of Kleenexes later, I thought we were finishing up.
I should have known things were taking a turn for the worse when the man started shifting uncomfortably in his chair and clearing his throat a lot.
“I apologize for the sensitive nature of the next questions,” he said, “but U.N.I.V.E.R.S.E. security is of paramount importance.”
I blinked at him.
“Ahem,” he said, with a nervous glance at my father. “Miss Farrelly. I need you to tell us if you and the male genie, Leo, er, um, mated.”
Eew! “No!”
The guy looked relieved. “Okay then. I guess that about does it.”
He didn’t ask about kissing, so I didn’t tell.
Dad’s expression reflected my relief when the man finally told us we could rejoin the others.
I rushed out ahead of him toward the reception area. Mom still had her cell phone to her ear, talking a mile a minute. Dad walked over and put his arm around her. She relaxed into him.
Katie sat rigidly on the very edge of the sofa.
“Leo’s still back there?” I asked.
“Yes. He must be exhausted,” she said with a glance at the clock.
“They’ve finished with me. How much more could he have to say?” He wasn’t telling them about the kiss, was he? Oh no.
Katie jumped up suddenly, a huge grin on her face. “Joe!”
I turned to find Leo and a shorter, older man coming quickly down the hall.
Leo had dark smudges under his eyes but his face was lit with joy.
A wave of relief swept over me. His father was saved.
Katie rushed into Joe’s arms with a sob.
I blinked back a tear. Leo stepped around them and I waited for the hug I so badly needed. Instead, he stopped awkwardly in front of me and glanced at my parents.
“How bad was it?” he asked, reaching out and touching my hand with one finger. My parents couldn’t see from that angle.
“I’m glad it’s over,” I said, almost choking on the words as I realized my time with Leo was also almost over. “How about you?”
“Not too bad.” He grinned. “And they’ve released my father.”
“That’s great,” I said, matching his smile.
“Dad,” Leo said, interrupting the reunion with Katie. “This is the girl I told you about. Jen.”
Joe pulled away from Katie and turned to me. He wore a Genie Communications t-shirt and sweats. I didn’t want to think about what they’d done to his clothes while he was here.
Katie blotted at the tears running down her face.
Leo’s dad smiled, and his eyes crinkled at the corners. He held out his hand. “Jen. I cannot thank you enough for helping me and my son.”
I shook his hand. It was colder and harder than Leo’s.
“I’m glad I could help.” I checked over my shoulder to make sure my mother hadn’t heard. She’d interpret my response as “glad to betray my mother’s trust for a stranger.”
My father came over to meet Leo’s dad. “Congratulations, Mr. Fuller. I’m glad your unwarranted incarceration is at an end.”
“I’m so glad that Leo found a friend like Jen,” Joe said.
“Yes,” my dad said without enthusiasm. “It’s too bad that they’re forbidden from seeing each other.”
His message was clear, and Leo’s father nodded.
I shot Leo a helpless look. His eyes flashed with anger.
Mom walked over, closing her flip phone. She gave us a weak smile. She’d long ago chewed off all of her lipstick. “Everyone’s free to go. The Oversight Committee will have decisions on Jen and Leo’s misbehavior tomorrow morning. They’ve put Max in a cell, and he’ll be returned to eternal rest after a hearing.”
She turned to Katie. “I’m afraid they may want to talk to Serena. Until then, you’re restrained from telling her anything.”
“She’ll be worried sick,” Katie said.
“She thinks Max called her and told her he wouldn’t see her until tomorrow,” Mom said.
“Thank you,” Katie said.
“Serena wasn’t involved in any of this?” Joe asked.
“No. We probed Max’s mind. It looks like Serena, besides being a beauty and an academic, just happens to be the last living descendant of his long lost love.” She shrugged. “He says he couldn’t help himself. He framed Joe when he realized they’d be at The Summit together.”
“I can see why he fell in love with Serena, she was the perfect woman for him.” Katie reached for Joe’s hand. “But framing Joe just to keep his secret hidden...” She shook her head with disbelief.
Mom took off her glasses and rubbed her eyes. “We all need some rest. We’ll talk to you in the morning.”
The ride home was tense. It was almost midnight and the streets were nearly deserted.
“Mom, I still have a question. Is Richard Williams really just a cell phone employee?”
“You heard me on the phone?”
“I thought he might be involved.”
“He’s the brother-in-law of a senior staffer. Williams was a buffoon. We were weighing the harm he could do to the cell phone business against the time it would take to prepare the senior staffer for the fallout from his wife about her brother.”
“Oh.”
“It was a family drama thing that we didn’t want impacting us.”
“Mom, did I get you into trouble?”
“Probably,” Mom said in a tired voice. “Breaking into my office does not make me look good. And consorting with a male genie reflects poorly on me as well.”
“Did I get you fired?” Mom would never forgive me.
“We’ll find out in the morning, Jen. I’m disappointed that you kept so much from me.” She sighed. “But I can’t argue with the way things turned out. You were instrumental in keeping an innocent man from being banished.”
With a soft thud, I leaned my forehead against the cold van window. I’d helped Leo’s dad, but how badly had I hurt my mom?
Somehow, I slept that night. Maybe I was lucky to have the Karmic cold. Otherwise, I might have spent the night worrying about banishment. Instead, I relived last night over and over in my dreams.
When Mom woke me, I blinked at her. “Is it time to face the O.C.?”
Mom had circles under her eyes. “I just came from there. Get dressed and come downstairs. We can talk about it over breakfast.”
Uh oh. Was this my last meal with my mother?
I jumped up, pulled on a bra and shirt and my baggiest jeans. Then I ran to the bathroom and rushed to follow Mom downstairs.
She stood at the stove making French toast. I liked French toast fine, but for my last meal, I’d rather have had eggs and biscuits. Either this wasn’t my last meal, or Mom was too peeved at me to care that it was my last meal.
I sat at the counter trying to get up the nerve to ask what was happening.
Mom served up the French toast, grabbed the syrup, and joined me at the counter.
“How bad is it?” I asked.
“For you, or for me?”
“You, and me.”
Mom closed her eyes for a long moment. Then she opened them. “You aren’t being banished. I didn’t think they would under the circumstances. Your father stayed up all night formulating arguments.” She smiled. “He really is a good advocate. The Directorate indicated that they were relieved you’d unmasked Maximillian before he’d caused more trouble. They are working on developing more safeguards for the Directorate.”
Thank God I wasn’t losing my family. “What’s my punishment?”
“You’re going to be watched closely, Jen.” She studied me for a moment. “You cannot screw up again. You’re also to do about 1,000 hours of community service. As for Leo, you can’t get anywhere near him. The U.N.I.V.E.R.S.E. will be monitoring all communication into and out of our house. No calls, no emails, nothing.” Her gaze softened. “Jen, you can’t ever talk to him again.”
My throat tightened and I gulped. I’d only known him a week after all. I could live without him just fine. Right?
“What about you?” I asked. “Are you fired?”
Mom smiled so wide she was almost beaming.
“That’s a no?”
“They terminated me from my duties at the U.N.I.V.E.R.S.E.”
My stomach roiled. “Oh.”
“But they’re letting me continue at Genie Communications. I’ll be working full time on the work I love.”
“They didn’t fire you?”
“I was surprised too. I think it’s a matter of keeping me close so they can keep an eye on me. And the fact that I’m wicked good at my job doesn’t hurt.”
I jumped up to hug her. “I’m so glad it worked out for you, Mom.”
“I know you can do the community service,” she said, “but can you really stay away from Leo?”
I nodded. “I wish I could say goodbye though.”
“You can.” She closed her eyes for a moment. “He’s supposed to call you in the next hour. Now, eat before it gets cold.”
I picked up my fork. At least I could say goodbye.
Mom and I had just put the dishes in the dishwasher when the phone rang.
My heart stopped.
“I’ll let you have some privacy,” Mom said.
She walked out of the kitchen, and I went to pick up the cordless from the charger.
“Hello.”
“Jen.” Leo’s voice sent shivers through me.
“Hey. I’m glad they let you call,” I said around the lump in my throat. “How’s your dad?”
“He’s great,” Leo said. “He and Katie are getting married on Saturday.”
“That’s great.” Too bad I couldn’t get anywhere near there.
“This is the last time we get to talk, Jen. Ever.” He sighed. “They’re watching us pretty hard.”
“Yeah, Mom told me.” I couldn’t think of all the things I wanted to say. People were probably listening to us.
“I’m sorry I got you into so much trouble.”
A smiled curved my lips. “I’m not.”
“I’m transferring back to my old school, and I guess you finally get the spot in Ian’s band.”
Funny, I hadn’t thought about it in days.
“Take care of yourself, Jen.”
“You too.” I didn’t want the call to end. I was never going to see Leo again. My first real kiss. My first motorcycle ride. My first real guy friend. “I’ll miss you,” I said.
“I’ll miss you too.”
My eyes were tearing up. “Bye, Leo.”
I hung up the phone, and just sat there with my head on the counter. I had feelings for Leo. I had it bad for him, and I wasn’t allowed to see him again.
Mom left me to myself for most of the afternoon. I crawled back into bed to reminisce about my time with Leo. I emptied two boxes of tissues, only one for my nose.
At dinner, I had to listen to Ian whine about Leo quitting the band.
“I’m so sorry,” Mom said. “If only there were a way to replace him with someone who knows all your songs.”
“Not now, Mom,” Ian said.
“Jen’s the perfect answer and you know it.”
I just pushed my food around on my plate.
Two weeks later, I was completely caught up on my school work. I’d doubled my practice time on the drums.
Ian hadn’t made a decision about the band yet. I wasn’t sure I wanted the reminder of Leo.
My truce with Sean was still in effect, and I’d started helping him with his homework.
After laying out my clothes on the bed, I walked over to the framed quote from Thomas Jefferson. Well, to anyone else, the frame held a quote. I knew the truth. The writing on the note card was actually a personal thank you from Thomas Jefferson for my work in ferreting out Maximillian.
He had written, “Action will delineate and define you.” So what if he’d said it before. The point was, he’d written it to me and signed it with his unmistakable signature, the Thomas running right into the Jefferson. My parents had each assured me that he was recognizing me for having the courage to act. Not too shabby for a seventeen-year-old genie.
And tonight, me and my friends were going to see Johnny’s Metal Chicken in concert. Things were looking up.
Three hours later, the band was just finishing their second number, and Alex and I were dancing in the aisle.
They played the last note, and Alex screamed in frenzied appreciation.
Before I could let out my own appreciative woo-hoo, the guy who’d been dancing behind me, brushed against me.
I turned and started to give him a warning glance about trying to cop a feel.
And then I froze. Because the guy in the backwards baseball cap and Johnny’s Metal Chicken Concert Tour t-shirt had Leo’s eyes and five o’clock shadow. The stringy blond hair and baggy, hip hop pants almost threw me.
“Be cool,” he said softly. “Keep your eyes on the stage. They’re probably watching you.”
I faced the band. “What about monitoring?”
“Tons of technology here,” he said, and I glanced around at all the cameras, cell phones, and sound equipment.
“Aren’t they watching you?”
“Lost my tail somewhere between Lennox and Underground Atlanta, the bus, and the taxi.”
The band started the soft notes of the next song, and Leo moved closer. “Jen, I found a girl at my school who’s on your RokrGirlz loop. Baitbreath. I’ll communicate with you through her posts, using her cell.”
Baitbreath? She went to his school?
“I’ve got a few ideas about how we can see each other. I’ll let you know when we can meet.”
I turned in surprise. “Really?”
“Turn around,” he said, his familiar smile warming my heart, “and dance. I’ll be in touch.”
“Soon?” I asked. But when I glanced back over my shoulder, he had already faded back into the crowd.
The guitar solo started, and beside me, Alex threw her arms in the air.
I moved to the rhythm and gave a shout that got lost in the noise of the energetic crowd.
Maybe things were going to be okay after all.
Maybe Leo wasn’t totally out of my life.
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Chapter One
Nix Normal
I ran away from the circus.
What a joke. Most teens want to run away to the circus, but not me. No, I could never do anything normal. Not with a name like Pearl of the sea Poseidon.
And yes, that is my real name. It’s on my birth certificate. Even though the certificate is fake.
My heart hardened with past pain. I clenched my hands around the broom handle. I continued to sweep the walkway around the fake lagoon at the Kingdom of Atlantis Miniature Golf Course. Instead of focusing on my past, I watched a teen balancing on a two-inch-wide black rail like a tightrope walker, his arms out for balance. 
Trapeze artist or boneheaded boy? Only with hours and hours of training could a trick like that be pulled off. 
I knew. It takes a lot of practice not to die.
Even though I didn’t want to be noticed, I had to say something. “That’s a twelve foot drop into a shallow pool. You want to crack your head open?” 
The guy, wearing a black hoodie, narrowed his dark eyes. He wavered on the peeling black iron rail that guarded the fake lagoon. “Who are you? The janitor?” 
His group of friends laughed.
Heat flooded my face and I found it difficult to keep my head up. I remembered all the times kids had made fun of what I did or what I wore. These teens didn’t realize the khaki shorts and T-shirt weren’t the real me. Just a uniform—another costume.
I ignored their cruel jibes. “Get down.” ¬¬¬
My gaze searched for one of the workers dressed in mermaid costumes. Based on the designer’s idea of the lost island of Atlantis, the course boasted running rivers and a huge waterfall cascading into a murky pool. A cheap plastic statue of the sea god watched over the kingdom. 
Funny, how my name related.
“Ah.” The hoodie guy glanced at a girl with purple streaks in her hair. “The janitor cares more about me than you do, babe.” He tossed a phone in the air and caught it.
“My cell.” The girl’s high pitched squeal hurt my ears.
An obviously-harassed mother squeezed by the little scene, pushing a stroller and dragging a small toddler behind her. The toddler scuffed his feet on the ground and smiled in my direction. 
I smiled back but I didn’t want to seem soft, so I changed my expression to a scowl and glared at hoodie guy. “Get down or I’ll call a security guard. They’ll kick all of you out of the entire Boardwalk park.”
“Come on, Joe. Get down.” The busty girl held out her hand to him. “We’re supposed to have fun today.”
Must be nice to have a fun day where you didn’t have to worry about your next meal, your sleeping arrangements, or if you’d ever be discovered. If only ... 
The steel inside me wavered for a second. But just a second.
“Only cause you asked nicely, babe.” Joe shook his dyed-black bangs before jumping off the rail and back onto the path. He wrapped his arm around his babe and then cocked his bushy eyebrows at me. “Janitor-Girl better watch her mouth. I’m not going to be bossed around by a wage slave.”
The put down should’ve hurt, but I’d been called worse things. Telling a customer where to shove his attitude wouldn’t be smart. I needed this job and didn’t need any extra attention. 
Or questions.
Joe tossed me a superior smirk before moving on to the next hole. Disaster diverted. I blew out a large breath and returned to sweeping the walkways.
“Mommy. Look. I’m a big boy.” A bit further up, the sandy-haired toddler stood on a railing of the bridge that arched over the water. Balancing like Joe. 
The mother, holding a dirty diaper, turned toward her older child’s voice. “Brandon, no!” 
The toddler teetered, waving his arms in a lopsided-windmill fashion. His body leaned over the bridge railing toward the water. His sandaled foot slipped and his extra-large eyes widened. He lost his balance, tumbling into a free-fall. He plummeted into the pool below, landing on his back as he hit the water.
My heart plunged like the boy.
Water splashed. The mom screamed. The teens, the other families, the entire crowd in Kingdom of Atlantis went silent. People froze like they were watching an action scene in a movie. But this was no movie. No staged accident or stunt.
I dropped the broom, hopped over the railing, and peered into the dark waters of the fake lagoon. The murky water appeared about six feet deep. My mind trembled with varying scenarios. Diving in could expose my special abilities. Not diving in could lead to the boy’s death. 
No other thought required. I couldn’t risk the child for my selfish reasons. I dove. 
Submerging under the dirty water it should’ve been difficult to see, but I saw clearly in any depth. The icy water would make most people shiver, but the circus owners had loved that they didn’t have to spend money heating the pools because cold water didn’t bother me. 
The boy, on the other hand, would become hypothermic. My talent could save him. If I hurried.
The narrow pool was for decoration and it wouldn’t take long to cover every inch. My gaze scoured the water as I swam. Clumps of mud gathered at the bottom. Stains lined the walls like a disgusting bath tub. I bet the lagoon had never been cleaned. Sludge dragged my speed, but I still swam faster than the average swimmer. 
Or, not so average.
I flicked around and spotted Brandon at the bottom. I swam deeper and grabbed hold of him, but his tiny body wouldn’t budge. His stark expression broadcasted his fear and begged for help. His cherubic cheeks puffed with the water already inside. His arms and legs kicked and flayed. He understood the danger.
So did I. My body shuddered. I ran my finger down his soft cheek. Calm down. I’m here to help.
He stopped kicking and I pulled harder. His yellow jacket stuck to the bottom of the pool. I pushed the windbreaker aside revealing the filter cover at the bottom. 
The six inch by four inch metal cover was slimy and old and Brandon’s body stuck like glue. Suction pulled at him as the drain sucked water to be recycled in the waterfall flowing at the top of the lagoon. The strong force held the boy in place.
I reached for the zipper and pulled the tab. Jammed. The zipper was broken and the jacket was too tight to pull over his head.
The boy reached out and touched my arm. His eyes gleamed with hope. He totally trusted me.
But time ticked away. I gritted my teeth trying to smile, to show reassurance and confidence. Inside my tummy twisted  and my muscles tightened. I needed to hurry.
His eyelids flickered and rolled backwards. His lids closed. He reached out again and then went limp. His skin was cold to the touch. Way too cold.
Panic prickled through my veins at the possibility of loss. My chest burned and I found it hard to breathe. Like hyperventilating, but only with water instead of air. 
The concern wasn’t for me. I could stay underwater for indeterminate lengths of time. But the boy, if he didn’t get oxygen soon he’d die. 
My nerves rattled. Indecision wavered like the surface above. No one could see this deep in the dirty pool. No one had jumped in to help. No one would know. I placed my fingers in between the lines of the cover and tugged on the metal. The thick grate bent.
Another one of my weird powers that had been taken advantage of—super strength underwater. 
“See the strongest girl in the world. See how long she can hold her breath. See her break diving and swimming records.” The master of ceremonies hawked night after night after night. I’d never forget his exploitive voice.
Shivering at the memory, I jerked myself out of the past and into the present. No time for day-nightmaring. 
I yanked on the metal grate again. The six screws holding the cover in place popped out and sucked into the hole temporarily breaking the suction. I yanked the toddler away, tucking him under my arm like a football. I fought against the current to a position a few feet away but stayed under the water to conceal my next move.
The kid had been under water too long. If he wasn’t already dead, he’d have substantial brain injuries. I needed to take pro-active action. And fast. 
I settled my mouth over his and breathed into him. His lungs inflated and his heart calmed. Another trick I’d learned in my other life—performing CPR worked better in the water, at least for me.  
He opened his mouth. The boy didn’t choke on the water but inhaled it like air. His eyelids reopened with a new brightness. He didn’t look scared anymore. He was going to be okay, like he’d just fallen in, instead of being underwater for minutes. 
A loud splash sounded a few feet away. A guy with longish-brown hair swam underwater toward us. His shirt and shorts dragged. Panic jolted my core. Had he witnessed my life-saving breath?
The guy held out his strong hand. He wanted to help pull me up. With Brandon tucked under my arm, I put my hand in his. Together, we kicked to the surface. 
People clapped when we broke through the water. A crowd surrounded the lagoon. I gasped for air, not because I’d been underwater but because the people and the clapping circled me, closed me in. 
My body flushed and grew clammy at the same time. Claustrophobia knotted my stomach. I hated applause directed at me. I’d left that life behind. 
I searched the audience. Fear cascaded down my back like the waterfall behind me. No one here could discover my talents.
“You okay?” The guy wrapped an arm around the metal ladder built into the side of the lagoon. His wavy brown hair almost covered the concern in his blue eyes.
“Yeah.”
“Hand him to me.” His striped manager’s polo shirt was covered in mud and his khaki shorts were half hidden by the dirty water. 
I’d never seen him around Mermaid Beach Boardwalk before. But I’d only worked here a couple of days and it was a big place with hundreds of part-time seasonal employees.
I handed him my valuable cargo. “Where’s his mother?” 
“Up top. Ambulance is on the way.” His blue gaze pierced me. “Sure you’re okay? You were under for awhile.” His caring attitude threatened my anonymity.
I nodded and glanced away, avoiding his penetrating stare.
The guy climbed the ladder and laid the boy on the Astroturf grass near the fake palm trees. He rolled the toddler on his side and cleared his airway of debris. “He’s breathing.”
Of course he is. The guy didn’t even need to take any precautions. My breath was a life saving guarantee.
The mom rushed over to her son’s side. 
I went up the ladder and climbed over the railing. Searching out the mother, I mouthed, “He’s going to be okay.” There was no doubt in my mind. I’d seen it all before. 
Her eyes, bright from tears, sparkled. “Thank you.”
A gaggle of girls dressed in worker mermaid costumes rushed forward toward the Astroturf where the gorge-guy kneeled by Brandon. The show of concern on their faces appeared genuine, but focused on the guy. Not the small boy.
“Are you okay?” a red-headed girl who worked the snack shack cooed.
“You’re a hero,” a bleached blonde mermaid gushed.
“Save me next time.” A brunette shot him a flirty smile. “I’ll definitely need mouth-to-mouth.”
A disgusted snort shot out from between my lips. Sure, now the other workers showed up. Female workers.
Compared to the mermaids, I probably looked like a drowned Floridian rat. My clothes dripped like I’d been caught in a storm. I smelled like sewer. My long blonde hair in its once-neat ponytail shed water like a dog’s tail. 
And because of the rescue my newest home might be my last. 
*** 
Air wheezed in and out of my lungs as I rushed past the arcade and rides on the Boardwalk. I needed to get far away from the miniature golf course. Shaking, I tried to control my constant fear of being found, of being discovered.
All the memories I’d been trying to keep down rose in my mind, like a big top rising to the sky. The pop, pop, pop of the shots from the rifle game didn’t make me jump running past because my mind was somewhere else. I had to get away. Escape.
Like I always did.
I rubbed my burning eyes. Burning not from tears but because I wasn’t used to the salt-scented air of the Pacific Ocean. 
Yeah, keep telling yourself that. 
Tinny music scraped against my ear drums reminding me of the life I ran from. Only, today reinforced I’d traded one bad deal for another. A hysterical laugh bubbled out of my chest. From star of the show to custodian of the carnival. And I couldn’t catch a break.
I reached the edge of the Boardwalk and clomped down the wooden steps. Sand stuck to my damp feet and ankles. The tiny particles were like a massage on my skin as I continued toward the wide creek that flowed into the ocean. At times the creek ran fast and furious, at other times, like now, the flow was a trickle. 
My natural instincts tugged west, toward the ocean, but my instincts weren’t so hot lately so I turned toward the rugged cliff walls instead. An ancient trestle bridge crossed the chasm between the cliffs and a new housing subdivision with the creek flowing beneath. It was there I headed.
I dropped down onto a large boulder shaded by the bridge and grabbed my head between my hands. My chest heaved in and out fighting a display of emotions.
“Stupid. Stupid. Stupid.” I banged the back of my head against the rock wall. “I never should’ve exposed myself to all those people.”
But I couldn’t let the boy drown. Not for my own selfish purposes. 
My move to southern California was to get away from the circus. To be a regular person. To find myself.
It was not to show everyone on the west coast what I could do. To show them I was a freak. 
“A super freak.” My voice cracked.
Saving the boy was simple compared to some of the things I’d done in the past. “I’ll pretend I was nowhere near the golf course lagoon when it happened. Maybe no one will figure it out.”
“Figure what out?”
“Ack!” I jumped and my eyes popped open. 
The manager guy from the lagoon stood a couple of feet away. His blue and orange striped shirt still dripped with the lagoon’s dirty water. “Didn’t mean to scare you but I heard you talking...”
My muscles stiffened. I calculated why he was here. “What do you want?”
He took a few menacing steps forward. “I had to track you down. Followed your footsteps through the sand.”
I swiped my cheeks hoping tear stains didn’t show. Showing weakness never helped the situation. “Why?”
“I’m Chase.” He stuck out his hand.
I considered his tanned skin on long, lean fingers. I’d learned to trust no one, no matter how kind they pretended to be or how good looking. “I appreciate your help at the lagoon but the boy is going to be fine and that’s all that matters.”
“I can find out your name, you know. I have ways.” Chase imitated a bad foreign accent and his lips turned into an I’m-a-smart-guy smile.
My heart pulsed in a sharp rhythm and little pains shot through my ribs. Might as well tell him my name, it would appear less suspicious. Standing out, being different, only caused trouble.
“Pearl.” I stuck my hand in his.
Our fingers intertwined and tiny tremors ran up my arm, down my spine, and to my toes. Like holding a live wire under water, which I’d done in my previous life, little zaps shocked me. I yanked my hand away.
He held his hand in mid-air for a bit as if he’d felt the tremors, too. “Why’d you run away?”
“R-run away? What do you mean?” The vulnerability I’d lived with since leaving the circus coalesced in the rapid beats of my heart. How could he have found out about the circus?
“Why’d you take off from the lagoon?”
My shoulders loosened a bit and I let out my first easy breath. He hadn’t meant run away-run away, he’d meant run away from the accident. Whew.
“Break time.” I added a touch of bravado to my voice. Forced since birth to act, I decided to put the skill to good use. “I needed to change clothes.” Before too many other people noticed their condition.
“So do I.” He tugged his wet shirt away from his body, before peeling it off. Then, he tossed the shirt onto the rocks.
I sucked in a breath. His bronzed and sculpted abs made him look like a young Greek god. He didn’t just ride around on a manager’s golf cart all day telling others what to do, he must really work. Or workout.
“Are you going to change down here?” I’d never seen a naked guy before and didn’t want to start now. The warmth in my belly contradicted me.
“Are you?” His lips crinkled and his blue eyes widened, reflecting the Pacific Ocean nearby.
I wanted to dive into them.
Whoa. I didn’t even know this guy. 
“No. I just...I just...” My glance swiveled around searching for an explanation from the rocks. A gasping, hissing sound caught my ear. “Do you hear that?”
His gaze narrowed and he tilted his head. “Sounds like an injured cat.”
I was already scrambling up the rocks toward the sound. “Oh my.”
In the cliff, a sea otter lay inside a small hole about the size of the over-inflated basketballs in the games section. A large rock sat on its belly and he was trapped. Green gook clung to his whiskers and covered a shiny, black nose. The otter hissed again.
“He’s stuck.” My heart ached for the little guy. All alone like me. Possibly injured. No one to help him or hear him cry. “We have to help.”
“I’ll call the lifeguard station. They’ll know what to do.” Chase had climbed behind me. 
“That will take too long. We have to free him now. Who knows how long he’s been there.” I couldn’t let the animal die while we watched. And since the otter wasn’t in water, I couldn’t use my special abilities.
“Okay. Let me find a long stick or something to get the rock off.” He maneuvered around the rocks that had tumbled from the cliff, searching between all the crevices.
I moved higher, trying to get a better view. “What’s that green stuff?”
“Looks like paint.” He tugged on a piece of driftwood. “I wonder if the paint threw off his sense of smell and he headed in the wrong direction and got stuck.”
“But how’d he get paint on him? The spot is in a circle.” 
“Don’t know. They’re usually pretty clean animals.” Chase got the stick free and moved to the side of the sea otter. Balancing above the place where the otter was stuck, he inched the stick down. “Okay boy, I’m not going to hurt you.”
Sweet how Chase talked to the otter.
“How’s the little guy going to get back to the ocean?” My gaze traveled the distance of the creek. “He won’t let us carry him.”
“Sea otters can walk on land, just not well.” He sounded so smart, like he knew lots of facts about ocean creatures.
Chase moved the stick closer to the otter. The otter hissed. His tiny front paws tried to whack the stick away.
“He’s trying to help you.” I made my voice soft and smooth, calming.
The otter’s beady black eyes sized me up. His paws stopped moving. His whiskers twitched.
Chase inched the stick under the rock. He shoved. The rock tumbled forward off the otter.
“You did it.” I sagged against the rocks.
The otter flipped to its feet. With one last long stare at me, he shuffled toward the trickle of water, and then started to follow it toward the ocean. The little guy appeared fine.
I almost reached out to hug Chase. “Thank you for saving him.”
“It was nothing.” His wavy brown hair touched his shoulders and I itched to run my fingers through it. “You saved a boy’s life.”
“You helped.” Again. There’d been a lot of people playing miniature golf and none of them jumped in. Except Chase.
“I didn’t do much. You probably didn’t even need my help.” 
True.
“You’re the real hero.”
“No, I’m not.” Just like last time. A bitter taste filled my mouth and my head spun like the Tilt-A-Whirl on the Boardwalk. Being a hero, being different, could get you burned.
I wasn’t a hero. I was a freak. A circus freak.
“I gotta go. I’m already past my break time and I still have to change my uniform.”
“I’ll talk to your boss if you’re late.”
I needed this new job, but I needed it without additional attention. Free uniforms. Lunch at a discount, that I could always afford to eat. No proof of age required. And I was paid in cash, which met my chief goal—anonymity—just fine.
Pushing my shoulders back, I placed a defiant expression on my face. Chin up, mouth firm. At least I hoped it was defiant. “Thanks, but no. I don’t make excuses.”
His smile widened. “Good to know. For when I ask you out.” 



Chapter Two
Duh Duh Duh Date
After changing into my second uniform, the rest of the day I kept my head low and my hat on. Rumors of the water rescue by an employee spread, but because I wasn’t on friendly terms with any of the other workers I didn’t get the full scoop.
Which was okay with me. I knew the full scoop. Every single detail.
Gossip I could do without. Especially gossip about me. The circus workers’ whispers still scratched down my spine like the yelp of a lion being whipped.
After punching out, I shoved my wet uniform in a bag, picked up my backpack and headed out. 
“Pearl.” Chase strolled next to me. 
I jumped. The guy snuck up on me like he’d been waiting.
Quit being so suspicious. He was punching out. Nothing more.
His perfectly white teeth gleamed when he smiled. He wore an untucked, button-down plaid shirt rolled up at the sleeves and pressed Docker pants. No guy who looked like that ever waited for me. Not unless they wanted my autograph or the secret to my tricks.
“What?” Not friendly of me, but I didn’t want to be friends. I couldn’t afford to be friends.
“How was the rest of your day?” His smexy smile made my knees weak.
“Okay.” I walked faster, forcing my knees to hold. 
He was following me again. “Anything else interesting happen to you today?”
I halted and stared. “Why?” I remembered his threat from earlier in the day and a thrill shot through me that I doused. I couldn’t get excited about being asked out because I couldn’t say yes. I had to stay strong. Independent. Alone.
“Can’t a guy make conversation, be nice? What kind of people do you hang—”
“Don’t make snap judgments.” I held up a hand. “Who I do,” or don’t, “hang out with is none of your business.”
“What if I wanted to make it my business?” He flashed another of those knee-melting smiles.
“Why? I’ve been nothing but harsh to you.” Which wasn’t like me, but I had my reasons.
“Which intrigues me all the more.” He took hold of my hand and a hot current pulsed up my arm. “You saved a boy and a sea otter.”
“You saved the sea otter.”
“You insisted.” He shrugged. “How about hanging out tomorrow?”
My jaw dropped like a fish on a hook. “Like a real date?” I’d never had one of those. No time before. No chance now. And even though he’d threatened to ask earlier, I hadn’t expected him to follow up. Most guys didn’t.
“Yeah. Like a real date.” His smile deepened and a slight dimple appeared by the side of his mouth.
I shook my head, but it moved slower than it should have, like I wanted to say yes. Which I didn’t. “Can’t. I have to work.”
My boss Karl had ordered me to clean the lagoon because it had to be drained after the boy’s near drowning. It sucked having my free day taken away, but I needed the money so I hadn’t complained.
“I thought you never made excuses.” He laughed at me as if knowing something I didn’t. 
“It’s not an excuse.” I wasn’t a liar. Well, only when I had to be.
“I checked the schedule. You’re off tomorrow.”
“Check again.” I yanked my hand out of his, immediately feeling the loss of warmth. 
“How about dinner tonight, then?”
“No.” I clutched the plastic bag holding my damp uniform to my chest. In the face of his persistence my resolve weakened. “Things to do.”
“You gotta eat.”
I didn’t. I’d skipped many meals in the past few weeks, like lunch today. Unfortunately, my tummy picked that moment to growl in protest. 
“You might say no, but your stomach says yes.” His easy laugh made me feel less threatened. “Come on. I know a great burger place right near the beach.”
Being alone was a form of protection. No one could discover my many secrets. But it was also lonely.
Chase was cute and interested in me. Not because I could teach him a trick, or because I was the star of the show. The idea was tempting. Going on a, gulp, date would be so normal. Plus, I’d been so mean to him and he’d been nothing but nice.
“Well.” What could a burger hurt? I was hungry. He was paying. My lips stiffened flashing him a genuine smile. Obviously those muscles didn’t get much of a work out. “Your treat, right?”
*** 
We walked a few blocks to Barney’s, an old burger joint. Grease scented the air making my stomach rumble. Chase picked a booth in the corner with a scarred wooden table and ripped plastic benches. “The place doesn’t look like much but the hamburgers are the best. I promise.”
After the waitress took our orders and delivered sodas, Chase went into twenty Q’s mode. “Where’d you work before the Boardwalk?”
I should’ve known dinner wouldn’t be that easy, but my suspicious nature had been over-ruled by my tummy. “A campground in the Midwest.”
Needing money and a place to stay, I’d accepted a lifeguard job at a tiny campground. An unexpected thunderstorm blew in and I’d saved a pontoon boat full of campers. The story made the news so I had to move on.
“What brought you to southern California?”
I slouched back on the bench acting casual. “The beach. What else?” It was every mid-westerner’s dream to move to California and live on the beach, or at least that’s what one of the other campground worker’s had said. 
For me, it had been more of a pull or a yearning. I could’ve picked New York or Oregon or even Alaska, but my heart told me to travel to the Pacific Ocean, to Southern California. Sneaking away after my last show at the Poseidon Family Circus in Florida, I’d hopped the first bus north. Then, changed to another bus heading west. After a couple of short stops to earn money, I got off the bus in Mermaid Beach and fell in love. 
Studying me over the rim of his cup, Chase sipped on his soda. “You a big swimmer?”
“Me?” I choked and grabbed my drink, taking a big swallow. How do I get myself into these situations? The reason I didn’t apply for a lifeguard job in Mermaid Beach was because I didn’t want anyone to find out about my special skills. A janitor job is practically invisible. “Not much. How about you?” I tried to steer the conversation toward him.
“You dove into the small Kingdom of Atlantis lagoon like an Olympic champion.”
I held my breath. He’d jumped in to help with the boy, but I hadn’t seen Chase while confronting Joe. I hadn’t seen any other employees. And I hadn’t realized he’d seen me dive in the lagoon.
“You stayed underwater for like fifteen minutes.”
Shaking my head, I denied the truth. If the kid had been under that long he should’ve been brain dead. He probably had been brain dead, but I...well, I didn’t know how it worked but I could resuscitate people who’d drowned. 
My single breath was more than CPR.
“Fifteen minutes is impossible. No one can stay underwater that long. In an emergency situation time seems to go slower than it actually is,” I babbled, trying to find a way to rescue myself. I couldn’t be discovered yet. I’d only been in Mermaid Beach a few days and already the place felt like home. “You know, like during earthquakes, you think the ground shook for minutes when actually it was only seconds.” 
“Mermaid Beach has never had an earthquake.” His brows dipped. “I checked the time after I called nine-one-one. Definitely over five minutes, probably closer to ten.”
The waitress set our plates in front of us. A huge, juicy burger and fries. My mouth salivated and I picked up the burger and took a big bite to avoid his question and because my stomach demanded food now. The burger tasted like a five-star meal. The best thing I’d eaten in months, maybe years. In heaven, I savored every bite. 
About half-way through the burger I noticed Chase staring. I finished chewing. “What?”
“Nothing.” He glanced at his own burger where only a couple of bites were missing. “You must be hungry.”
My ego deflated and my shoulders slumped. Did he like his girls to be anorexic? Not that I was his girl or anything. And I used too much energy not to eat. I straightened my shoulders. “Did you expect me to order salad?” 
He picked up a fry and took a bite. “I like a girl who enjoys her food. No dieting for you.”
Except the starvation diet. No money equaled no food. It was that simple. 
“I, um, missed lunch.” And breakfast. And dinner the night before. I took another big bite and swallowed. “What do you do at the Boardwalk?”
My job encompassed the entire park, so I cleaned the rides and games area, changed trash bags in the food court, and swept the lines at the various rides, and the mini golf course.
He surveyed the restaurant avoiding my gaze. “This and that.”
“You’re a manager.” I knew that because of the type of polo shirt he wore.
“Temporary. For the summer.”
“Do you live close by?”
“Not far.” 
Odd, he didn’t want to talk about himself either. Something we had in common. 
“How about you? Where do you live?”
Wiggling in my seat, I felt the redness climbing my cheeks. I couldn’t confess my current living arrangements. Drumming my fingers on the table, I tried to think of a new topic. If neither of us wanted to talk about ourselves, then what did we have to discuss?
Nothing. I couldn’t tell him my deepest secrets or my darkest fears. I couldn’t tell him my hopes and dreams for the future. I couldn’t even tell him my address.
Why would he care when no one else ever did? Brutal hurt mixed with my well-learned cynicism. It made me mad that I could still feel pain. But what I needed to remember was that he would betray me. Like everyone else did.
My hands tightened in my lap. My heart closed against him. Even if I had a home to go to, I would never let him in. Into my home or my heart.
I smushed my lips together to stop the slight tremble. “I should get going.” I folded my napkin on the diagonal and set it on the table.
“But it’s early.” He signaled for the check, so obviously he wasn’t protesting too hard. “How about a walk on the beach?”
Then again, he still wanted to spend time with me. I froze. I could admit to myself I was enticed. Lured like a fish grabbing a worm on a hook.
But I couldn’t risk it. Living a lie wasn’t conducive to making friends. Hiding wasn’t easy. I stood and grabbed my bag and backpack. “No. I should get...home.”
Before he had a chance to pay, I walked out of the restaurant and ran down the street, my bruised heart bumping in my hollow chest. I never should’ve agreed to dinner. Friendship only caused pain. Catching my breath, I walked to the beach and followed the path to the campground wishing we could’ve gotten to know each other better, wishing I could’ve stayed longer.
But wishes were for fantasies and I lived in the real world. 
Stiffening my spine, I trudged over the slight hill to the camp sites located inland from the beach in a canyon lined with giant sycamores. I passed the small, general store and manager’s office and continued to my green and much repaired tent. The damp air lingered between the four canvas walls. I brushed off the sand and lay down on the green salvaged sleeping bag. 
The bag was better than the first time I’d camped out. When I was eight, I couldn’t eat the burnt crisp of hardness Carlita had put on my dinner plate. 
“You don’t like the food I provide?” Her wide body had bumped against the kitchen table. “Kids under the ocean wish they could have a cooked meal.”
I remembered thinking most parents would have said kids in Africa or China, but Carlita always had been different.
I’d murmured, “Overcooked.” Way over cooked.
“You ingrate.” She’d grabbed me by my tank top and yanked me from the chair. “If you don’t like my food, go find your own.” She’d shoved me out of our trailer and locked the door.
I’d stumbled down the stairs, hot tears running down my face. After knocking on several other trailers, with no response, I knew I was on my own for the night.
Thunder rumbled and rain poured out of the sky. With my stomach growling, I’d curled under the tarp covering the wood pile and used a log for a pillow.
Owls hooted. Coyotes screeched. Once I heard a snake hiss. I’d lain awake all night not thinking about finding food but thinking about being food.
After groveling to Carlita the next morning, I’d learned to cook and had become her chef from that point forward. At least tonight, after the burger from Barney’s, I wasn’t hungry.
Staring at the stained canvas ceiling, my eyes burned remembering my conversation with Chase about why I’d moved to California.
Yeah, I was living the dream.
I might not have a home, but I felt like I belonged here. I might need to stay away from people, but I was in control of what I did. I might not know what drew me to Mermaid Beach, but I planned to find out. 
*** 
After tossing and turning for what seemed like hours, I got up and headed to the campground’s small beach. I couldn’t sleep and my mind raced. 
I’d fought the tug of the water since arriving in Mermaid Beach. I’d never swam in salt water before and I needed to know what would happen to my skills in the ocean. I couldn’t stay out of the water forever. I loved to swim, loved my skills. I hated being on display.
The moonlight cut into the darkness of the night. A few stars twinkled and the fog seemed to be in a holding pattern off shore. The ocean called. Each wave seemed to, well, wave at me, welcoming me to southern California and Mermaid Beach.
The beach was deserted. Now was the perfect time. 
I jumped up and yanked off my sweatshirt and sweats revealing my star-studded bikini. Sand squished between my toes marching to the end of the beach where the waves met the shore. Tangy salt tickled my nose. 
No more wimping out. I dipped my toe in, not too warm or too cold, but much warmer than the fog-misted air. Using my whole foot, I splashed water around and then, took a step in deeper. 
The salt water came to my knees. A tiny silver fish darted between my legs. A wave rolled to mid-thigh.
I ventured further, the ocean waves rising to my waist and then slipped into the silky softness of the water. My body melded into the sea like my skin and the liquid were one. The water’s buoyancy lifted me and my spirits.
Dunking my head under, I opened my eyes. The salt didn’t sting and I could see for a long distance, better than in any dirty pool. 
Now for the big test—I opened my mouth and—breathed. 
My entire body loosened and un-tensed. I could breathe and see in the Pacific Ocean. My abilities might make me a freak, but I still enjoyed them. 
Stroking deep, I swam underwater. Faster than in any pool. I dove further down, twirling and twisting and having fun. I let my body glide through the ocean, floating and swirling. 
Since running away I’d never felt this sense of liberation, of exhilaration, of happiness. There was no one here to gasp or applaud or question my talents. Finally, I was free to enjoy myself.
Skimming the bottom, I noted where the sand changed from beige to darker brown, where the rocks started building up toward the cliffs. Placing my hand on a super-large boulder, a rock I could never lift on land, nerves scratched at my spine. I bent my knees and lifted the boulder up and over my head. Then, I tossed it. The rock hit the ground and the disturbed sand rose and settled back down. 
A powerful charge surged through me. Yes. I still had super strength. All my skills seemed better, sharper, stronger in the ocean. 
Saving Brandon today had felt great. If only I could find a way to put my talent to good use without attention or questions or fuss. 
I swam around the rocks in a wild dance, raising my arms up and down, twisting at the waist. Green and brown tangled seaweed floated by and schools of small fish swam past. I waved and smiled. It was a world different than any I’d known before and I loved every drop.
A blur of black darted past and spun around in front of me. I stilled until I recognized the furry shape. A sea otter swam to the surface and then dove down again. Its thick fur skimmed my legs, tickling me, and then he swam back up top.
He dove down again, spun around in front of my face, and went back up again.
Curious, I kicked my feet and rose to the surface. 
The little guy lay on his back, his white face sticking out above the waves. He looked like a stuffed animal from the carnival games, only much cuter with his little black nose and small, dark eyes. A streak of fluorescent green tinged the side of his nose. 
“Were you the little guy caught on the rocks today?”
He nodded and used his paw to point to the beach.
Point? “Sea otters don’t point.”
The otter’s head nodded again. He stared with an intensity that sent a chill through my body. On second thought, not at all like a stuffed animal.
“Do you, um, communicate with people?” My words slowed. I tried to take everything in.
This time his paw pointed at me.
I gasped, sucked in air and water, and started coughing. Guess my lungs couldn’t handle air and water at the same time. 
The sea otter twirled around behind me. His cold snout bumped me on the back.
“Are you trying to tell me something?” The question sounded so stupid leaving my tongue. I’m mean, come on, talking to an animal?
He swam back in front and nodded his head up and down. Yes. 
I reeled back and caught my breath. I was talking to a sea otter. 
The otter ducked under and swam around me in a circle. Then, he lay on his back and used his paw in a “come here” motion. 
I ducked under and swam in a circle around him. He circled again, and so did I. We were swimming in a constant figure-eight pattern under the water. 
Unbelievable. I was playing with a sea otter. My spirits soared. My smile widened. Like being a five-year-old at a playground, I’d made my first real friend. 
Not that the otter was a human friend, but it counted. Didn’t it?
Following for a bit, I stopped when I realized he headed to shore. “I don’t want to go back yet.” I wasn’t ready to leave the comfort of the water and return to my lonely tent.
The sea otter shook his head fast in an agitated motion. Even his furry face appeared upset. 
“Can’t we play longer?” I remembered reading about sea otters and how they played. Slipping and sliding and diving. Turning and twisting underwater, kind of like I’d done earlier.
He did the “follow me” motion again. Then his eyes grew wide and his whiskers twitched.
I twisted around, but saw nothing. The fog had rolled closer to shore, but the stars and the moon still gave off a little light. A small motor boat sounded in the distance. 
I faced him again. “What’s wrong?”
The sea otter was gone. My furry friend had left me.
Alone, again.
An ache tore through my chest and I sniffed. “That’s okay. I’m used to being by myself.”
The water around me swirled. Waves gathered in a big circle, expanding out in further and further concentric loops. The pattern repeated with more strength and velocity. Like a toilet being flushed, the water pooled into a vortex.
My body caught in the current. I couldn’t move out of the circle, surrounded by a ring of water. My tummy churned with the motion. My gaze glazed over watching the water go round and round like a hypnotist’s trick. 
A strange sensation sucked at my toes. The feeling continued up my legs to my hips. I kicked and clawed but the water tugged like a ginormous vacuum at the bottom of the ocean.
Panic spurted through me, exploding in my flaying arms and legs. I kicked. I stroked. I screamed. Nothing helped. My super strength wasn’t helping at all. I couldn’t fight this weird force.
I knew about the dangers of swimming alone. Knew about dangerous ocean currents. Knew the rules.
But they didn’t apply to me. I was different. 
And so was this force that had me in its grip.
My heart began a pointless race against disaster. None of my other limbs could move. I couldn’t get free. 
As I went down, I remembered dreams of being dragged under the ocean. The people in my dreams looked normal, nice. Not a faceless, evil suction. Terror froze every one of my muscles. I couldn’t struggle, couldn’t swim, couldn’t even think.
Could this be a deadly riptide, or something even more ominous? Irony struck. How could I drown when I could breathe underwater? 



Chapter Three
Fabulously Flushed
The underwater tornado swirled around me. Faster and faster, the water storm whirled and sucked. I twisted and turned like flotsam caught in an upside down waterspout. I felt like Dorothy from the Wizard of Oz. Dizzy, confused, and terrified.
My mind kaleidoscoped. I couldn’t drown. Instead, I’d twist and turn forever like a constant merry-go-round—minus the merry. 
The water couldn’t hurt me. But a shark could devour me. Bacteria could infect me. Crabs could pinch me to bits.
“Ahhhhhh!” Panic swirled and scraped and spit. My brain blurred. “You need to focus.”
Focusing on the problem helped my brain clear. Options presented themselves in bullet points.
At the age of ten, a determined reporter had cornered me alone after the show and started asking questions about “how I stayed under water for so long?” and “what was the trick?” It was the first time I realized my abilities were different from most people. I spent a lot of time online researching oceanography, lifesaving and survival techniques, and yes, even mermaids. I learned if caught in a riptide, the victim should swim parallel to the coast, not fight the strength of the current. 
This soaked twister wasn’t a riptide, but I could try the same philosophy. Now I had plan.
I quit fighting the tide and forced my body to relax. I went with the flow. Spinning with the circular motion, I lay on my back and reached my arms out. The force of the vortex pushed my body toward the outer limits of the whirlpool.
Finally, progress.
Flipping to my stomach, I stroked with my super strength toward the edge and fought the tendrils of the storm trying to grab and bring me back into the swirling motion. Stroke. Stroke. Stroke. My arms ached with the effort. 
My muscles trembled and sharp pains shot up my legs with each kick. Two inches forward and one inch back. Even with my strength, I stroked a losing battle. This thing was way too powerful.
I’d die and no one would realize I was gone. My life meant nothing to anyone above the sea. The depressing thoughts slapped me with exhaustion. No one would care. Why bother? My body sagged and I stopped for a second. Why go on? 
Because I had to. 
I needed to warn people about the dangerous whirlpool, needed to protect the sea life, needed to fight. Struggling, I reached the surface. The whirlpool still clutched me in its grasp but I saw the night sky.
“Pearl.” My name whispered across the dark ocean.
I couldn’t see anything. Thick fog had rolled in blanketing the surface. Besides no one knew I was out here. No one knew me. Period. 
Tiredness seeped into my bones at the thought of my aloneness. 
“Pearl!”
Was I delusional? Or in this case, hear-lusional? I giggled at my brain’s pathetic attempt at humor. I must be dying.
“Pearl. I’m almost there.” An angel leading the way.
Instead of heading toward the light, I was swimming toward the voice. Nothing could be normal for me. Not even dying.
“You can do it. I’m only a few feet away.”
Using my precious reserve, I lifted my head out of the water. A brown head bobbed in the surf only ten feet away, holding a red rescue tube.
An inner light glowed warming me inside. “Chase.” His name squeaked past my cracked lips.
About fifteen yards behind him, a small boat rocked in the waves. Another guy manned the boat and held the rope that attached to the tube and Chase.
“I can’t get any closer or I’ll be sucked in. You have to swim to me.” The sound of his voice lifted me, made me try harder. “Kick.”
Someone would notice my absence. Maybe even care.
My heart swirled around in my chest. Chase cared. Maybe not about me specifically, but about me as a person, as another human being. I wasn’t all alone. There were other people out there. People I could meet, get to know, maybe even become friends.
I reached out and plunged my right arm into the surf, then left. Right. Left. Right. Left. I told my feet what to do. Used the rhythm of my inner voice to motivate. 
A few more feet. My hand hit the plastic tube and I grabbed for it. My fingers slipped but Chase took hold of my wrist. Relief passed through me and my body shook like a massive earthquake. Aftershock after aftershock, I couldn’t stop the shaking. I was going to be okay. 
Chase grabbed my waist and held on with long, strong fingers. “I got ya.”
I raised my head and stared into his blue, blue eyes. The lines of stress seemed to lighten around his firm lips and square jaw. Water dripped down his drawn-out face. 
“Thanks.” Totally inadequate but that’s all my numbed brain came up with. I’d never needed help in the water before. This was a new experience and I didn’t know how to act.
Which made me question everything about myself. If I couldn’t handle the Pacific Ocean, how could normal people?
He signaled to the guy in the boat and the rope tightened. We were tugged toward the rescue boat with Mermaid Beach printed on the side.
Drained of all energy, I relaxed against Chase, loving how his sinewy muscle protected me. Shivers of something other than cold took over my body but because I felt like an over-cooked noodle, I couldn’t appreciate the sensations. 
When we reached the boat, Chase lifted me, while his friend helped pull me on board.
“I’m Cuda.” The curly-haired, blonde guy shoved a couple of white towels at me. “What were you doing swimming alone? At night?” His hard voice cut through all the shivery sensations.
I wrapped a towel around me and then ducked to twist my hair in a second towel avoiding Cuda’s glare. I didn’t plan to tell this guy anything. He meant nothing to me and I didn’t have to answer his questions.
Chase climbed on board. “Leave her be. You’re not on duty tonight.” He took a towel and rubbed his wet and goose-bumpy skin. The cold water affected him and yet, he’d dived in to save me.
My hero. Saving me from the turbulent ocean and Cuda’s questions. The shaking on the outside turned to quivering on the inside. Chase had helped this morning with the boy and the otter. And now, he’d risked his life to save me.
I slumped onto the bench built into the back of the small motor boat. With time, I probably could’ve gotten out of the whirlpool on my own. I had been making progress. Though it was nice, different, to have someone looking out for me. Warmth pooled in my belly and a smile landed on my face. No one had ever done that before. 
Not the circus owners. Not the circus workers who I’d known forever. No one. Until now.
I tugged the towel tighter wanting to keep all this new-found warmth inside.
“We’re in the lifeguard squad’s rescue boat.” Cuda studied me as he started the motor. The breeze whipped the red windbreaker he wore. “I’ve got every right to ask questions.”
“Don’t mind Cuda. He takes lifeguarding seriously, like he’s protector of the ocean or something.” Chase plopped next to me with a lopsided smile on his face. He must be used to Cuda’s questions.
“I want to know why a girl is swimming in the ocean at night, by herself,” Cuda’s tone accused me like I’d done something illegal, instead of stupid. 
Maybe I was stupid. Even with my powers, I’d almost been history. 
I bit my lip thinking of an explanation. “It wasn’t dark when I went in.” A small lie.
The fog now blanketed any source of light. There was no moon, no stars. Just emptiness. 
“You’re nosy.” Chase threw a towel at him.
Cuda caught it, keeping one hand on the wheel. “And you’re not?”
“If I could find an interesting story, I’d be all over it.” Chase trembled and put his arm around my shoulders. “I’m freezing. How about you?”
I nodded, unsure if I was answering yes or no. Heat flashed down my spine from the skin-to-skin contact. Being so close to Chase, I found it difficult to concentrate. “Story about what?”
“Nothing.” He glared at Cuda as if daring him to keep his mouth shut.
I wasn’t interested in stories. I didn’t believe in fairy tales because my life had always been more of a nightmare. 
My mind returned to my near catastrophe. “Are whirlpools common in this area?” 
“Not that I know of.” Chase bent over and picked up a big camera wrapped in plastic. “Got a few photos of the whirlpool before spotting you.”
“How did you find me?” Must’ve been a miracle. I shivered again.
He scooted even closer. “Cuda wanted to follow this little sea otter that kept swimming around the boat.” 
“The otter wanted to play.” Cuda sounded defiant like he didn’t want anyone questioning his reasons. “He kept circling and waving with his paw.”
“Like wild sea otters play with people.” Chase’s sarcastic tone made fun of his friend.
I held my breath. Could Cuda’s sea otter be the same one who had played with me in the waves? Who wanted me to get out of the ocean? I gulped. The animal friend I’d thought had deserted me. The otter had known about the danger in advance and tried to warn me.
Staring at the black sky, I thanked my lucky stars I was alive. I praised Chase, too. And if the sea otter had helped? Well, I’d thank it, too.
*** 
Chase held a flashlight pinpointing the wooden dock as we got closer to shore. Cuda must’ve had a ton of practice because even with the waves the boat barely bumped against the supports. The boat cruised into place. Still holding the light, Chase climbed out. He tied up the boat and then held out his hand to me. “Drive you home?”
Placing my hand in his, I tried to stop the good-shiver that ran up my arm from his touch. Without success. I climbed onto the dock.
“Are you sure you don’t need a doctor?” Cuda jumped onto the dock beside us. He double checked Chase’s knots.
Doctors meant forms and questions. “I’m okay.” Wet, tired, hungry, and still a bit scared, but nothing a doctor could fix. “I just need sleep.”
Chase still had hold of my hand. “I’ll take you home.” He didn’t ask this time.
His take-charge attitude made me feel safe and protected but worried, too. I couldn’t allow myself to get too close. To become too dependent. What if I had to leave?
But after my near death experience I didn’t want to be alone right now. A few more minutes wouldn’t matter.
“I left my sweats on the beach.” I didn’t own that many clothes and couldn’t afford to lose the warm ones. “It’ll be gone if I wait until morning.”
“I’ll bring the flashlight and walk over to the beach with you, find your clothes, and then I’ll take you home.” His concern warmed my heart, even though I didn’t want these feelings. 
“Okay.” I’d let him walk me to the beach and help find the sweats. Then, I’d think of a way to leave.
“Don’t go back in the ocean tonight,” Cuda warned as we walked down the dock.
“Quit worrying, Fish-man.” Chase waved the flashlight at him.
“Why do you call him that?” Pretending to need to take the towel off my head, I slipped my hand out of his. The first step to regaining my independence, to staying strong on my own. 
My wet hair chilled my body in the cold night air. Or maybe it was because I no longer had direct contact with Chase.
“Cuda’s last name is Fisher and he’s totally into his job and the ocean.” Chase took the towel and tossed it on a lifeguard station. “They’ll put it away in the morning. Did you want to hold onto the other towel?”
“Until I find my sweats.” I clutched the white towel tighter. The frigid night air seemed colder than the frigid water. Plus, my swim suit was a little too flashy for my taste. The circus owners had picked out all of my swim suit costumes for the show. I didn’t have a choice. “What were you guys doing on the boat tonight?”
“Cuda wanted to patrol. I told you he took his job seriously.” Chase swung the arm holding the flashlight and the beam tossed light back and forth in the sand. “I invited myself along after you walked out on our date.”
“Sorry about that.” I did feel bad. I was so confused about Chase.
Liking his company. Fearing his questions. Wanting him near. Terrified of getting too close. 
“Why were you swimming alone tonight? It’s dangerous.”
I thought I’d dodged his curiosity earlier. Guess insistence and persistence paired inside Chase. “I wanted to take a dip and stayed in a little too long.”
A lot too long.
“You probably haven’t met a lot of people in Mermaid Beach yet.” He bumped his shoulder into mine. “Anytime you need a swimming buddy, call me.”
Warmth shot across my skin. A slight touch or a long look from Chase had me reacting in strange and wonderful ways. I liked it, but I was afraid of the feeling, too. Maybe it was because he’d helped me tonight, and with the boy and the otter. Maybe it was because he paid attention to me. Maybe it was because he made me feel less alone.
More confusion. Common sense told me to stay away, to not make friends. But my heart, my emotions, struggled to stay separate. I enjoyed being with Chase.
We walked in silence for a bit. The waves crashed on the shore. In the darkness all you could see were the whitecaps rolling in. Kinda like my thoughts—crashing and rolling.
“So, how uncommon are whirlpools in this area?” Why had one happened where I happened to be swimming for the first time ever in the Pacific Ocean? 
This may sound paranoid, but I wondered it if had anything to do with me. The circus owners had refused to let me swim in any natural body of water. I was only allowed in the circus tanks or the bathtub.
And I liked Mermaid Beach. Wanted to stay, even if I didn’t become friends with Chase.
He put his arm around my shoulders. “You must’ve been terrified.” His concern lightened a dark place in my heart and the little sparks that flared at contact burst into a bright flame.
“Whirlpools can happen anywhere, but they’re mega uncommon off the Southern Cali coast.” He adjusted his pace to match mine. “Good question to ask at the local university. I could contact a few professors.”
“I’d like that.” I might get a few of my questions answered.
Chase stopped and faced me. His eyes held a curious light. He was interested in the questions, and possibly me. “Cuda mentioned weird occurrences happening near Mermaid Beach lately. Maybe global warming is contributing to ocean chaos.”
I smiled at the calming effects of his words. If Cuda had noted earlier disturbances, I didn’t cause the whirlpool. “What kind of disturbances?”
“He wasn’t specific. I’ll talk to him first, and then talk to the professors.”
“Let me know what they say.” I needed to learn about my new environment, both in and out of the ocean.
“I will.” Chase’s gaze glowed as if he’d spill his soul. “I’ll tell you everything.”
My body warmed from their light. For some reason, I didn’t think he was talking about research. I regarded the view beyond his shoulder. Even though nothing had happened between us, things were moving way too fast. In one day he’d become involved in my life. Too involved. I wasn’t ready for a relationship of any kind. I had to think this through, make a plan, decide if I could have a friend in my current situation.
“It’s getting late.”
“Yeah.” He took my hand and we continued walking toward the campground. 
Our fingers intertwined like we had a special connection. Like maybe, just maybe, this meant something. 
I’d never had a special connection with anyone. Not Bill and Carlita, the circus owners. Not any of the other circus workers. No friends, and certainly no boyfriend.
Tightness pulled low in my stomach like a stretched trapeze wire. I kicked at the sand. I might have never been to the beach before moving here, but I lived in the water. I spent most of my waking hours in the dunk tank at the circus. 
The only time I’d been kicked out was the summer I turned twelve. It was the hottest summer on record and the circus workers had demanded their kids be allowed to cool off in my swim tank for a couple of hours in the afternoon. Bill and Carlita refused to let me join them.
So, I’d hidden behind one of the tent’s support poles and watched as about a dozen kids jumped and splashed water at each other. Two boys hit a blow up ball back and forth. A couple of girls pretended to be mermaids. Laughing and shouting, they’d been having so much fun.
Their playfulness called to me. I wanted to be part of that, part of them. I inched out from behind the pole.
One of the girls waved at me. “We’re playing mermaid. Come join us.”
My heart thudded in my chest. She was including me. Finally, I had a friend. 
I rushed over to the edge and dove into the water. Undulating my belly, I swam like a real mermaid. I guess I stayed underwater for a bit too long to be considered normal because when I surfaced all the kids were staring.
“You’re the girl who does all those tricks in the show.” The girl who’d invited me stuck out a stubby finger as if pointing out a big flaw. “You never come out to play with us.”
I’d seen them through the window playing four square or hopscotch. Carlita wouldn’t let me play with them, or anyone. I was too busy practicing my show, cleaning the trailer, or cooking. Not a lot of time for anything else. 
“My mom says you’re...different.” The second girl examined me like I should be under a microscope.
“You swim weird,” a boy said.
“You are weird.” A second boy threw the plastic ball at my face.
The ball bounced off my nose and hit the water. My eyes burned. My cheeks heated. I wanted to sink to the bottom of the tank and never come up again. 
I still felt that way around kids my own age like Joe and the other teens at the miniature golf course. But not Chase. He made me feel special, even when he didn’t realize that I wasn’t special, just different. 
Chase and I reached the beach in front of the campground. “The whirlpool happened right out there. You swam from around this spot, right?” Chase shined the flashlight up and down the beach in front of the campground. “What color are your sweats?”
“Red.” I glanced at the path that led to the tent area and took a few paces forward. “I don’t see the sweatshirt or pants.”
“Let’s look around.” He moved away and ran the spotlight up and down the empty beach. We searched for a bit. “I don’t see anything.”
“Do you think the waves took it?” 
“Possibly. We can search again in the morning.” He strolled back over to me and took both my hands.
Sparks shot from my fingertips to my toes. I didn’t want to break our connection, didn’t want to leave, didn’t want to be alone again. But I also didn’t want to be made fun of or abandoned. Didn’t want to get close only to be burned. “I should get going. It’s been an exciting day.”
Exciting, terrifying, tempting.
His gaze gleamed with fascination and he leaned in a bit. “I’m glad you came to Mermaid Beach.”
I swallowed. “Me, too.” 
“You’ve made life interesting.” 
Weird, how his thoughts aligned with mine. “Interesting good or interesting bad?” 
He reached up and took my chin in his hand. “Interesting good.” His fingers stroked the sensitive skin underneath. “I’ve wanted to do this since we first met.”
My eyes stretched like the canvas over a trampoline. His lips moved closer. My heart pounded. “Since I climbed out of the dirty lagoon?” Ugh. I shouldn’t have reminded him.
“Pretty much.” He gave me a lazy, lingering smile. “You were so brave.”
He thought I was brave. Thought I was interesting. My backbone folded upon itself and I wanted to slip to the ground. If he kept talking like that, I’d be like wet sand clinging to him.
He must’ve realized my need for support because he wrapped his other arm around my waist and held me against him. The warmth of our bodies mingled and heat flared between us. His scent of ocean and spice tickled my nose.
Closing my eyes, I sensed his lips move within a millimeter of mine, felt his warm breath, heard his beating heart at the same fast pace.
His mouth touched my lips and moved slowly, carefully, as if testing my reaction. I sighed at his sweetness. My body melted against his. Like a whisper-soft caress, his lips kissed me. 
My first kiss. Ever.



Chapter Four
Phenomenally Fumed
My. First. Kiss.
My heart tripped. Warmth flooded through my veins. My insides went soft and mushy. I wanted to lean against him. Forever.
Forever?
Suddenly, my body froze. What was I doing? My eyes opened wide  like the circus arena in the big tent. Being friends was one thing, but this—whatever this was—was not right. I barely knew Chase. He knew nothing about me.
I placed my hands on his chest and pushed him away. “I can’t do this.”
What I protested I wasn’t sure. The kiss? The friendship? Any kind of bond with another human being?
I twisted around and ran toward the path leading to the campground. I had to get away. To think. My breath came out in shallow pants. I tripped on the sand and fell to my knees. 
I stood and scrambled up the small hill where the grove of trees broke the strong breeze off the ocean, and stared back.
Chase still stood in the same place, a thoughtful expression on his face. His hair blew in the wind and his arms dangled at his side. The flashlight beam focused on one spot of sand.
Shame flooded my veins, heating my body. I’d run away not like the sixteen-year-old I was, or the eighteen-year-old I pretended to be. I’d run away like a baby. 
Not inconspicuous at all.
*** 
Swish. Swish. Swish. The scrub brush scraped against the blue concrete lagoon walls. Yellow caution tape circled the area saying “Keep Out,” but my boss had left instructions to go around and get inside. I’d clocked in before seven this morning to clean the lagoon before the inspection later in the day. While not big, the pool had a lot of wall space to clean. I was still fried about my boss nixing my day off, but I needed the money.
Even wearing a mask, the chlorine-like scent burned my nostrils and my throat had that raw, scratchy feeling you get right before a cold starts. My hands hurt from gripping the giant brush and my sandaled feet squished in the small amount of dirty water left at the bottom of the pool.
“Hello. You down there.” Sarah Fowler, owner of the Mermaid Beach Boardwalk, called from the other side of the railing. “Are you from the custodial team?”
No, I wanted to inhale a few fumes. “Yeah.” 
“I’ve got something for you to install.” She glanced around and then held up a box. “We need to get it done before the inspection.”
We? I arched a brow. I couldn’t imagine Mrs. Fowler climbing into the empty lagoon and doing the dirty work. Not in her flowered dress and high heels. With her hair pinned up in an old-fashioned bun, she looked like a mom from a classic fifties sitcom.
“What is it?” I set down the brush, walked over to the ladder and climbed up. 
“New safety cover for the up-flow filter.” She handed me the box and I caught a whiff of her heavily floral scented perfume. “Instructions are inside.”
“But I’m not a gadget gearhead.” The Boardwalk had a fleet of guys who ran around and fixed the rides when they broke down, which happened often from what I’d observed.
“Should be easy. Just tighten a few screws.”
“But—”
“I wouldn’t normally ask, but all the mechanics are busy and this needs to get done. We want this lagoon to sparkle during inspection. Wouldn’t want The Mermaid Beach Boardwalk to get a bad reputation.” She sounded like a cheerleader at a prep rally. “Thank you for helping out.”
Back at the bottom of the lagoon, I opened the box and took out the cover, except it didn’t appear so new. The dented, white plastic had black markings like it had been hit by a blunt object. Made sense to replace the cover since I’d bent the old one, but you’d think the Boardwalk owner would’ve paid for a brand new one. 
Not my business. I needed to get the job done before my blonde hair turned green with all the chlorine in the air.
With a kink on one side of the new filter cover, I struggled to make it fit over the hole. Holding the cover down with my forearm, I worked each corner into place. Then, I tightened the screws. The filter cover looked, well not like new, but good enough. I returned to my scrubbing.
“Pearl.” Chase’s voice echoed around the empty pool.
I stiffened and my heart picked up its pace. His voice alone interrupted my normal rhythm. Now I understood why his kiss had thrown me like the Loop-to-Loop ride.
The kiss should never have happened. I’d been weak and foolish. Even more foolish-looking the way I’d run off. 
“Where’d you go last night?” His angry voice bounced announcing my foolishness to everyone.
Maybe I could ignore him and he’d go away. I didn’t want to analyze what had happened between us. I’d done enough of that last night.
Maybe, just maybe, I could be friends with Chase. After nearly dying I deserved some type of relationship. But it could never be more than that.
“I was worried you wouldn’t get home.”
My heart raced at the thought of his concern, but I couldn’t show my emotions. He couldn’t learn how he affected me. I dropped my arm holding the brush and turned around, firming my mouth. “You offered to help me find my sweats. They were gone so I left.” 
End of story. There couldn’t be more hand holding or kissing. My life was way too complicated. Running from the circus owners, staying below the radar of the law, hiding my secrets.
Chase’s lanky body leapt over the railing with the yellow caution tape. He climbed down the ladder. “You ran like a frightened rabbit. Again.”
I stuck my chin out. “I don’t run.” 
Okay I do run, but not from guys like Chase. I run from overbearing circus owners who’d taken advantage of me for way too long. I’d been on the run for over six months now. The wariness had lightened but I didn’t think it would ever go away.
“You don’t run, and you don’t make excuses.” He counted the points on his fingers. “I’ll have to start keeping a list.” He stopped right in front of me, a serious expression on his face.
“Why would you want to keep a list about me?”
He reached up and tugged the blue mask from around my mouth and nose exposing my lips. “I thought I’d communicated that last night.”
My heart ba-bumped in my chest. “I’m nothing special.” Nope, just your average-runaway-from-the-circus-because-I’m-tired-of-my-freak-abilities-being-taken-advantage-of-type-of-girl.
“I think you are,” very-kissable lips only inches from my own said. “Special that is.”
The ba-bump in my heart squeezed tight. Special? My breath hitched. No one had ever called me special before. Weird. Strange. Different. Maybe a uniquely-strange now and again. But never special in a sweet way.
Our bodies were so close. Only within inches of each other. If I leaned toward him I could thank him for the compliment. Instead, I tilted back to remove my mouth from temptation. 
Guess I leaned too far because I lost my balance and stumbled. 
He grabbed my arm to stop me from tumbling. His strong fingers wrapped around my arm. “You okay?”
“Must be the fumes.” I waved a hand in front of my nose, hoping it appeared I was trying to clear the air but really I cooled my flushed face. “Toxic stuff.”
I couldn’t let him see how much he affected me. Affected me because he acts like he’s interested in me as a person, not a freakish performer. Tells me I’m special and makes me feel special.
Or does he suspect something? My skin tingled in a suspicious way. He’d been around when all of my weird incidents had happened. Was he being nice to learn my secrets?
“I’ll help.” He bent over to dig in the cleaning bucket for a brush offering a nice view of his backside in clean khaki shorts.
If my suspicions are correct, I didn’t want his help. Or his nearness. The temptation was too great. I’d get to know him and like him more and then when he disappointed me, like everyone else, I’d be hurt. “Don’t you have other work to do?”
Rejection flashed in his aqua-blue eyes before they sparked with anger. “Yes. I do.” He dropped the scrubbing brush and it hit the brackish inch of water with a splat. “I won’t bother you anymore.”
The blackness of loss hit me first. Then, a twinge of surprise that I felt such loss. “Chase. Wait.”
He halted but didn’t turn around. His shoulders were stiff, unbending. He was waiting.
Waiting for me to make the next move. The next overture. “I’d love help.” I swallowed the fear in my throat. I didn’t want to hurt him and I didn’t want to be hurt. But I’d decided we could be friends, and friends help each other out. “From you.”
Turning to face me, his feet squished. Pain still shown in his soft gaze, coupled with an uncertainty. “You’re sure?”
“Yeah. Sorry I—”
“No need to apologize.” He picked the scrub brush up. “Besides, you need help. The police are coming to inspect the lagoon later today and this needs—”
“Police?” All the air whooshed out of my lungs. I stayed well clear of the cops. They tended to ask way too many questions. “Why?”
He took a mask and slipped it over his face making it more difficult to read his expression. “Routine. A kid almost drowned, so they need to write a report.”
“Oh.” I slipped my own mask back on wanting to hide any fear displayed. “What time is the, um, inspection?” Cause I planned to be miles away.
“Around four.” 
The sooner I got this done the sooner I could get out of here. Now, I was glad for Chase’s help.
He grabbed a brush. “Tell me what to do?”
I liked how he asked, didn’t act like he was a know-it-all manager. The circus owners had been dictators. Their way or the highway. I chose the highway, although it had taken me sixteen years to gather the courage. 
After giving him a quick run-down of what still needed to be done, we got to work. We worked in silence for a bit and even though we didn’t talk, it was nice not to be alone. Since running away, I’d been alone a lot.
Who was I kidding? Even before running away I was alone. I’d lived with the circus owners, Bill and Carlita, and no one else under their employment came near me. Only a few brave souls approached and then the need was dire. It was like I carried an infectious disease.
Like the kids at the dunk tank. Once they’d realized what I was they panicked.
“Get out of the water! Get out of the water!” They swam and ran and scrambled to get out of the pool. One girl in her haste slipped off the ladder and fell back into the tank. Her panic-filled screams sounded like she’d been murdered. 
I’d never forget the fear on her face when I swam over to help. “Don’t touch me.” As if she could catch my weirdness.
Seconds later, the twelve of them stood around the edge of the dunk tank while I floated in the middle. Alone. Like a leper island.
Their expressions accused me of ruining their fun. Of possibly infecting them. 
My lower lip trembled. I couldn’t show them how much they’d hurt me. I gave my show biz signature salute, an undulating hand like an ocean wave, and sunk to the bottom, staying there until they left.
“Have you been to Mermaid Beach yet?” Chase had moved to a spot near where I scrubbed.
My eyes burned from the chlorine not from the memories. “I thought this was Mermaid Beach.” 
“Well, there’s the Mermaid Beach Boardwalk, the town of Mermaid Beach, and then the actual beach. It’s got a great campground...”
That, I knew about.
“...where you were last night, more wonderful sandy beaches and some real neat coves and tide pools.” 
“Sounds cool. I’ll have to explore on my next day off.” 
“How about after shift today? You clocked in pretty early. We could have a late lunch and go swimming.”
Having Chase help me clean the lagoon was one thing, spending time with him, especially at the beach, was too risky. I couldn’t chance the exposure of my skills. “I don’t swim.”
“You’ve said that before, yet,” His eyebrows rose higher above the mask. “I saw you dive like a champion and you survived last night’s whirlpool.”
My brush stopped scrubbing. “With your help.”
“You seemed to know what you were doing.”
I jerked the hair away from my face. My stomach turned over. Did he suspect I was different? “Can we forget about the whole thing? It’s over.”
“Sure thing. Didn’t realize how touchy you were.” His own touchy tone sent a warning to my natural protective instincts.
“I’m not touchy.” But I was. I needed to blow both incidents off by acting less jumpy and sensitive. If he was curious, I needed to deflect that curiosity. “Sorry.”
He raised his hands in mock surrender. “I wanted to get to know you better.” His gaze lost their humor, seeming almost disappointed. “If you’re not interested ...” He shrugged and turned back to scrubbing.
I bit my lip. He seemed sincere. And I was coming off like world-class cow. Doubt warred with wistfulness in my chest. “I’m not using you to help me clean the lagoon.”
“Could’ve fooled me.” The hurt in his tone cut across me.
Hanging out was normal. Dating was normal. Kissing was normal. 
I wasn’t normal, but I wanted to be. Wanted to pretend if only for an afternoon that I could hang out and not worry. 
But I had so many secrets to hide. 
*** 
So this is what it was like to have a fun day. Sitting on a blanket on the beach, watching the waves roll in, my body relaxed like it never had before. Soaking up the sun, listening to the surf, and smelling the salty air. 
Maybe it was Chase and his laid-back attitude. Maybe it was being near the ocean. Maybe it was because Mermaid Beach seemed like home, or as close to a home as I’d ever get. 
“This is great after the cleaning we did this morning.” Chase lay next to me in longish blue swim trunks, his arms crossed behind his head, his eyelids closed against the brightness of the sun. 
He’d been a trooper, helping me finish scrubbing the lagoon. He’d been sweet and nice and entertaining and... The list went on, even though I tried to erase it from my mind.
“I still stink like chlorine.” I’d taken a quick shower at the campground bathrooms, and then met Chase back at the Boardwalk an hour later. I’d thought about backing out, not showing up, but then I remembered how he’d called me special. 
And I so wanted to feel that way.
I didn’t know where he’d cleaned up, but he’d definitely showered because I smelled the fresh spicy scent of his shampoo. He’d changed into long board shorts and a white T-shirt that hugged his buff chest, and he’d brought a blanket and cooler filled with sandwiches and sodas. 
He rolled to his side and his face moved in next to my neck. His breath whispered against my skin causing tingles of delight.
“Let me check.” He sniffed obnoxiously. “You smell ocean fresh, with maybe a bit of chlorine on the side.”
I slapped his chest and hot sparks singed through my veins. Whoa, was that the cleaning solution from this morning or did we have some type of personal chemical reaction? It’s like we were combustible. Or toxic.
I was attracted to Chase, but one of us was bound to get hurt. 
He sat up and tugged my hand. “Come into the water and we can get rid of that chlorine scent.”
I shook my head, even though I longed to dive into the ocean. If possible I’d spend every waking minute in the water. I loved it that much. But the water could betray me. I’d get excited, forget people were watching, and do something stupid.
“No, I’ll watch.” I took a sip of orange soda and observed a lifeguard blowing a whistle at some kids jumping on top of each other in the waves.
“How about tossing a Frisbee?” He fidgeted something fierce and then glanced at his watch. 
Bored? My stomach flattened like air being let out of a ball. “If you don’t want to hang out with me, it’s cool.” A touch of hurt sounded in my voice no matter how hard I tried to disguise it.
“I can only lie around for so long. Let’s walk over by the tide pools.” He stood and held out his hand and then put them together begging. “Please.”
Laughter bounced out of my chest and I couldn’t stop the smile from slipping onto my face. He wasn’t bored with me. He didn’t like lying around. Guess he wasn’t a completely laidback type of guy. 
“Since you said please.” I stood and brushed off my red, white and blue bikini bathing suit. The swimsuit featured a large, gem-studded star design. A bit flashy for my new stay-out-of-the-limelight role but it had worked theatrically in the circus and he’d seen it the other night.
We walked through the sand toward the cliffs surrounding the beach area. The cliffs stood tall protecting the beach. The waves crashed over the larger rocks. A love-hate relationship, similar to mine with the water.
I loved swimming and loved what I could do in the water, but because I could do those freaky things I was picked on, spotlighted, forced to perform. The circus owners had taken away my ability to feel completely free in the water, and with other people.
“How do you like working at The Boardwalk?” He pronounced the last two words with an echo effect.
“It’s a job. How about you?”
“It sucks, but it’s...a job.” His laugh sounded forced. “I’ve been working there every summer since I was eight.”
“Is that legal?” Maybe he was getting paid in cash, too.
“Who knows.” He shrugged. “While I love summer, I’m looking forward to going to college this fall.” 
He was a college freshman, while I should’ve been in high school. He was smart, while I’d been taught to read by Carlita and done most of the homeschooling myself. He had plans, while I didn’t even know if I had a future.
He was two years older than me. Not that I gave my real age on the Boardwalk application. They thought I was eighteen. And I would be soon, in less than two years.
I’d love to go to a real school. “Do you know what you want to study?”
Nodding, he bent over and picked up a small, smooth stone. “Business and journalism.”
“Two majors? I’m impressed.” Now I felt real dumb. I didn’t have a clue what interested me. Up until this point, I’d only known the circus. Thought it would be my life. That I didn’t have a choice.
But once I learned the truth, I couldn’t stay at the Poseidon Family Circus. I didn’t have to anymore.
He threw the stone side-armed and skipped it across the water. “My aunt insists on the business major, but I like journalism. I’ve got a job working for the school paper.”
I missed a step. “Doing what?” Please, let it be advertising, or public relations, or a paperboy.
“Investigative journalism.”
My stomach vaulted up my throat. Curiosity was part of his personality. He’d been asking questions since the moment we met. I swallowed past the sudden lump and tried to respond. “In-interesting.” 
“I need to break a big story wide open to prove to my aunt reporting is the right career for me. Got any leads?”
“L-l-leads?” My lips tripped over themselves. My heart plopped like the stone he’d thrown earlier. So, that’s what he’d meant by stories last night. Journalism stories.
I hated reporters. One reporter, specifically. Ben Collins, a reporter in the local town where the circus was based, wanted to break out nationally with a big story. Just like Chase. My breath caught in my chest.
Ben had decided I was that story. He’d hounded me, peppered me with questions, and dogged my every move. One time I found myself alone in the big tent. After glancing around to be sure no one watched, I strutted onto the music stage where bands would perform during intermission.
I bowed to my imaginary audience. Then, I started singing and dancing like I was a famous pop star and not a circus freak. Flipping my hair and shimmying, I danced around the stage pretending like all thirteen-year-old girls do.
My voice screeched the lyrics. My body jerked the dance moves. But at that moment, in my mind, I was marvelous and free.
Clap. Clap. Clap. The sound interrupted my impromptu performance. I froze. My heart pounded like the bass of live music.
Ben stepped out from behind the dunk tank. With a video camera in his hand. “I guess musicality isn’t one of your talents.”
My face flamed. My entire body heated like a volcano. I wanted to die on the spot. “What are you doing? You’re not supposed to be in here.” My voice whispered no real challenge in it at all.
“I’d planned to secretly videotape you practicing your show but this performance was so much better.” 
I knew I was a terrible singer. My voice sounded like a whale’s mating call. I was klutzy out of water, so I couldn’t dance.
“W-what do you mean?” I hadn’t heard his sarcasm at first.
He tapped the camcorder. “This will make a laughable internet video. I bet you get a ton of hits.”
I scrambled off the stage. “No.” I’d be laughed at by millions. Carlita would kill me. 
“I tell you what.” He strolled oh-so-casually over. “I’ll give you this disc in exchange for information. Tell me how you do your underwater tricks.”
I didn’t know the answer to that myself. Breathing, super strength, and seeing clearly underwater came naturally. No one taught me how to do it, just like no one had ever taught me how to swim.
This mega-embarrassing internet video would haunt me for the rest of my life. I couldn’t give him an answer and I couldn’t let him blackmail me. “I’ll show you.”
My legs shook climbing onto the edge of the tank. He followed. The red light of the camera blinked on.
“Get closer to the edge.” I beckoned him forward and then leaned over the water. “Do you see that?”
“See what?” He leaned a bit further.
“That.” I swung my arm around and shoved him hard on the back.
He tumbled. His arms flayed. He and his camera landed with a big splash in the water. Ben was all wet and his camera ruined. He could never show that video to anyone.
I contemplated Chase leaning over a tide pool. His muscular thighs bunched for balance. His white T-shirt came up at the waist revealing toned muscles. His wavy hair blew in the slight breeze. Hair any girl would love to run her fingers through. So why was he here with me?
The reaction from the mermaid girls at the miniature golf course proved he was popular. I didn’t act like them and I hadn’t gone out of my way to be nice. Were his attention and compliments part of a plot to discover my secrets? 
Should I push him in the water like that other reporter? Or push him away?
Chase climbed onto a rock near the cliffs and held out his hand to help me. “What about you? Any plans to go to college?”
I spluttered trying to refocus on the conversation, still unsure how to handle him. Too late to push him in the water. Plus, if I had he’d only have more questions. 
With hesitancy, I put my hand in his and climbed on top of the rock next to him. Of course, he didn’t mean high school. He thought I was old enough to go to college. “I don’t think so.”
I’d never attended a real school. I was home-schooled and I’d learned from the school of life, from the school of hard knocks, from the school of the circus which had its share of cliques and drama. 
“What do you want to do in the future?” He bent down to study another small pool of water. Purplish anemone stuck to the sides and tiny plankton swam around.
“I usually take one day at a time.” Sometimes, one hour at a time. At the moment, surviving was my only goal.
“But you have to do something.” His defiant tone went soft. “Don’t you have a dream?” 
I’d had plenty of dreams, most of them downright weird with hands reaching out to grab me under the sea, taking me so far down I’d never reach the surface again. The people doing the grabbing didn’t seem scary. They looked normal, except for the whole breathing-under-the-water thing. 
“Pearl?” Chase waved his hands in front of my face. “Where’d you go?”
I couldn’t tell him the truth. My chest echoed with emptiness. “Off to one of those dreams you’re talking about.” 
My deep, down in my heart dream. My impossible dream. The dream that I wasn’t alone, that there were others like me.
*** 
Chase pointed out the miniature environment living in the tide pools. He explained about high tide and how the ecosystem survived. It was like attending a mini-marine biology course. He was a smart guy.
And fun. 
He told me about his childhood antics living in Mermaid Beach that made me laugh, told me interesting stories about some of the local people, and ideas for local story angles.
Entertaining, knowledgeable, intelligent. Except for the whole reporter thing, how could I not like the guy?
My suspicious nature fought with my loneliness. I didn’t trust Chase, but I was having fun. We weren’t in the water. Unless I said something stupid, he’d learn nothing.
“Have any plans for your next day off?”
Add persistent.
I laughed in spite of the fact I had an idea what he might ask—to spend more time together. Which I sooo wanted to do, but shouldn’t. I stalled. “Why do you want to know?”
“You’re new to the area. Thought I’d show you around. We could drive up the coast.”
My stomach rolled like the waves. “How do you know we’ll both have the same day off?”
“We will.” Instead of irritating me, his confident tone only charmed. He was so sure of himself, so sure of the world and his place in it. 
While I didn’t belong anywhere, didn’t know where I should go, and didn’t know what I wanted to do tomorrow.
I tiptoed around a small tide pool like I tiptoed around my answer. “Do you play tour guide to all the new girls in town?”
“Only the pretty ones.”
“There must be a lot of those.” After all, he lived in southern California.
“No. Just you.”
My limbs weakened. The compliment zinged up my spine and sparked a smile. Since running away, I hadn’t bothered with make-up. I didn’t want to be noticed. Still, Chase had singled me out, sought me out, asked me out. Again.
Why, why, why? The question thumped in my brain. 
In Mermaid Beach I wasn’t newsworthy or a star. At least not yet. He happened to think I was interesting. If I kept my guard up even more than usual, maybe I’d learn what he was after. If anything. And learn more about him and my new surroundings. Call it research.
Chase’s cell phone rang and he slipped it out of his pocket. He glanced at the screen and frowned. “Sorry. I’ve got to take this.”
“No, problem.” Straying away to give him privacy, I climbed a large rock that jutted out into the ocean.
Large waves hit the cliff and sprayed water high. The droplets refreshed. I took a seat on the edge and stared across the ocean toward the horizon.
My shoulders relaxed. I took in deep breaths of the salty air. I was at home in Mermaid Beach. Loved the proximity to the ocean, loved the weather, loved the atmosphere of the small beach town. If possible, I’d love to settle here, maybe find a small apartment to splash with my personality, fill with the things I loved.
I took another deep breath. Thinking, hoping, wishing.
A squeak caught my attention. A furry sea otter swam by the rocks. Lying on his back with his head lifted, his dark eyes studied me. 
“Are you the one from last night?”
“How many guys were you with last night?” Chase’s joking tone lightened my mood. He sat down beside me.
“I meant the sea otter.” 
The little guy dove back under the waves hiding from Chase.
“Oh.” Chase made an exaggerated sad face. He fiddled with his cell phone. “That was uh, Mrs. Fowler on the phone. She owns the Boardwalk.”
“So, I’ve heard.” It would be a drag if Mrs. Fowler called her managers while they were off work.
“The police have questions.” Chase took hold of my hand. “Pearl, they want to talk to you.”



Chapter Five
Cop Clash
My ribs pierced my heart with sharp pain. The cops had found me. The pounding of the surf sounded like boom after boom after boom of explosions sounding my doom. The Poseidon Family Circus must’ve spent a ton of money to get cops across the country to search for me. They wouldn’t let their little gold mine disappear.
“Wh-when?” 
“Now.” Chase stood. The lines of his forehead bunched together in fear and concern. For me or the Boardwalk? He held out his hand, understanding I might need the help. “They want to hear your version of the rescue.”
The pain in my chest eased but didn’t go away. “You mean about rescuing the boy?” 
“Yeah.”
Ignoring his helping hand, I stood on my own. Relaxing had been a mistake. Letting down my guard had been the wrong decision. Getting close to someone and then being ripped apart would be too painful. At least being alone, not connecting with anyone, was safer for me and my heart.
The cops might be questioning me about the rescue, but if they dug a bit under the surface they’d discover my false identity, my runaway status, my lies.
I yanked down the frayed edges of the large T-shirt I wore over my suit. Chase grabbed hold of my hand and wouldn’t let go. We crossed onto the Boardwalk property. He must’ve sensed my turmoil. I should’ve snatched my hand back, ran to my tent, grabbed my things, and caught the first bus out of town. But I didn’t. 
Because maybe, just maybe, the questions would be about the rescue and that was all. Maybe the cop wouldn’t ask my age or realize the name I used to work at the Boardwalk was false. Maybe I could stay in Mermaid Beach.
That’s why I let Chase hold my hand. I needed all the comfort I could get, needed to build my strength before the interrogation, and in case I had to run again breaking our connection permanently. 
The tinny music from the midway caressed my ears like a familiar friend. The scent of corn dogs and taffy wafted in the air. The winking lights on the rides promised happiness. I wasn’t ready to leave this place yet.
“You look pale. Are you feeling all right?”
I probably looked guilty. Or terrified. “I, um, must’ve drunk too much soda. Maybe I should talk to the cops another time.” Like never.
“Mrs. Fowler said they were waiting for you.” Chase led the way behind a few kiddie rides toward the back of the administration building. “I’ll take you in the back way. Mrs. Fowler wants to talk to you first.”
Was the boss mad about something? Was I going to be fired? Chase, the manager, dutifully bringing me in like a deputy sheriff in a western town.
Yanking my hand out of his, I struck out at him in a nasty tone. “Do you always do everything she says?” 
Like the Drop Tower ride, my emotions went up and down. I wanted the comfort and strength he provided, but I didn’t want him pulling me in to see the boss. Nerves made me jumpy and cruel. I’d run all the way across the country, and now because I’d had to rescue someone, I could get caught.
Chase’s face tightened and he opened his mouth, but then snapped it shut. He rolled his shoulders and stared at the ground. “Pretty much.” 
My entire body drooped. He wouldn’t help me out of this jam, but he didn’t understand the problem so he didn’t deserve my attack. “I know she’s your boss.”
“Yep. That’s right. Gotta listen to your boss,” Terse, he rapped on a door with peeling paint. Before anyone answered, he shoved the door open. 
The hinges creaked like they didn’t have enough grease, sending a chill of warning down my spine. Mrs. Fowler paced on a frayed carpet in front of faded curtains behind a desk piled high with papers. Bookshelves lined one side of the wall filled with books, trophies and family photos. 
Intense longing snapped my scared streak. I didn’t own a single family photo. Because I didn’t have a family.
She turned toward us and halted, her mouth dropping open. “This is her?”
“Yes.” Chase nodded.
She studied me. “Thanks, um, for doing that job for me this morning.” Her glance went from my flip-flopped feet to the top of my head. “I tried to reach you on the phone number you left on your application.” Her intensity charged the room and made her appear older. “It was a pay phone.” 
When you didn’t have a home, you didn’t have a phone. And I couldn’t afford a cell. “Yes, um, well, I just moved here when I applied for the job. I didn’t have a phone yet.” I swallowed the phlegm in my throat. I took a step back toward the door. 
“Make sure you give my secretary the new information.” She nodded and then looked at Chase. Her eyes softened. “Thanks for bringing her here, hon.” Calling one of her managers hon seemed odd to me. “Why don’t you get a snack while I talk to Miss Seidon.”
Miss Seidon. Right. That’s the false last name I gave on the application along with the fake phone number. I figured Poseidon stood out a little too much.
“I’ll stay with Pearl.” He acted like my protector.
Which was sweet. But I didn’t want him to hear whatever ugly details might come out. “It’s okay. Go.”
Chase paused searching my face. I could tell he wanted to object by the tight lines around his lips. Instead, he shot a glance at Mrs. Fowler before leaving by the back door.
Mrs. Fowler pointed to a chair. “Why don’t you have a seat?” 
With trembling limbs, I walked to the upholstered chair with the worn patches on the arms in front of the desk. Perching on the edge, I jiggled my legs, waiting for the yelling to start.
She leaned against the edge of the desk, too close for comfort, and continued to examine, sizing me up. “Did you know the Kingdom of Atlantis miniature golf course lagoon isn’t for swimming?”
I crossed my arms and frowned. “I wasn’t swimming.”
“I understand, dear.” She reached over and patted my arm with a dry, papery hand. “You were heroic. But you’d understand why a person might overlook, or forget, to make an expensive adjustment.”
I squinted, telegraphing my bewilderment.
“I didn’t realize you were both the rescuer and the person who installed the filter cover this morning.” She pinched the bridge of her nose. “Just my luck.” 
Large bags weighed down her sharp, blue eyes and deep worry lines formed around her mouth. Running the Boardwalk wasn’t all fun and games.
Compassion replaced my fear. This woman had a tough job and by the dilapidated condition of the rides, not doing it very well.
She blew out a large sigh. “When the police interview you, I’d like you to not mention anything about the up-flow filter cover replacement.”
“Why?”
“Because that law should only apply to swimming pools, not decorative lagoons.” She squeezed her hands together and closed her eyelids. “A lawsuit would be expensive and the Boardwalk has gotten off to a slow start this season.”
A lawsuit would only increase the amount of questions and all I wanted was to not be discovered. “Okay.”
Her smile brightened her face making her appear much younger and more carefree. “Besides, why should it matter now? Thanks to you, the little boy is fine. We’ve cleaned the lagoon. And if we need to,” she sighed again, “we’ll find the money to build new, higher railings.”
A knock sounded at the door and the secretary entered. “Officer Clayton is waiting.”
“Send him in.” Mrs. Fowler stood and rubbed her hands on her thighs. 
The cop entered. 
“Officer Clayton, I hope you found everything you needed at the lagoon. This is Pearl Seidon, our hero.” She squeezed my shoulder.
I licked my lips and stood to face my nemesis. My heart thrummed in my chest blocking my lungs from processing any air. One of my most humongous fears stood before me—interrogation by a cop.
Officer Clayton stood at least six feet tall, towering over the diminutive Mrs. Fowler and me. His uniform was starched to perfection, but a small red stain marred his blue tie. He took out a small notebook and clicked his pen. “How do I spell your last name?”
Gripping my slippery hands together. I spelled out my lie.
He turned to Mrs. Fowler and escorted her toward the door. “I’d like to speak with Miss Seidon in private.”
“But...” Her expression panicked with raised brows and dropped chin.
I gripped my hands tighter. All feeling fled my fingertips. Police officers were trained to observe people and recognize lies. By standing here, I was living a lie. 
He closed the door and silence filled the small, cramped office. “Congratulations on your rescue. From what I’ve been told it was a pretty amazing feat.”
A single bead of perspiration slipped down my back. “Thanks.” 
“Why don’t you sit down?” 
Another command to sit. I felt like a dog, but obeyed the direction. If it would get him to leave, I’d bark, too. The scenario reminded me of listening to Carlita’s commands. Dive higher, stay under water longer, scrub harder.
He took the chair next to mine. Guess he wasn’t going to play the authority figure game. 
“Why don’t you tell me in your own words what happened yesterday at the lagoon?” His tone was soft, coaxing, a you-can-tell-me-anything-confidence-sharing type of voice.
I licked my lips again, my mouth sand dry. “I was sweeping the sidewalk when these teens started goofing around by the railing-”
“Joe. I already interviewed him.”
“So you know that the little boy copied what Joe did, balancing on the railing. It was his fault.” Blaming someone else sounded juvenile, but I had to give it a try.
“Unfortunately, we can’t arrest people for stupidity.”
For a second, I relaxed with a small smile. The cop didn’t seem so bad.
Then he said, “Go on.”
My tummy turned because the man wanted details. Details I didn’t want to tell. “The boy fell. His mother screamed. And I just reacted by diving in after him.”
“I measured the height. That was an incredible dive into such a small amount of water. It’s amazing you weren’t hurt.” Officer Clayton’s face showed concern before his expression changed to impressed. “You must be quite a diver.”
Wanting to downplay my role, I shrugged. “Lucky, I guess.” 
Or not. If I hadn’t dived in, I wouldn’t be being questioned by the cops, I wouldn’t have to lie again.
He laughed and then seemed to school his features. “Go on with your story.”
“I searched the entire length of the lagoon.” Oops, I need to make the time sound shorter. I bit my lip before more words rushed out. “Not that it’s big. And found the boy at the bottom.”
Officer Clayton leaned forward. “Where exactly on the bottom?”
“I was a bit disoriented.” Another lie, but it would make sense.
“And then what?”
“I picked him up,” I did not mention how he’d been stuck to the filter cover because that would’ve added time, “and brought him to the surface where I handed him off to Chase, who gave him first aid before the paramedics arrived.” 
Never would I tell about the breath I breathed into him. I’d never even told the circus owners about that special skill.
“How long would you say the boy was under water?”
“Gosh, I don’t know.” I forced sincerity into my tone, hoping he believed me. “You know how emergency situations are, it seems so much longer than it really is.” I delivered my rehearsed line precisely the way I wanted.
“Did you notice anything about the kid? Any injuries or strange markings?”
Alarm rang and I sat up straighter. “No one pushed him. I saw him fall off the railing.”
“You didn’t see any markings or lines on his back?”
“It was hard to see in the water.” Well, it would be for most people.
He nodded slowly as if in thought. “When I was down at the lagoon today it smelled like cleaning solution. Do you know why?”
Mrs. Fowler didn’t say anything about not mentioning cleaning the lagoon. “I think the lagoon was scrubbed after draining it.”
“The initial report from the scene said the lagoon was filthy. The water so dark, no one could see into it.”
A trick question. He wonders how I found the kid in the murky water. I lifted my shoulders in a slight shrug but stayed silent. The less I said the less that could be used against me.
Officer Clayton stood. He reached into his shirt pocket and handed me a business card. “If you think of anything else, give me a call.” His expression appeared warm, not menacing or threatening. 
Even so, I couldn’t trust the cop. Not with my illegal status.
“Yeah, I will.” Not.
I sagged in my chair. The questioning was over and I’d gotten through it without too many lies. He didn’t suspect a thing. 
He opened the door, but before leaving he turned back. “The boy Brandon is doing fine but he’s got red welts on his back, stripes, almost like he was sucked against something.”
The muscles in my stomach tightened. So, there was evidence of the struggle to get him out. That’s why Mrs. Fowler asked me not to mention changing the up-flow filter cover. It must have something to do with the law she’d mentioned. That’s why the cops were investigating. 
Unknowingly, I’d been involved in a filter cover cover-up. Another secret I’d have to hide.
*** 
After work that day, I hustled into the camp store and waited while Mr. Plankson finished helping a customer. His stiff smile appeared rarely used, which was too bad because he was good-looking for an older dude. He didn’t talk to the woman ringing up her order of milk and marshmallows, even as she fluttered her hands and batted her eyelashes.
The cramped store had shelves filled with the essential items for camping like bread, cereal and batteries, and a few unessential items like candy bars and magazines. The scent of coffee filled the air.
When the woman left, he turned to me. “Checking out?”
Tomorrow I’d have been at the campsite for exactly two weeks, the legal limit. “Um, I wanted to talk to you about that.” I shoved my hand in my pocket and rubbed the two twenties folded neatly inside. “I hoped to stay a bit longer.”
His brows arched like a sideways dollar sign—one going up, the other going down—or maybe that was my current state of mind.
“State Park rules state two weeks maximum.” He turned away and sat down on a creaky chair in front of an old metal desk. 
“You’re not full.” I’d spotted several empty camp sites. 
He swiveled the chair back around to face me. His gaze bore into mine. He angled his head. “Odd. Young girl camping alone.”
My legs wobbled at his unstated question, but I held myself together. “I’m a nature-girl.”
“No camp stove. No car. No friends.” He spelled out my inadequacies with a flat voice.
Each shortcoming was like a slash to my heart, but I refused to be cowed. I pulled out the bribe and slapped forty dollars on top of the desk. “Will this cover any inconvenience?” I held my breath, waiting for him to laugh at my puny offering or yell at my boldness.
He opened the top drawer of the desk and dust flew in the air. Then, he took out a stack of registration forms and thumbed through them. 
He squinted, reading from a page. “Seidon, Pearl.”
“Th-that’s me.”
His glower tried to puncture through my lies. “You left most of the spaces blank. Where are you from?”
“Nebraska.”
“What’re you doing in California?” He sounded like a cop. Not like Officer Clayton, but a more hard-nosed detective who I hoped accepted bribes.
The bells over the door jangled when someone walked in. “Excuse me, I’m looking for a missing...Pearl?” Chase stood on the threshold.
Mr. Plankson pursed his lips and scrunched up his nose. “We don’t sell pearls.” 
I licked my lips and peered between the two of them. “Chase, what’re you doing here?”
“So, you do have friends,” Mr. Plankson mumbled.
I wanted to kick him for belittling me, but I held back. I hadn’t gotten an answer to my bribe yet.
Chase’s glance darted between me and the camp manager. “Since we didn’t find your sweats last night, I decided to search again after work, thought the store might have a lost and found...” He clamped his mouth shut and then opened it again. “What’re you doing here, Pearl?”
“She’s a camper.” Mr. Plankson took the money and shoved it in the pocket of his dirty jeans. His grouchy face scowled. “If you’re not going to buy anything, then why don’t you two scoot.”
I rushed out of the store before he changed his mind. By taking the money, I assumed he took my bribe. Assumed I had a place to live at least for a while longer. Which was good. I couldn’t afford anything else.
“You’re a camper?” Confusion laced Chase’s deep voice. He jogged to catch up to me.
I’d escaped one sticky situation and landed right in another. Chase was going to have more questions than Mr. Plankson.
“Got a problem with camping?” Putting a bucket-load of sarcasm into my tone, I slowed my steps but instead of heading to my tent I went toward the beach. No need to humiliate myself further by showing him my actual living conditions.
“Why would you camp so close to home?”
My tummy churned like the waves. I put on a fake smile and lightened my voice. “I enjoy camping, especially by the beach.”
He grabbed my hand and jerked me to a stop. His fingers wrapped around mine, but not in a caring way. In a way that demanded I listen. “By yourself?”
The fog hung low on the coast with the sun barely visible. Seagulls squawked. My pulse pounded at the base of my throat. If I told Chase the truth, would his opinion of me lower? 
I stared into his eyes searching for an answer. The depths of those indigo orbs changed colors with his mood. Right now, they looked inquisitive, like my unusual situation brought out the reporter in him.
Which I so didn’t need. I had to answer the question and deflect him from digging deeper.
“I’m...” I dug my toes in the sand. “I’m... temporarily living in the campground.” Heat flared in my cheeks. He probably lived in a normal home with normal parents.
“Why?”
The churning in my stomach reversed directions. I shouldn’t be embarrassed by my situation, I should be angry he asked. I huffed out my answer. “It’s a free country.” 
I’d never felt free until arriving in Mermaid Beach. Bill and Carlita were like prison guards, not parents. My circus act penance for having my skills. Here, I could enjoy my freedom, enjoy my skills, enjoy my life.
“Whoa.” He dropped my hand and held both of his up in surrender. His surprised expression cut through my anger. “I’m just asking questions. It’s what I do.”
“You sound like an interrogator.” I crossed my arms in front of me giving him the big back-off sign. We might be sort-of-friends, but he didn’t need to know all about me. No one did. “You won’t tell Mrs. Fowler, will you? You won’t tell anyone.”
His eyebrows rose as if the thought hadn’t crossed his mind. “Why would you think that?”
“You’re so deferential to her.”
His lips flat lined and he turned away to gaze at the horizon. “No. I won’t tell her.” He gentled his voice. “What’s wrong with an apartment? Or a hotel?”
“Those things take money, a deposit.” Forms and a legal signature. 
“Your parents won’t help?” He touched my shoulder with a gentle hand.
I wanted to turn into the caress, but instead I jerked away. Because for me it wasn’t a casual touch. Every touch, every glance, every word meant something.
Bill and Carlita weren’t demonstrative. At all. I wasn’t used to anyone touching me. And with Chase, his touches meant more. More of what I didn’t know. I didn’t want to find out.
And yet, I did.
He placed his hand on my shoulder again, not put off by my rejection. His light touch turned into a massaging caress, like he wanted to take away the burden I carried. It would be so easy to lean into him, tell him everything, let him help me figure out what to do with my life. 
I straightened, knowing I couldn’t drag him into my nightmare, and hoping he didn’t want to sell my story. “My parents and I parted ways.” 
That last night we’d argued. Again. 
I’d been sick all week. Didn’t want to get on stage or dive in the water. Didn’t want to act like everything was okay when it wasn’t.
“I’m tired of performing every night.” My muscles ached with fatigue. My heart hurt from the lies I’d uncovered like the fake birth certificate they wouldn’t explain.
“Take a chill pill.” Carlita’s pudgy hands had thrown my bedazzled bathing suit costume in my face. 
I shouldn’t have expected any sympathy. “I’m a kid. I shouldn’t be working this much.”
“Did you expect the life of a princess?” Carlita’s cruel tone cut like a serrated knife. “Servants waiting on you hand and fin.”
“Wwwwhat?”
“Nothing.” Bill glared at his wife. Then, he angled his greying head at me. “There are people waiting to see you. You can’t disappoint them.”
“Why not? Everyone always disappoints me.” Like the time I’d sprained my arm and they’d forced me to perform. Or when I’d wanted to go to school so I could be a normal kid and they’d refused. Or when I’d tried to make friends with the other circus kids and been rejected.
“The show must go on.” Bill’s scraggly voice scratched the mantra I’d heard from the time I was a toddler.
I couldn’t take it anymore. So I’d left. Packed up the few things that were mine and slipped out after the show at the Poseidon Family Circus. My final show.
No one would make me perform like a trained seal again. 
No one would shove me on stage when I was tired or ill or injured. 
No one would make me fake a smile when I wanted to cry. 
Ever.
Chase put his arm around my shoulders bringing me back to the present. “I’m sorry.”
“I’m not.” Best thing I’d done in my entire life. My only regret is that I hadn’t done it sooner. If only I’d known.
“Do they know you’re living in a tent?”
“They wouldn’t care.” I’d lived in a tent with them. Under the “Big Top” or in a trailer right beside it.
I barked a harsh laugh at the insanity of my circumstances. From star of the show to custodian of the carnival. From the big top to a tiny tent. Not only had I demoted myself in jobs but in living conditions.
My harsh laughter changed to real laughter. I didn’t care about the job or the tent. All I cared about was living my life the way I wanted. Living free.
“Why is that funny?” Chase gave me a curious half-smile, where one side of his mouth tilted up.
I shrugged and shook my head, not ready to give him an answer. And never would be. Some things I’d never share.
He took off his blue sweatshirt and held it out. “Keep mine until we find yours.”
I started to shake my head. “I can’t.”
“Please. I want you to have it.” 
My muscles stiffened. “I’m not a charity case.” My voice sounded hard. I didn’t want him feeling sorry for me.
He grabbed hold of my chin and held it still. “I want you to have it.” He lowered his mouth. 
His soft, full lips caressed mine. Tingles of electricity spread through me and my insides heated. Fireworks flared behind my closed eyelids. I didn’t feel like a charity case now. 
He wanted to kiss me. And I wanted to kiss him back. My mouth molded to his and I leaned against his solid frame.
I should be running fast and far. What Chase wanted, I couldn’t give. But his lips were persuasive. So I responded.
Responded by showing him how I felt deep inside. Even though I could never tell him. Knowing this couldn’t last.
He lifted his head and stared. “Now I can always keep you warm, even when I’m not by your side.”



Chapter Six
Bird Bombardment
The next day, while my body handled menial chores like emptying garbage canisters, my emotions raced like the rollercoaster screaming past. One minute I was angry, then defensive, then hysterical, then awed-out by Chase. Not only by the gift of his sweatshirt but by his words. 
Staying away from him would be so much easier if he was mean or arrogant or a complete jerk.
“Hey.” Chase stopped his golf cart by the garbage can I emptied. 
Or if we didn’t work together.
“Hi.” I shoved the new garbage bag in and put the lid back on, trying to control the awful stench. And the feeling that I might stink, too.
“I talked to Cuda this morning about the other disturbances he’s seen lately. Rogue waves, a shift in currents, sea lions gathering in large groups, even a couple of other whirlpools.”
“Like what happened the other night?” I tied the full bag of garbage.
“Not nearly as large.” Chase took the bag from my hand and set it on the back of his cart. “Hop in and I’ll give you a ride to the dumpster so we can talk.” 
“Okay.” I wanted to talk with Chase, but I didn’t want to be seen getting help from a manager. A few of the other employees already gave me funny looks. The last thing I needed was for them to think I was kissing up to one of the managers.
I grimaced. I guess technically I had kissed Chase. But none of the employees knew that. 
Chase slowed the golf cart in front of the shooting arcade. A big guy dressed all in black, turned around with the rifle in his hand. Joe.
He lifted the rifle and aimed at me, exaggerating his trigger finger motion. 
My body stiffened expecting to be shot. Which was silly because those guns shot lasers, not real bullets. Plus, why would Joe want to hurt me? I might’ve embarrassed him in front of his friends, but he was acting like an idiot.
I shook off my thoughts on Joe, and switched back to the topic with Chase. “What else did your friend Cuda say?”
“Not much. He sort of clammed up.” Chase laughed. “The guy takes caring for the ocean to an extreme. Like the ocean has its secrets and he knows them all.”
“Nothing wrong with caring about the environment.” 
“I agree, but he’s ultra-serious.” Chase braked in front of the large dumpster beside the main office. “Anyhow, I’ve emailed a couple of biology and environmental science professors at the local university about the situation.”
The office doors opened. Mrs. Fowler and Officer Clayton walked out. I didn’t want to be seen by either of them, so I scrunched down in the golf cart.
“Miss Seidon.” Officer Clayton gave me a half-wave, half-come-here motion. “I wanted to talk to you. Is now a good time?” Nice, courteous. Was it all a façade?
Licking my lips, I considered Mrs. Fowler and Clayton. “I’m working right now.”
He tossed Mrs. Fowler a sharp look. 
“We should be helpful to the police.” Mrs. Fowler put a hand to her throat and played with the pearls hanging there. “You may speak with him now.”
“I’ll take care of the garbage,” Chase volunteered.
So not helping Chase. I needed work for an excuse not to talk to the cop.
“O-okay.” I got out and walked toward the office. 
“Why don’t we talk out here.” Clayton dismissed Mrs. Fowler, who after one uncertain glance headed back inside.
Chase drove a few feet to the dumpster and killed the engine. He fiddled with the ignition.
“Can I call you Pearl?” Officer Clayton asked.
“Sure.” I was much more comfortable with the name I’d answered to my entire life. 
“Call me Frank,” he said in an I-want-to-be-your-friend tone.
I jiggled back and forth on my feet. I didn’t want to be on a first name basis with him. “Uh, okay.” 
“You haven’t worked at the Boardwalk long, have you, Pearl?”
“No.” Glancing anywhere but at Officer Clayton, I watched Chase lift the bag ever-so-slowly out of the cart and set it on the ground.
“Where’d you work before?”
“A campground.”
“Do you like camping?” Officer Clayton’s gentle tone sounded conversational.
“Sure.” Not as a necessity though.
“How long have you lived in California?” Each question seemed innocent but added together, he sounded like he was building a case. Against me.
The bluck in my brain pounded as if the mallet from the Ring the Bell game hit me upside the head. If this was a friendly chat, I shouldn’t answer. I wasn’t under oath. “Why?”
“I couldn’t find any records of your existence.” The blank expression on his face meant he had an ulterior motive.
Bill had used this expression a lot. He pretended not to know about Carlita’s demands and shouting.
Scrambling for the possible reason he was asking the questions, I had to think on my feet. “That’s a good thing.” I forced a stiff smile. “It means I don’t have a record.”
“No driver’s license.”
“I don’t drive.”
“No social security number.”
“My parents never applied.”
“No current or last address.”
A loud rushing sound filled my ears. My tummy twisted and plunged. “What’s this really about?” 
I had to control myself, not show my fear. Fear that he’d figured out my history. Cocking my hip, I placed a hand on it and stared at the cop. “I’ve done nothing illegal.”
Unless, of course, you count lying to a cop.
“It’s like you don’t exist.”
“I’m standing right here. Talking to you.” I wished I wasn’t. Wished the circus magician could make me disappear.
“Your Boardwalk application says you’re eighteen.”
“Yes.” That’s what the application says.
“Where do your parents live?”
“Why does it matter, Frank?” I used his name, adult to adult, but the sass at the end was all teen angst.
His friendly expression morphed into one of authority. His lips firmed. His gaze drilled into mine. “It’s unusual for an eighteen-year-old to be completely off the grid.” 
*** 
“You okay?” Chase put his arm around me.
I stood in silence as Officer Clayton got in his car and drove away. I normally would’ve had a reaction to Chase’s touch, but my entire body stiffened like a surfboard totally water logged. I’d distracted the cop for now, but how long before he figured me out? Figured my situation out?
“Yeah.” Too shocked, I couldn’t decide whether I loved or hated that Chase cared. 
My first thought was to pack up and run. That’s what I did best. When Clayton realized I’d lied on my Boardwalk application, he’d be back. He’d have more questions. He might even contact Bill and Carlita.
“Why were you so antagonistic?” Chase had been eavesdropping.
Chase was getting too close. If, no when, I had to run, I’d leave him behind. Not tell him when I was leaving or where I was going. Our whatever-type-of-relationship would be over.
I pulled my shoulders back and let my mask fall into place. The façade didn’t seem to fit. “Because that’s who I am.” 
“No, you’re not.” He dropped his arm and stepped in front of me blocking the light from the sun, blocking the warmth. “It’s who you pretend to be. You pretend to act so hard, but not only did you care enough to save Brandon but the sea otter, too. You’re so independent, and there’s nothing wrong with that, but I can see you’re lonely.”
I jerked my head up trying to decipher how much of that speech he believed. His glare pierced into my soul. Insecurities fumbled in my chest. Defensiveness was my shield. It kept people from seeing the real me. I couldn’t let people guess. I couldn’t let Chase guess right.
“I am pretending.” Pausing, I let the silence add weight to my words. I steeled my nerves. I didn’t have a choice. My decision was best for both of us. “I’m pretending to actually like you.”
Chase staggered back. His lips narrowed so thin they looked like cracks on the sidewalk. His blue eyes became slits of frozen ice. “Then you’re an excellent actress. Because I believed you were vulnerable and caring.”
“You’re wrong on all counts.” If Chase saw the real me, he’d discover all my lies and half-truths. I hid my trembling lips behind a smile. The rasping from my chest I used to put force in my voice. “Except for the actress part.”
Because I was putting on the show of my life.
Although I hoped he believed the acting had been when I’d been with him, when I’d shared the information at the campground, when he kissed me.
I didn’t need to worry about that happening again. The coldness in his glance told me how angry he was. He believed I’d used him.
“Then, I guess I don’t need to worry about you anymore.” His tone tried to convey nonchalance. 
I wasn’t sure I believed it. But his next sentence slashed through my heart. 
“Cold-blooded actors do well in Southern California.” 
*** 
After my long and lonely shift was over, I headed back to the campground, where I found Mr. Plankson prowling around my tent. I didn’t like his questions from the other day, and I hated his inquisitiveness. “Why are you snooping around?”
He stood in front of the tent opening with an air of innocence that I didn’t believe. “Looking for you.”
The zipper pull swung back and forth. There was no breeze. 
“Inside my tent?”
“Just knocked on the canvas.” He held up a fist like that was evidence. “You’ve been gone since this morning.”
“I was working.” 
“Where?” Plankson didn’t even fake concern like Officer Clayton. Who did Plankson think he was? My father?
“Boardwalk.” I answered to end the conversation.. “How do you think I paid for your bribe.”
“About that.” Plankson grabbed a strand of his longish, distinctive-grey hair and twisted it around his middle finger. He looked like a well-aged rock star. “Since I’m breaking the rules for you, you’re going to have to do a few things for me.”
I didn’t like the way that sounded. “I paid you.”
“Forty bucks?” His laugh warbled. “That’s not enough to cover my cigarettes.” 
I’d never seen the man smoke.
I placed my hands on my hips and tried to sound tough even though my knees shook. He was a creepy old man and I was alone. Maybe I should’ve kept Chase around a little longer. As a friend. “What do you want?”
“Help around the camp.” His smile showed even white teeth but there was nothing friendly on his face. In fact, the grin seemed sinister. “I need you to pick up litter by the rocks at the edge of the cove this evening.”
“But—”
“You want to stay?” He picked up a metal stick with a sharp end and pointed it at me. “Pick up garbage.”
I yanked the stick out of his hand. He had me. If I wanted to stay at the campground for a little while longer, I’d have to do what he wants. “This is dirty blackmail.” 
Dirty in several ways.
*** 
I’m going to be known as garbage-girl. Stabbing a yellow hamburger wrapper, I shoved the paper in the plastic bag I carried. Grit clung to me like a second skin. Beer bottles and dirty diapers littered the rocks near the cliffs, either carried by the current or partying people. 
The phenomenal view would definitely be a draw. The rocks jutted out at the end of the small cove surrounded by water on all three sides. You could see for miles.
But it was a dangerous spot for stupid people doing stupid things. I’d slipped several times on my climb to this point.
The waves crashed close to where I stood. Spray showered me. I licked the sea water off my lips tasting its saltiness. While I’d love to jump in the ocean, diving at this spot would be idiotic. 
Stabbing a plastic water bottle, my feet slipped on the slick rocks again. I almost lost my balance. Now I understood why Plankson didn’t want to do this job—it’s dirty and dangerous.
The sun rode low in the sky. A group of seagulls gathered on a nearby ledge. There must be hundreds. The birds cawed arguing with each other. Their beady eyes watched me tread from rock to rock, careful where I put my feet. The birds should be happy, not suspicious of my actions.
Balancing on a rock near the edge, I poked my stick at a crushed Styrofoam container. Waves washed over the garbage and pushed it around the small pool formed by the rocks. I jabbed again.
A thunderous sound, louder than the waves, caught my attention. I jerked my head up. The blue sky had turned white and grey from the seagulls taking flight at the exact same time. Their wings flapped and flapped, covering my view of the sky. They flew toward me.
No, correct that. They flew at me.
I ducked covering my head, fearing their sharp claws. Hunching my shoulders, I tried to become tiny. My exposed skin seemed to screech waiting for the bird attack. Dropping the stick and garbage bag, I hunkered down. 
The crazy birds swooped. They were like a bird battalion attacking their target.
And their target was me.
My heart pounded faster than their flapping wings. Wings and webbed feet fluttered hard at my head, my face, my shoulders. Bright orange beaks pecked at my arms.
“Get away.” I swatted with my hands at the birds, trying to scare them. My futile attempts did nothing. 
The sharp points of their beaks tore at my skin. Sharp pain pulsed from the open wounds. The birds attacked in tandem as if they’d planned the entire thing.
I shifted my feet to get lower. My foot slipped and I tumbled. My stomach tumbled, too. Reaching out, I tried to grab hold of a rock but a seagull nipped at my fingers. Pain pulsed in my hand. I released the rock...
And fell.
Off the jagged edge.
Into the churning water.



Chapter Seven
Intended Interference
A wave crashed and shoved me against the jagged rocks beneath the surface. I covered my face with my arms. My body scratched on the sharp rock edges. Pain stung my arms and legs. I uncovered my face and took note of deep gouges on my skin. Blood—my blood—trailed into the water. 
A second wave crashed into me. Before being sliced again, I dove deep. The waves were less strong further down. The force wouldn’t be as powerful. Soft algae clung to the rocks and cliff bottoms cushioning the blow against my body. Kelp wiggled with the waves creating a natural break, and an underwater forest.
Using my strength, I swam away from the rocks toward the sandy bottom staying far down from the surface, and the birds. 
Spiky anemone jutted out between crevices. A school of silver fish darted past. A group of mussels clustered together on the bottom. 
The view below fascinated. It was like another world. A world where I belonged, even though the fish probably didn’t think so. The current caressed my skin. The warmth enveloped me. 
All my fears about the fall and my injuries floated away. I spun around and the water circled with me. I made my own mini-friendly whirlpool. Nothing like the other night. Fish and bubbles floated around. Sand twirled from the bottom. Strands of grey mixed with the green and brown seaweed. Rocks swung by my kaleidoscope of underwater colors. My gaze caught on something in the blurry kelp forest. An oval-shaped, pale something.
A face.
A human face.
I stopped spinning and turned in the direction of the kelp and stared. Nothing was there. I thought I saw someone. Something.
I shivered.
Probably nothing. Just my spun-out imagination.
Still, I needed to inspect the area. A bit dizzy, I kicked my feet and headed to where the seaweed grew from the bottom like upside down streamers at a birthday party. I parted the strands and peaked inside to satisfy my curiosity. 
It was darker under the seaweed where the sun doesn’t penetrate the growth of kelp. The green and brown fronds crisscrossed and tangled with the current. It was like entering a jungle. Good thing I knew there were no lions, or tigers, or bears. 
Of course, there could be sharks.
Or whatever else I’d seen.
But I found nothing. Exiting the kelp forest, I gave up my search and swam closer to the surface. The face had probably been a rock cut and worn over the years. Or a large fish. Not a person at all.
A plunging sound disturbed the peacefulness of the water. The shadow of a small boat and an anchor sinking to the bottom of the ocean nearby. A guy dove from the boat and into the water.
Chase.
I recognized him by his muscular legs, his taut abs, his wavy hair, and his expression of fear and determination on his face. 
Letting the seaweed float back in place, I swam to him. Better for me to find him then for him to find me. 
He took hold of my arm and pulled me into a loose hug. My chest tightened from the contact and my heart stirred. With the way we’d left things he shouldn’t want to come near me. 
Together we surfaced, Chase believing he’d rescued me.
Breathing heavily, he grabbed hold of the edge of the rowboat. “I can’t believe you’re all right.” His other arm tightened around me. “I saw you fall.”
“You did?” Uh oh. 
He huffed out another breath. “I saw you on the rocks and the birds attacked and then you went off. You never resurfaced. I thought you were dead.” 
I glanced around racking my brain for a way to explain. For a normal person, I’d been under the water way too long. Plus, the fall had been nasty, possibly not survivable. “Let’s get out of the water.”
“I’m an idiot.” He shook his head and drips fell from his hair. He rolled his eyes. “You’re probably hurt, exhausted, and cold. And here I am having a conversation.”
I wasn’t any of those things, but I couldn’t tell him.
“Hold onto the boat. I’ll get on board first and then pull you up.” He let go of me making sure I held on tight. Then, using his arms, he lifted himself and swung his legs over the edge of the row boat. “Now you.”
He leaned over and put his arms out. I lifted myself, and he seized my waist and carried me up and into the boat like I was precious. A feeling I’d never had before. I’d been used, abused and ignored for as long as I remembered. I wanted to act helpless so he’d continue to care, and then I wanted to kick myself for pretending to be needy. 
“Did you hurt yourself?” He scanned my body lighting a small fire inside. “A few of those scratches seem deep.” He probed my head with a light touch. “Did you bump your head? Lose consciousness?”
I was tempted to say yes so he’d continue touching me. “No.”
“Does anything hurt?”
The cuts might burn later, but right now they felt fine. “No.” 
“You’re probably dazed. Lack of oxygen, possibly hypothermia. Relax and I’ll row to shore.” He sat down on the center bench, took hold of the oars and rowed. “I don’t even have a towel to give you.”
I wasn’t cold or in shock. Unless you count my shock at Chase’s rescue. I’d been so mean before. “I-I didn’t mean what I said this morning. About acting.”
He stroked with determination and speed, the muscles in his forearms bulging with the effort. His mouth gritted together focusing on his task of making sure I didn’t faint or die. “I realize that now.”
I wasn’t good at apologizing but Chase understood. No need to actually say sorry. My shoulders relaxed at the idea of not having to say the words. 
Searching the rocks where I fell, I spotted the garbage bag stuck between two sharp points. The seagulls were gone. 
What had set the birds off? Maybe I’d encroached on their territory. Maybe they were nesting. Maybe they just didn’t like me. Another abnormality I’d need to ponder.
When we reached the surf, Chase jumped out and pulled the boat to shore. He acted like my champion and guard. The wall around my heart, the one I’d tried to rebuild, crumbled at his thoughtfulness. Not even my circus parents cared like this. They hadn’t cared at all.
Never a gentle touch. Never a hug. Never an encouraging word.
Instead I heard, “Practice again.” “Make it perfect.” “Stay underwater longer or you won’t get dinner tonight.”
They’d never showed love. I bit my quivering bottom lip. Maybe because my circus parents weren’t my real parents at all. They kept a million secrets from me, controlled me, and lied to me. 
Mr. Plankson entered the surf and helped Chase pull in the dinghy. The binoculars he wore around his neck got caught on the oar. “What the heck were you doing stealing my boat?”
“If I stole it, I wouldn’t be returning it.” Chase yanked on the rope. “It was an emergency. Pearl was drowning.”
I sat straighter and glared at Plankson. “I fell off the rocks.” The rocks he’d sent me to clean. 
“Should’ve asked permission.” Plankson’s gruff voice sawed on my nerves.
“No time. She was underwater forever. I thought she’d drowned.”
Plankson examined me. “How long?”
I waved my trembling hand in a fake careless move. The last thing I wanted was Plankson getting suspicious. “Not long at all. Just seemed like forever.” 
“It took me at least five minutes to row out—”
“Chase.” I grabbed my arm in pretend pain. “My arm hurts.”
“We need to get you to emergency.” Concern immediately lit his face. He splashed over and held out his hand. “Can you walk?”
I wanted to shut him up, not create a new problem. I didn’t like the way Plankson watched me, or the way he’d been snooping around my tent. “I don’t need a doctor. The scratches only sting.” 
“I’ve got antiseptic in my office.” Plankson’s offer to help raised my suspicion higher. Did he feel an ounce of concern for my accident? 
Chase took my arm and helped me walk up the path from the beach, following Plankson. “Are you sure about the doctor? You almost drowned.”
“Shh.” My gaze drifted to Plankson’s back. I swung my head back and forth. “Not now. We’ll talk when we’re alone.” My terse toned tried to convey the urgency.
“But?”
“Please, Chase.” I gave him a pleading look. “Later.”
When we reached the office, Chase settled me on a lawn chair on the porch while Plankson went inside. He came out with antiseptic and bandages and handed them to Chase. Then Plankson locked the door, and mumbled something about breathing and bleeding, before walking away.
The man’s actions contradicted. One minute angry for stealing his boat, the next helpful. He’d sent me out on those rocks. Unease shivered across my mind. Something didn’t add up.
Chase kneeled beside me, his dark head bent over my left leg. I wanted to run my fingers through his wet hair. Wanted to wipe away the worry he’d had. About me. Wanted to tell him that there’d been no need to risk himself to save me. I wasn’t going to drown.
“This is going to sting.” He poured antiseptic on one of the larger cuts.
I winced.
“Did that hurt?” His eyes were the deepest blue I’d ever seen, out-coloring the sky and the ocean. 
Honest eyes. Chase had no hidden secrets or agenda.
Unlike me. I swallowed the knot in my throat, almost choking on my frequent lies. “No, but it should hurt more. I deserve it after what I said about pretending to like you.”
He continued to clean my wounds, one cut at a time. Every spot he touched, my skin tingled. “No one deserves to get smashed against the rocks.”
I skimmed his shoulder with my fingers, unsure of his reaction. Sure, he thought he’d saved me, but any decent guy would do that even to a girl they hated. “I shouldn’t have been so mean. Especially to you.”
The one person in my life who’d been nice with no ulterior motive. Who liked me for who I am, not what I could give him. Who cared about my well being.
His hands stilled and he shot me a confident-and-a-bit-cocky smile. “Spend tomorrow with me. There’s a cool beach called Shell Cove where a lot of the locals hang out. I’d love to show you.”
My shoulders sagged wanting to go, knowing I shouldn’t. At least I had a real excuse. “I’ve got to work.”
“Only in the morning.” He finished with the first leg and started on my left arm. “We can leave after your shift,” he paused. “Then again, with the way water disasters follow you...”
“They don’t follow me.” Well, they had but he didn’t know about the incident in Nebraska or the time I saved a man from the circus. 
“First you rescue that boy. Then, you almost drown. Twice.” Chase held up two fingers. “Water emergencies stalk you.”
“I love water, especially the ocean.” Although, since moving to Mermaid Beach the scary incidents had multiplied.
Was it me or coincidence? Cuda had said strange things were happening even before I arrived on Mermaid Beach. Still, I had to consider the danger.
“The water sure doesn’t love you.”
Chase was wrong. The ocean and I had an affinity in a way I couldn’t explain. The waves welcomed me. The salty water felt like silk against my skin. The underwater scenery was like a familiar tapestry.
Similar to the feeling I have with Chase. Holding my breath, I beheld his familiar features. His strong and serious face. His sparkling eyes. His tug-at-my-heart smile.
Chase got me, or at least the part I shared with him. Somehow he understood when I put on a fake and angry face for the world. He just doesn’t know how much I have to hide. 
“I’m drawn to the water.” Like I’m drawn to Chase. “And there’s a good reason.”
Was I about to reveal to Chase my biggest secret of all?



Chapter Eight
Tricky Truth
“And what reason is that?” Chase finished cleaning my arm and scooted over to the other side. “You have a death wish?”
Like standing on the edge of the circus tank waiting for the spotlight to find me, I debated. “I wouldn’t have drowned.” I sucked in a breath. 
Indecision swayed back and forth in my tummy like seaweed in a wave. He wanted to be a reporter. He was looking for a big story. I could become that story. 
“I wouldn’t have drowned because...”
Chase understood me, the real me, not the façade I put on for everyone else. He’d shown kindness and humor and strength of character. He cared about me, as a person. 
“Because?” He angled his head. One of his eyebrows rose in a question mark. A slight smirk lifted his lips.
My shoulders sagged. My weary bones wanted to collapse. I was so tired of keeping secrets, tired of hiding the real me, tired of being alone. Taking a deep breath, I lifted my shoulders.
“I wouldn’t have drowned because I can breathe underwater,” I blurted out the words fast and then held my breath waiting for a response.
I expected incredulity, or laughter but I was greeted with silence.
My mind swirled. “Did you hear me?”
“Yeah, I heard you.” He patted the cut on my leg harder. “I’m trying to figure out why you think you need to lie.”
“I’m not lying.” I crossed my arms and pain tore through my skin, not from the scratches. I’d worried about him exposing my secret and instead I should’ve worried about him believing. “Even you said I was under water for a long time.”
“And you said it wasn’t that long.” He screwed the antiseptic cap back on and set the bottle on the ground with a thud.
“I didn’t want Plankson to hear. I don’t want anyone to know.” My voice rose higher. I’d been so worried about Chase writing a story, I hadn’t even thought that I’d have to convince him I spoke the truth.
“Why tell me then?” 
I swallowed again, all my thoughts and feelings balling up in my throat. I wasn’t even sure I knew how I felt about Chase and I’d already taken a huge risk. My heart thundered like waves at high tide pounding the shore. “Because...”
“Because?” His lips tilted up at our replay of words.
“Because I feel like we have a connection.” A compromise, not the full truth. I liked Chase and our connection was strong. Stronger than anything I’d experienced before. “Was I wrong?”
Chase tugged on my hand, unfolding my arms, making a physical connection. “There’s definitely something.” His voice rasped. “But I don’t like lies.”
Then, he probably wouldn’t like the real me. I’ve lied from the first time we met. Lied about my age, where I’d lived, my previous life.
“I’m not lying.” This time.
“What you’re saying is impossible.” His gaze dulled by disbelief. “Maybe you hit your head harder than you think.” His concern was an insult.
I dropped his hand and gripped the arms of the chair, ready to get up. Each accusation shot through me like a sharp arrow. I’d finally trusted someone enough to tell the truth and he didn’t believe me. Didn’t trust me enough to believe me. He must think I was totally insane.
“I’ll prove it.”
“No.” He pushed me back down into the chair with a gentle touch. “You’re hurt.” He thought I was nuts or hit my head hard.
I couldn’t get angry because he cared. That’s why I’d confessed in the first place. But I couldn’t let him believe I was lying or crazy. “I’ll prove it tomorrow at Shell Cove.”
*** 
“You ready?” I asked Chase.
We both stood waist deep in the water off Shell Cove the following afternoon.
“You don’t need to do this.” Chase had tried to talk me out of the test the entire drive. Said he didn’t need proof, said he liked me no matter what, which I interpreted as whether I was nuts or not. Which made me even more determined to show him the truth.
I was glad he hadn’t been scared away by my confession. Other people, people in my past, had reacted funny when they discovered my abilities. Chase had proven his integrity, unlike Aunty Eva.
My mood disintegrated like crushed shells. Aunty Eva had been like an angel, appearing one day out of the blue when I was six. She’d greeted me with a hug, something I didn’t remember ever receiving from her sister, Carlita. 
Aunty Eva had moved into my small bedroom and we’d stay up late talking and laughing. She seemed to actually like me, not just put up with me. She listened to me, unlike her sister. I could tell Aunty Eva anything.  
After a few weeks, we were closer than I would ever be with Carlita. So, I told Eva about my abilities. 
“You’re such a silly little girl. Dreaming of being a real mermaid.” Eva had laughed at my claim.
“I’ll show you.” And I did. 
I dove in the tank and stayed under for twenty minutes. I asked her to lift a five-hundred pound weight, which she couldn’t, and then I lifted the weight while in the water. 
Her face had turned white and she’d mumbled an excuse about needing to talk to Carlita. Dripping with water, I followed behind and listened at the open trailer window.
Aunty Eva had spoken in high rushed tones, “With those weird abilities we could take Pearl to Las Vegas or Hollywood.”
“Don’t you think I’ve thought of that,” Carlita screeched back.
“We could make millions.” Aunty Eva’s voice quivered.
“People would assume we tricked them if she was on television or a big production. They wouldn’t believe it was unique.” Carlita’s answer sounded stilted, like she was lying.
“We could put Pearl on one of those reality shows, where they follow her around.” Aunty Eva thought I was a freak. My limbs trembled. She believed I was different in a weird way. “I could be her agent. We’d make bucks.”
“No.” Carlita stood firm. “I won’t expose her like that.”
At the time, I thought that maybe Carlita did care about me and my happiness. But now I understood the reason. She was afraid the authorities would discover her deception. Uncover the truth. Like I had.
Chase splashed me with water. “Let’s forget about this.”
“No. I want to show you.” I didn’t repeat the words I can breathe underwater for fear he’d bolt.
Not only did I want to prove to him I hadn’t lied but I wanted to share this part of me hoping it would create a special bond. A tighter connection. Maybe I was being stupid, but I had to know how he’d react, before getting closer.
I handed him an old circus stopwatch. He lay on his stomach on the floaty air mattress, positioned the facemask on his face and stuck the snorkel in his mouth, then he gave me the thumbs up sign, even as he shook his head.
He still didn’t believe me. Thought this experiment was a waste of time.
We submerged and Chase clicked on the watch. I crossed my legs and sat on the sandy bottom. He floated on the surface so the breathing tube stayed out of the water and watched.
Faking a smile, I waved counting down the minutes in my head. Counting down to the beginning of our new relationship. Or the end.
He still might not believe me. He might think it was a trick. He might want me to prove my ability over and over and over again.
He could react like Aunty Eva. He could want to take advantage of me. He could think I was a freak. 
I gritted my teeth together. Too late now. I’d made my decision. We were here. And soon I’d know his reaction.
There were always going to be people, like Aunty Eva, who learned about my abilities and believed I was strange. And maybe I was. But this is who I am, this is me. And if I was going to ever get close to Chase, I’d have to show him the real me. Good and bad. Freaky and un-freaky.
I scooped my hands into the sand and let the grains filter through my fingers. A portion of a nautilus shell caught in my palm.
The shell reminded me of one the circus owners possessed. As a child I’d been fascinated by the dazzling colors coming from inside that shell. I’d never seen anything like it. Their nautilus glowed and I’d climbed on the arm of the couch to reach for it. 
When I picked up the shell warmth filled my two hands and my heart. I swore I heard waves slamming the shore and music tickling my eardrums. 
“What’re you doing?” Carlita had shouted from the doorway.
I’d lost my balance and tumbled to the floor, scraping my elbow and bruising my knee. She hadn’t cared. Instead, she’d snatched the shell away. “Don’t ever touch this again.”
Not that she’d given me the opportunity because she hid the shell and I’d never found it.
Chase tapped on the stopwatch bringing me out of my memories. The hands indicated five minutes had passed. I put up my hand and spread my fingers indicating five more.
He tapped the watch again. 
I folded my arms in a stubborn pose and nodded. Then, I pointed at my chest and said, “I’m fine.” Not that he could hear me, but he should be able to read my lips.
In the mask, his eyes sharpened. The lines around his mouth tightened as if he bit on the snorkel too hard. He reached out and grabbed my arm and pulled, trying to get me to come up.
Again, I shook my head. I wanted to prove without a doubt my abilities. I’d finally decided to share my secrets, share myself, and I wanted him to believe me. Believe in me.
Every few seconds his gaze traveled from the stopwatch to me, making sure I was all right. Another five minutes passed. He tapped on the watch again and held out his hand which had pruned in the water. I put my smooth hand in his letting him pull me to the top.
He dropped my hand, took off the snorkel and mask, then leaned his elbows on the mattress. Red lines circled his forehead from the pressure. His expression was unreadable.
I hung onto the end of the mattress, gripping the plastic between tight fingers. Holding my breath like I was under water, I waited for him to say something. Anything. With each silent second, dread pooled in my tummy like an anchor ready to sink.
Chase rubbed the red grooves. “I. Can’t. Believe. It.”
“You can’t?” My chin dipped. “I’ll stay under longer.” 
If nothing else, no matter what his ultimate reaction, I wanted him to believe me. I wasn’t going to run away from who I was any longer.
“No. That’s okay.”
“I didn’t fake it.”
“Yeah, I know. No possible way for you to fake that. Especially when you opened your mouth to talk.” He slid his hand around my neck and reached under my hair line. 
At least he wasn’t afraid to touch me. Unlike others.
A shiver skated across my neck. I wanted to lean in to his gentle touch. Until I realized he was searching for a breathing device. 
“What’s your secret?”
A blackness overwhelmed me. My thoughts turned dark. He thought I was a liar and a cheat. “I showed you my secret. I can breathe underwater.”
“But how’d you do the trick? No one can hold their breath that long.” A wave knocked him on the side of the head, kind of like I wanted to.
“I wasn’t holding my breath. Did you see me smile?” I fake-grinned showing all my teeth. A real smile was impossible at the moment. “It wasn’t a trick.”
“But I don’t understand-”
“Let’s go on shore.” I hoped some of his shock would wear off once he processed what I showed him. He held the proof in his hand—the stopwatch. Plus, he’d seen everything firsthand. 
After swimming back to the beach, we sat down on the blanket we’d laid out when we arrived. I handed him a towel and then used another to dry off. Like I was on trial, my skin felt sensitive to each rub of the terrycloth. The air between us charged with silence. 
“How did you do it?” Finally, the questions started again. He still thought it was a trick. 
“I don’t know. I’ve been able to breathe underwater for forever.” Maybe the more times I said it, the easier it would sink in for him.
“Why can you do it?” His voice whispered each question like he was afraid to speak out loud.
“Genetic deficiency?” I only half-joked. I didn’t know why I could breathe underwater, had never questioned it until I turned sixteen. 
Please don’t say I’m a freak. Please don’t say I’m a freak.
“Who else knows about this?”
“Just the cir...my parents.” The last word tripped off my tongue. I might’ve called them my parents for sixteen years, but now I knew differently. Yet, I couldn’t tell Chase about the circus. The humiliation I’d endured my entire life, how I’d been so docile to Bill and Carlita’s demands, how I’d been on display.
“Where else can you breathe besides the ocean?” His eyes held a semi-crazy gleam. His lips moved in a disjointed pattern. “The pool, the bathtub, where?” 
Remembering reading about how journalists always ask five questions relating to who, what, where, how and why, I let out a long, slow breath. I set myself up to be questioned, reporter or not. I braced for the onslaught. “Anywhere I want.”
“What’re you going to do about it?”
My stomach squeezed tight. Doubts about showing Chase collided inside me. “What are you going to do about it?”
“What do you mean?” Confusion worried his face. From my one question or all my answers?
“Are you going to tell anyone?” I twisted the towel in my hands, wringing the cloth like I wanted to wring his neck if he shared my secret. “Write me up for that big story of yours?”
“No.” He leaned forward examining my face, like I was a unique specimen. “Do you want me to? You’d be famous.”
“So would you.” Almost as famous, or infamous, as me. I smushed my mouth and narrowed my glance, shooting daggers at him. I needed to tell him what I wanted. “I don’t want anyone to know.”
“Why?” His voice filled with awe and his ever-present curiosity. “You’d get on the national news, appear on television, maybe meet the President.”
“I’d be stared at, disbelieved, thought of like a freak.” My throat burned and my voice sounded raw. Being in the spotlight in the circus had been terrible, having the entire world focused on me would be unbearable. “Are you going to tell anyone?”
“Not if you don’t want me to.”
“Even if you could break a big news story?” I wanted to believe him, that’s why I’d told him in the first place, but he wanted to be a reporter. 
His faced appeared thoughtful. He rubbed his knuckles against my arm. The automatic shivers that usually accompanied his touch were absent. 
“Not if it would hurt you.” His tone softened. “I wouldn’t do anything to hurt you.”
“Really?” I so wanted to believe him.
But it was hard when he’d only known me a few days, while my parents had known me almost my entire life and they didn’t seem to care about my emotional or physical pain.
“Really.” He shifted next to me and put his arm around my shoulders. “I care about you. If you don’t want anyone else to know about your amazing ability then I won’t tell. I’m honored you told me.” He bent toward me and his lips touched mine. 
*** 
I was so right to tell Chase.
Minutes later, floating on the small air mattress beside him, our nearly-naked bodies touching in several spots, I relived our long, glorious kiss. 
Chase was the best kisser ever. Okay, he was my only kisser. But our secret, our pact, our connection had deepened, just like the kiss. Tingles cruised up my spine remembering his gentle lips on mine. And I couldn’t wait to kiss him again.
The quiet waves rocked. Our feet and arms dangled in the water. Lying on the small raft, only our middles supported by the plastic pillow, we drifted in companionable silence.
I’d finally gotten the courage to share myself, the real me, and it had paid off in several ways. Chase believed me, he’d promised to keep my secret, and this demonstrated how much he cared.
I felt like I was floating, which I was.
Chase splashed me with water. “I should’ve brought the snorkel and mask out. There’s a lot of fish swimming right here.”
“I need a drink anyhow. Do you want me to get it?”
“You don’t mind? I don’t want to lose this spot.”
“No problem. I’ll be back in a minute.” Possibly less. I hadn’t told him about my swimming speed. I’d save that for another day.
I pushed off the floating mattress and swam underwater until I reached the shallows. Getting to my feet, a shadow fell over me.
“If it isn’t janitor-girl.”
The brightness of my day dimmed. I peered at the cause of the shadow. Joe from the railing incident towered above. He wore black shorts and the same black hoodie. A bit hot for the beach. 
“Cops questioned me twice about that stupid kid falling into the lagoon.” His hard voice threatened.
I took a step back in the wet sand. “Oh?”
A few of Joe’s buddies circled closer, like sharks going after fresh meat. Strange green splotches stained their clothes like an unknown disease. Water lapped at their untied shoes but they didn’t seem to care.
“You put that cop Clayton up to it.” Joe moved his arms from behind his back.
A gun with a long, narrow barrel pointed at my chest. A tube ran from in front of the trigger to the hand base. I’d never seen a gun like that before. Real or on TV.
“Wh-what’s that?” An icy shiver slid down my spine. I didn’t want to find out the hard way.
“Sure glad me and my boys were playing in the canyon above this beach.” He scrunched up his face and growled. “What did you tell Clayton?”
“I didn’t tell him anything.” I held my hands up, showing Joe I wouldn’t make a fast move. 
Which was a lie, because if I could dive in the ocean without a shot being fired I would. The water barely went to my ankles when the waves rushed in. I needed more water.
Joe jerked the gun. “Why’d Clayton ask me about balancing on the rail? I didn’t tell him.” 
The gun looked real, lethal. Black metal, with a scope. A bit on the futuristic side with the tube thing, but I knew nothing about weapons.
My mind scrambled for a way out. Sweat broke out on my upper lip. I glanced at the sky. “Other people might’ve seen you do it. Why blame me?” I had mentioned it, even accused the boy’s fall of being Joe’s fault, but I didn’t deserve to be shot for it.
“Pearl. What’s going on?” Chase’s words barely reached me above the noise of the surf.
I glanced back. Chase paddled the air mattress toward shore. My heart tightened at the idea of him coming to my rescue and yet, this was one incident that would be easier to handle alone. If I could only get Joe further in the water.
“Hey, that’s the manager-guy from the mini golf course. Maybe he’s the snitch.” 
I sucked in a breath. I didn’t want Chase to be blamed for my mistake. “No, I’m sure he didn’t-” 
“Shut up.” Joe stuck the gun against my ribs. 
The barrel jammed into my skin. Yep, real metal. I froze in place not wanting to antagonize him further. Chase and the raft were about thirty yards out and I used my body to block the view of the weapon. I didn’t want him to become alarmed. He had no way to defend himself working his way closer to shore.
“That orange raft would be a good target,” one of Joe’s friends egged him on. “Better than those sycamore trees behind the beach.”
So they’d been shooting this gun in the park leading to the beach?
“I don’t need shooting practice.” Joe sounded offended.
“Come on. You missed that squirrel earlier.”
Joe had shot at a squirrel. What other innocent animals had he harassed?
“Sink that sucker. Sink that sucker.” The other guys joined the cheer.
My heart revved. I didn’t know what kind of gun it was but Chase could be shot and it would be my fault.
Joe lifted the scope and straightened his arm. He squinted. The small muscles in his hand tensed. His finger drew back on the trigger. 
“Chase, watch out!” I jerked my left elbow and bumped Joe’s shoulder trying to throw him off balance.
Pop. Whoosh.
The shot wasn’t loud as if air whooshed around it, kind of like a nail gun. I screamed anyhow. My eyes glued open like the lids were stuck, waiting to see if Joe still managed to stay on target even with my elbow jab.
A whitish-round bullet hit the raft and exploded. A blob of green marked the raft.
My knees buckled with relief. “What kind of gun is that?”
“Sink that sucker. Sink that sucker.” All the guys cheered again.
“Paintball gun.” Joe raised the gun and pointed. “My friends and I like to go paintballing.”
At least the gun didn’t shoot bullets. “If you shoot paintballs all the time you don’t need to shoot at Chase.”
“Wimp.” Joe’s cruel laugh scratched down my spine.
I jumped forward and pushed Joe harder this time. His fight was with me, not Chase.
Joe swatted at me. “Get her.” He commanded his buddies.
The three of them surrounded me, grabbing my arms and waist. Chase stroked harder now, trying to reach the beach faster, to come to my rescue. I kicked and squirmed trying to escape while Joe’s friends laughed.
Joe pulled the trigger again.
The pop sounded louder this time. More ominous.
The paintball hit Chase in the head. A green splotch appeared on his temple. 
Chase’s eyes rolled back into his head. Then he slipped off the raft. 



Chapter Nine
Seriously Stingy Sitch
Chase sunk under the waves.
A loud rushing filled my head with all sorts of awful scenarios. My heart stopped, then thumped wildly. The friction from my heart caused a static charge to shoot through me, spurring me into action. 
Without thought to Joe and his stupid paintball gun, I jerked out of the other guy’s arms, ran through the shallow surf, and dove under the surface. The salt hit my face like annoying gnats, which was unusual, but right now, everything bothered me.
I’d heard stories about how dangerous paint gun pellets could be, how they shouldn’t be toys at all, how idiots like Joe should never possess one.
I swam as fast as non-humanly possible and reached Chase as his body hit the sandy bottom. His eyelids were closed and his mouth open. His body lifeless.
I placed my hand over his chest and felt his heart beating in a slow rhythm. He wasn’t dead, just unconscious. The pellet must’ve hit a vulnerable spot on his head.
Relief swelled like the waves. I grabbed him beneath the shoulders and dragged him back to the air mattress. I draped him on his side over the orange plastic, and then cleared his air passages.
He choked up water and then sucked down air. Gasping, he breathed on his own. I ran my hands over his forehead where the green paint marked the spot and felt a large, red bump. 
Chase winced and he blinked several times. He was conscious but his gaze appeared cloudy and unfocused.
I scanned the beach. We were still thirty yards out but Joe and his buddies stood on shore watching. The gun was nowhere in sight, but that didn’t mean it wasn’t hidden behind his back. I didn’t want to find out if they meant to cause further trouble.
Chase moaned. Goosebumps appeared on his exposed arms. I had to get him out of the water and going through Joe and his goons would only take more time. 
“Can you hang on a bit longer?” Literally, because he hung over the air mattress.
“I can swim on my own.” His voice sounded weak, shaky. His eyelids closed again and my worry ratcheted up.
“No. Let me tug you back to shore.” 
Making sure he was balanced, I gripped the plastic edge of the air mattress and swam further out to sea. With my speed I could round the edge of the cove and land on the next beach in minutes. I wouldn’t need to fight Joe and on dry land I could assess Chase’s damage.
At the end of the cove, the waves intensified ripping at the raft in my hand. Waves tumbled over my head and smashed onto the rocks near the cliffs. Ocean spray made the top of the raft slick. We were at the furthest point, rounding the tip before entering the next cove. 
I loosened my grip and then gathered more plastic in my fist, but didn’t slow my pace. The raft scrunched up with the waves and the weight increased. The air mattress was flat, lifeless. All the air had leaked out and I could no longer use it to hold Chase.
Breath whistled out of my lungs. I could handle this. He was breathing, kind of alert. I had super strength. No problem.
“I’m going to hold you like a lifeguard.” I turned on my back and positioned Chase above me keeping his head high above water. His skin rubbed against mine and I shivered. He was ice cold.
“I like when you hold me close.” His words slurred together.
Either that pellet hit him extra hard or the cold water was affecting his speech.
A high-pitched screeching filled the air. A sea otter circled us, ducking in and out of the waves. I wondered if it was the same sea otter with the green paint.
Green paint.
The same color shot at Chase. Joe must’ve been the culprit who hurt the sea otter, too.
The little guy next to me screeched again.
“Out of my way. This time I’m trying to get to shore.” I put my hand by Chase’s nose and mouth. Hot breath blew on my hand. “Not far now Chase. How ya doing?”
“’kay.” He sounded weaker.
A second sea otter joined the first. The pair swam in circles so fast it made me dizzy. If they were warning me, I wished they could tell me what was wrong.
Sudden, painful stinging on my leg alerted me to more trouble. I slapped at the pain but didn’t feel anything on my calf. Another stinging pain hit my thigh. I rubbed the spot where tiny bumps formed on my skin. 
I studied the water and noticed whitish-clear tentacles surrounding us. Lots of them, possibly hundreds.
Jellyfish.
I didn’t know if any of the deadly jellies lived in the Pacific. Of course, Chase had mentioned strange occurrences, so who knew what was normal. In my life nothing.
I’d finally shared a large piece of myself with someone who accepted me and then, because of me, he gets injured.
The stinging sensation spread across my skin. I had no way to protect myself or Chase. He’d be a floating feast for the jellies.
The sea otters screeched, clamoring for my attention again. They swam together and...kissed? They were kissing or breathing into each other’s mouths. Kind of like CPR, but otters didn’t know how to do CPR. Then, they both dove deep under the surface.
They wanted me to go deeper in the water to escape the jellies. But Chase couldn’t breathe underwater like me. He’d die if I took him under.
The otters resurfaced. Their tiny heads nodded up and down. They came close and kissed again.
I sucked in a sharp breath. The cold air hit the back of my throat and I coughed. Impossible. The sea otters couldn’t know about me, couldn’t know what my breath could do. Brandon had been too young to realize, but there had been one other.
My mind went back to a different place, a different emergency. 
About six months before I’d run away, Alonso, the circus’s general handyman had been fixing a leak in the largest pool. An older man with a bald head and a long, grizzly beard, he’d been one of the few people who’d been nice to me, who spoke to me like I was a regular kid.
I’d been hiding at the bottom of the pool, my escape when I wanted to think or be left alone by the circus owners, when I heard a large splash. Alonso fell into the pool, hitting bottom. His arms and legs thrashed. He didn’t know how to swim, but the pool wasn’t that deep and all he needed to do was stand up and he’d be fine.
I glided over to help. It was then I noticed his long beard caught in the cracked plaster of the pool bottom. He was stuck. 
Alonso yanked on his beard trying to free himself, but nothing worked. I tugged on his legs but he didn’t budge. His entire body was completely submerged. I let go and swam to the surface for help. 
No one was around. No tools lay about that I could borrow. If I ran for assistance, it would be too late.
I’m still not sure what made me do what I did. Instinct? A need to help a kindly old man? But I dove back into the pool and squirmed in front of Alonso between him and the wall of the pool. He was unconscious and didn’t have much time. I placed my mouth over his and blew into him. It wasn’t a kiss, more like blowing up a balloon. Like CPR, without the resuscitation part. 
One breath was all it took. Alonso opened his eyes wide. Real wide. Fear flashed. His mouth opened but he didn’t choke. He could breathe underwater. Like me.
He held up his hands to ward me off. Like I was going to hurt him. He tried to shrink away from me. The expression of terror on his face made me swim away. This time when I reached the surface, the knife thrower was setting up to practice.
“Help! Alonso is stuck under water.”
The knife thrower grabbed one of his knives and dove into the pool. He sliced off Alonso’s beard and dragged him to the surface.
Everyone said it was a miracle he didn’t drown. The knife thrower was hailed a hero. Alonso never mentioned what had transpired between us. 
That night, I saw him get in the pool when he thought no one was around. He went underwater and emerged seconds later with a disgusted look on his face. “Dios. I can’t do it.”
I guessed he couldn’t breathe underwater anymore.
From that day forward, whenever Alonso and I passed each other, he’d cross himself and mutter, like he was saying a prayer. He treated me like I had the plague or was the devil. He never spoke to me again.
Loneliness settled into my chest. Alonso had been kind, but after breathing into him he’d been cold and distant.
Another jelly stung my arm. I plucked it off, still struggling against the waves.
The jellies multiplied around us. We were swimming in a sea of jellyfish. They were so thick I barely saw the surface of the water. My body tensed. At this rate, we’d both be a mass of swollen flesh when we reached the shore. And who knew if infection would set in.
Chase had three jellies stuck to his chest alone. I swatted at them and tried to swim faster. My heart raced with the need to beat this jelly attack and my skin tingled from the stings. 
“Chase, are you feeling any stinging?” 
He didn’t respond. Maybe he was too cold to feel the sting.
Turning him around to face me, I examined his handsome face. His now pale skin made his wavy brown hair seem darker. His lips had a bluish tint from the cold Pacific. If he didn’t die from the jelly stings, he’d die from hypothermia. 
I didn’t have a choice. I had to do something. If Chase freaked out like Alonso and never spoke to me again, I’d deal with it. Right now I had to save both our lives.
Swallowing the fist-sized lump in my throat, I placed my mouth over his and blew my warm breath into him. Blew my special breath into his lungs and his veins. Blew my magical breath to save his life.
Holding him around the waist, I let our bodies sink into the water. Once his head was covered, I put my hand to his chest. His heart still beat. His lungs moved in and out. I relaxed with the rhythm of his chest moving up and down. 
Chase could now breathe underwater.
At least temporarily. 
I dragged him down to the sandy bottom where there were no jellies. Similar to my nightmare, only this time I was the one dragging a person underwater. I didn’t know how long my breath would last so to be sure, I placed my mouth against his again and blew. 
As our lips touched, his body stiffened. I stared into his blue orbs, bright and clear. Chase was alert.
And his expression reminded me of Alonso’s.
I gritted my teeth, waiting for his reaction. The beating of my heart went on a holding pattern. Would Chase fear me? 
“No.”
Chase’s lips moved but no sound came out. Yet I could hear him. Or at least understand him.
“Did you understand my question?” 
Just like the otter.
This was impossible. I’d never spoken to anyone underwater before. Then again, I’d never been with anyone underwater before for any length of time.
He reached for his throat. An expression of horror froze on his face realizing what was going on. “What’s happening to me? What am I doing underwater, breathing, like you?”
“I can explain.” I tasted bitterness in my mouth and it spread through my veins. Would Chase keep his distance? Would he cross himself every time he saw me at the Boardwalk?
He wiggled against my hold and I let go. My heart squeezed with the imprint of his fingers. I might’ve just let him go for good.
His gaze darted about. “How did you do this?”
I shrugged my shoulders. “It was the only way to escape.”
“What’re we doing down here? At the bottom of the frickin’ ocean?” 
Somehow, I heard panic in his thoughts. Which confused me even more. I understood him, but his lips weren’t moving. We were talking, but we weren’t. And not only did I understand him, but I heard his tone of voice. 
“Calm down.”
“You want me to calm down? I’m who-knows-how-deep under the Pacific Ocean without scuba gear or a submarine. What the heck happened?” His entire body thrashed.
“You were hit by a paintgun pellet and lost consciousness. I had to get you away from Joe, and then the raft sank, and the jelly fish attacked—”
“Oh my God, am I hearing your thoughts?” His face grew even paler. 
“Yes, you—”
“Did you turn me into a...a you?” He’d picked his words carefully.
Or not so carefully. Each word ripped like a shark’s tooth. My chest squeezed tighter, trying to suffocate or insulate my heart. “Temporarily, I think.”
“How temporary?”
“That’s why I breathed into you again. I don’t know how long it lasts.” I turned away from him before he fled. He was still my responsibility. I’d gotten him into this situation and I planned to get him out. “We should head back to the beach before the jellyfish find us.” 
As the otters predicted, the jellies weren’t near the bottom of the ocean.
His fingers touched my bare shoulder. “I’m weirded-out.”
At least he wasn’t afraid to touch me. “You probably think I’m cursed.” My lips quivered, imagining his rejection.
“No, just...different.” He swam in front of me. “I mean this is crazy, but cool.” His voice sounded excited like this was one big adventure.
Chase took my hand and we swam toward shore. He wasn’t afraid of me like Alonso, and he still wanted to be close to me. Maybe this would turn out okay. Maybe this wouldn’t be the end of our relationship. I could hope.
“Will I all of a sudden start to choke?”
“If you do, squeeze my hand and I’ll breathe into you again.” This was the first time I’d used my breath to keep someone under water. Normally, I tried to get them out.
“I like that idea.”
“It’s not a kiss.” I shivered thinking of Alonso and the boy.
As we swam closer to shore, I could tell Chase became more at ease with his change. He started to point things out. 
“There’s a school of fish. There must be hundreds.”
“Doesn’t that look cool where the rock juts out?”
“I’ve never seen seaweed like this before.”
I became more comfortable with my action of breathing into him. We’d needed to get away from Joe and escape the jellyfish. We were safe and heading toward another cove, and eventually home. Chase hadn’t completely freaked. He didn’t turn away from me. Things were going to work out. 
Chase grinned. “This is so cool. Can you imagine what my friends will say?”
Sharpness plummeted my gut like it had been knifed with a serrated edge. Telling one person would lead to telling others. Too many people would find out. My secret would be exposed.
The grin grew happier, but to me it became sinister. “I’m going to write the most amazing, in-depth—haha, get it? In-depth?”
My tummy revolted at his lame joke. Shaking started in my toes and crawled up my body, slicing in spot after spot like I’d been shocked by a sneaky eel. A coldness invaded my soul. 
Chase’s smile mocked me. “I’ll write an in-depth first person exposé.”



Chapter Ten
Prized Prisoner
Exposé.
As in exposure.
Of me.
Explosion after explosion burned in my gut, gnawing away at my insides, carving out my stomach like he had my heart.
All Chase’s promises and assurances were lies. All his charm false. All his caring phony.
I had to get away from him, from his backstabbing betrayal. I picked up the pace of my strokes. The jellyfish were gone and we weren’t too far from shore. He could surface and swim to shore by himself. 
Or drown. 
I didn’t care.
Well, I did care. And I couldn’t leave him in the ocean. What if my power stopped working on him? I’d dragged him into the water, I’d make sure he got out.
Even if I didn’t want to but kinda did.
A tingle of awareness tickled my spine adding to my anger. Someone was watching. I didn’t see anything unusual but the feeling of discomfort wouldn’t go away. Hurrying to shore with Chase, I searched the murky water in between the seaweed and rock crevices. 
Of course, the tingles must be part of my anger toward Chase. No one could be under the water monitoring us. Ridiculous.
Once in the shallow waves, I stood and stomped onto the beach. We were a few hundred yards from a rock cliff we’d need to walk around to get back to Shell Cove. 
“Hey.” Chase called from the surf. “Let’s stay in the water for awhile.” His morph from nice guy to jerk was complete. 
From compassionate to conceited. From charming to cad. From caring to clueless.
I slammed my hands onto my hips. My body heated like a volcano. I wanted to explode. Instead, I kept my words hard, precise. “Why? So you can get more ideas for your exposé?”
He rushed forward trying to jump over the waves. Stumbling, he fell using his hand to break his fall. But he didn’t stop moving toward me. “You have to understand, not only can you breathe underwater but you can make others breathe underwater, too. It’s incredible.”
“Not so incredible when it’s taken advantage of. Used and abused.” Okay, that one specific power wasn’t abused because I’d never told Bill and Carlita. 
He halted a step away from me. Raising his hands, he reached out. For me.
Like I’d ever hold his hand again. My eyes burned but I refused to cry in front of him. I scrunched up my face and swallowed the hard ball of tears down. I took a step back. 
Drops of water slid down his tanned chest and I hated that I noticed. “I’d never take advantage of you.”
Yeah, right. Only an hour before he’d promised not to tell anyone my secret. Now, he was planning on writing a news article.
“Take me home.” Turning, I headed up the beach.
“Pearl.” Chase ran after me. He snatched at my hand. “You have to understand this is a huge deal.”
I yanked my fingers from between his, severing all contact. “I thought we were a big deal. I was wrong.”
“But—”
I held up my hand to stop him from talking. I didn’t want to hear his reasoning. I’d heard it all before from Carlita and Bill. Either I’d be laughed at or taken advantage of. Chase didn’t understand that.
We reached the small path leading to the road where we’d parked the car. My anger made me walk faster. 
“Listen, what you can do is amazing.” His tone coaxed trying to convince me to change my mind. “I want you to think about the possibility.”
There was nothing to think about. Nothing to consider. Nothing to say.
“Don’t say another word. It will only make me angrier.” I opened the car door, got in, and slammed the door closed.
The entire drive back to Mermaid Beach was silent. He tried to start a conversation several times, but I’d plug my ears and sing nonsense. Childish I know, but I didn’t want to hear what he had to say. I didn’t want him digging a deeper hole for himself.
I wished I had my driver’s license so I didn’t need to endure his company. If I had my license I could go wherever I wanted whenever I wanted. I wouldn’t be stuck at this beach with Chase, wouldn’t have to demand he take me home, wouldn’t have to sit in a silent car during the drive back.
The day I turned sixteen, I snuck my birth certificate out of Bill and Carlita’s private papers to apply for my driver’s license. The lady at the Department of Motor Vehicles laughed, told me the birth certificate was a fake, and asked who would ever name their kid Pearl of the Sea Poseidon.
Shaking with anger, I confronted my parents. “Is this why you didn’t want me to learn to drive?”
“How dare you steal from our filing cabinet.” Carlita’s face burned red, matching the dyed color of her hair. “Stay out of our things.”
“The birth certificate is mine. Or I thought it was mine.” I flapped the useless piece of paper in her face. “It’s a phony.”
“Pearl, dear.” Bill always tried to make up for Carlita’s anger, but I think he feared her himself. His small stature and ego couldn’t go up against the exact opposite. “Yours was lost, in a fire.”
“Lies.” 
“Don’t talk like that to us.” Carlita leaned forward showing her overly-large chest emphasizing the threat in her voice. “Don’t make me punish you.”
“We’re your parents.” Bill tried to assure, but I didn’t want to listen.
Usually I cowered, but not this time. “Are you? Are you really?” 
I’d always had doubts. I looked nothing like either of them. They both had reddish hair, while mine was blonde. Carlita was short and stout and Bill was just short. I wasn’t a giant, but I wasn’t small. They were greedy and manipulative, and I hoped I was neither.
“You’re being insolent.” Carlita swung her arm and her hand connected with my left cheek.
I staggered back. My fingers reached up and touched the raw spot. “You’re not very good parents.” 
“How dare you?” Carlita screeched. “We’ve done everything for you.”
Everything and yet nothing. I was their goose with the golden eggs. I kept giving and giving and all I’d gotten in return was... I thought about it a second. Based on what I’d discovered, I’d gotten nothing from them but lies and Carlita’s verbal, emotional, and now physical abuse. Anger twisted to rage. “I’m the star of your stupid show. I’ve been working every night for as long as I remember. I’ve never had a normal life.”
“Ungrateful little wretch.” Steam seemed to seep from Carlita’s head. “We took you in. Fed you. Clothed you. And all you do is mouth back.”
I had never mouthed back, until now. Rage burned like a forest fire. “Took me in? Took me in?”
“Carlita.” Bill tried to calm her down.
I glared at him. “What does she mean by took me in?”
“You’re not our child,” Bill sank down onto the metal kitchen chair. “You were left to us.”
My entire life swished before me. As I suspected, everything I’d thought about myself was based on a lie. Probably several. “Who? Who left me?”
“Bill, shut up.”
He shook his head but kept talking. “An old man paid us to take care of you when you were a baby. Said he needed to return home and couldn’t take you with him because of the danger. He said he’d be back before you were two years old.”
“What happened when he came back?” I held my breath.
“He didn’t.”
My breath whooshed out. My spirits plummeted. The old man didn’t want me, either.
“Before he left you, he told us about your...unusual abilities.”
Carlita turned and pounced on Bill. “Shut your trap. She’s ours and no one can take her away.”
At that moment I knew what I had to do. Carlita would never let me go. Not when I was sixteen or eighteen or even twenty-one. No one could take me away, but I could run, sneak away, escape.
*** 
Chase dropped me off at the Boardwalk after an uncomfortable silent ride. He’d tried to convince me again that telling my story would be good. I ignored him. 
When I got back to my tent, I should’ve packed my things and ran, but I needed the ocean to cleanse the bitterness from my skin. Besides, if he wrote his article it would take awhile to get published. There would be people who didn’t believe him. That’s when my freedom would be curtailed. I’d be constantly watched. 
That’s when I’d have to leave Mermaid Beach.
I stripped off my shorts and shoved them into the string bag I brought, leaving it on the sand. I waded into the water. The waves welcomed and revived me. I squished my toes into the wet sand and then, kicked at the waves with my foot letting the refreshing splashes invigorate my spirit. The seagulls skimmed the surface searching for a meal. I inhaled the salty air and tried to relax.
Letting myself sink into the water, my body adapted to the ocean’s temperature as if I had an internal thermostat when I swam. Once I’d breathed into Chase the goose bumps had disappeared from his body. My breath must’ve not only let him breathe, but warmed him inside.
He didn’t deserve my warmth. 
I swam faster and farther trying to burn off my hurt. He said he’d never take advantage of me, but that didn’t mean he wouldn’t write the story. Tell the world about me and my abilities. Change my life for the worse.
Awareness tingled up my spine, similar to what I’d felt at Shell Cove with Chase. I peered around trying to see something...anything.
It was too soon for the word about me to spread. And no one knew I was out here. Silly. No one could be here miles from shore, under the surface.
I was alone.
I’d always been alone.
My heart bruised with the single thought. Even more alone now, with Chase knowing my secret and willing to tell the world.
Still, my heart pounded in my ears. Louder than all the natural sounds around me. Even with my abilities swimming alone was dangerous. I’d proved that the other night. Before any other catastrophe stalked, I needed to head back. To think about my immediate future.
I flipped around and cruised past a pile of fallen rocks and boulders. 
“Don’t be afraid.” The voice entered my brain the way Chase and I had communicated. 
My arm jerked. “Huh?”
“Don’t be afraid. I’m a friend.”
I stopped swimming and spun around. My tummy tumbled over itself. “Who said that?”
“I did. Over by the rocks.”
If I was imagining voices, the voice answered back. 
I scoured the pile of rocks. “Who are you?”
“I’m like you.” The voice sounded male, if that was possible. “I can breathe underwater, too.”
My heart pulsed in a strange, new rhythm. My chest puffed as if it filled with petrified air. My entire body tingled with anticipation and a bit of fear. “What? Where?”
A guy emerged from between two large boulders. He wore blue swim trunks that blended with the water. His dark black hair hung a little too long, a little too wild. No snorkel or scuba gear was in sight. 
He raised his hand in a slight wave. “I’ve been watching you.”



Chapter Eleven
Ragin’ Revolt
I wasn’t alone. The thought pounded through my head. My impossible dream had come true. I wasn’t the only one. There were others who could breathe underwater like me. A thrill shot through me like fireworks in the sky, sprinkling across my skin.
“Who are you?” My thoughts sounded light, tentative. The thrilled sprinkles changed into itches of tension and fear. “Why were you watching me?”
“Needed to confirm you’re one of us.” I liked that he didn’t move forward. He seemed less threatening that way. “I’m Finn.”
“How can you breathe underwater?” Maybe I could learn the reason for this ability. Some genetic mutation, a top-secret science experiment gone wrong.
“You’re new here.”
“Y-yes.” I backpedaled, putting more distance between us. Something about him put me on edge. I balanced on my toes, ready to make a break.
“Do I make you nervous?”
I shook my head. A lie.
Finn held both his hands up in a surrender gesture. “Would you be more comfortable talking above?” His gaze shot to the surface.
“Yes.” I wasn’t sure why. I loved being in the water, but I still didn’t have a handle on reading other people’s thoughts. Could they hear everything I thought or only what I wanted them to? 
“I’ll meet you on shore.” He kicked his feet and headed toward the beach leaving me to decide whether to follow.
Not that I had a choice. I needed to go back to the campground. And I needed to know more about Finn.
When I reached the shore, Finn sat near where I’d left my clothes. I jogged to my bag, took out my shorts and put them on, not wanting to be so exposed to a stranger. Ridiculous since he already saw me in my swimsuit and said he’d been following me around, possibly for days.
“Why were you following me?”
He appeared to be my age, maybe a bit older. His fit body didn’t show an extra ounce of fat. Solid muscle. He was attractive but for some reason I didn’t react. 
Maybe because he wasn’t Chase.
I surveyed the area hoping Chase would appear. Then, mentally kicked myself for the thought. He was going to betray me. I didn’t need or want his help.
Finn stretched his arms, and then leaned back against his elbows in a non-threatening way, almost too casual, like he wanted me to be comfortable around him. “What’s your name?”
“Pearl.” 
“We don’t find many strangers who can breathe underwater.” 
I sucked in a lungful of air before spewing out the word, “We?” 
“My people.” He flung his black hair back in a practiced move. 
People, as in multiple. Not just him and I. There were others like us. Lots of others. “Do all your people breathe underwater?”
“Yes.” 
Shock and hope cascaded through me like a cold, refreshing waterfall. Chills of anticipation splashed my skin. “There are more of us?”
He angled his head. “Where are you from?”
“Florida.” In my excitement I answered without thought, for once being completely honest. 
“What about the guy you were with today at Shell Cove? Is he from Florida too?” The questions shot out like accusations.
I didn’t care. I was happy to meet someone who could breathe underwater. I’d answer all his questions. “Chase Thomas. He’s from Mermaid Beach.”
Finn had watched Chase and I swim earlier. That must’ve been the awareness I’d sensed. 
“I’ve never seen him that deep in the water.”
I didn’t want to talk about Chase right now. “Well, he can’t...he can’t breathe underwater like us.” This was the weirdest conversation. And yet, I wanted it to go on and on. I’d finally met someone like me.
Again the sprinkles spread across my skin. The thought of not being alone, of having others who understood my issues, burst again and again, lighting up my insides like a lighthouse.
Finn’s body stilled. The too-casual smile disappeared from his face. He spoke slowly, “I saw him.”
“I sort of breathed into his mouth.” I stared down at the ground. Heat washed through me wondering if I’d broken some rule. “So he could swim with me.”
“What?” Finn jerked into an upright position. “That’s impossible.” His gaze roved up and down my body like searching for an explanation.
“Can’t everyone do it?” I angled my head to study him. If no one else could make others breathe underwater I’d still be different.
Still be a freak in a world of freaks.
“Not that I know of.” He sounded tight, guarded. Maybe he wasn’t as intelligent about his people as he’d claimed. 
I needed to get information. “Where do all of your people meet? Is it like a club or a secret society? How many of us are there?” My voice rose with each question. Blood pumped stronger through my veins. I didn’t care if we all didn’t have the same skills, his people could breathe underwater therefore they were my people.
I fisted my hands trying to control my excitement. So many questions to ask, so many people to meet.
“Whoa. We’re not a club.” He rolled his shoulders. “I guess you could call us a secret society. But only secret to the air-breathers.”
“Air breathers?”
“Humans who can only breathe air. Who don’t have a choice like us.” He sounded all-superior. 
Which I guess in a way we were.
“Do a lot of us live on land?” Maybe that explained how I was adopted into an air-breather family. 
“Not by choice.” His voice hardened.
“How did we get our skills?” Please don’t tell me I’m a science experiment gone wrong.
“It’s in our genes. You inherit it.” He spoke like he was explaining science to a five-year-old.
“I was adopted.” Another truth told. “Where do you live? Where do our people call home?” I bounced up and down unable to wait to see everyone, to meet others like me, to learn how they lived.
“Underwater.”
I swallowed. “All the time?” I loved the ocean but to be under all the time, to never see the sun.
“You’ll love Free Atlantis.” The words sounded tight coming out of his mouth.
I ignored his mixed signals. The name, Free Atlantis, sounded like the thing I searched for—freedom. My brain clicked with all the possibilities, while the insides of my tummy swished. Everyone lived there. Meaning my parents or people who knew my parents or even some type of distant relatives lived there. 
“Would you like to visit?”
“Yes.” The word fell out of my mouth like a hushed whisper.
“Let’s go.” Finn stood up. His actions appeared decisive, like he’d made up his mind about me.
“Now?” I squinted at the waning sun, at the fog rolling in over the ocean. The scent of cooking on the campground grills reached the beach. 
“Things are quiet now. A good time to visit.” He held out his hand.
“Do you mean because there are no whirlpools or jellyfish attacks?”
“Those weren’t natural disasters.” He angled his head and studied me as if he wanted to say more.
I pulled back. “You saw me and you didn’t help?” 
His face whitened. “You got caught in one of those?”
“Yes, I—” I didn’t understand. “You didn’t see me in trouble?”
“No.” He studied the sand. “There have been a number of whirlpools in the area lately.” He seemed to pick his words with care.
“That aren’t normal or natural.” I knew this from Cuda, and now from Finn’s comment.
“Correct.” He searched the ocean’s horizon. “If we’re going to go to Free Atlantis, we should go now.”
I studied his face. I wanted to go, needed to go, but caution held back my impulsiveness. “How far is it?” 
I scanned the tents sticking out between the trees. If only I could tell someone I was going. Tell Chase. My back straightened and I pulled my shoulders back. I couldn’t tell Chase anything anymore.
As if Finn sensed my hesitation, he said, “You’ll be fine. You’re one of us.” 
I liked the sound of that. Belonging. “What if I have problems?”
“Let me know.” He held his hand out farther.
I stripped off my shorts and left them in a pile on the hill leading to the campgrounds. Putting my bag on my back, I nodded. “How do you talk underwater? In Free Atlantis.” 
“Same as before, when we first met.”
Walking toward the water, I tripped on the sand. “Can you hear all my thoughts?”
His mouth dropped open and he gawked. “No one taught you?”
“No.” I’d had no one to show me.
“How did you learn about breathing underwater, and the other things you do?”
“Instinct. Trial and error.” Bill and Carlita’s terror training. 
“Our communication is like talking. Your thoughts are your own but when you want someone to hear you, your brain just does it. Like flipping a switch.” He used his free hand to demonstrate. “I’ve never had to explain it to anyone before. I kind of grew up talking underwater.”
Another way I was different. “There haven’t been any others who’ve been lost?”
Finn was silent. His expression became stern. The brown of his pupils darkened. His lips thinned. “There have been rumors...”
*** 
We traveled straight into the deeper waters of the Pacific and then south. Even at our super-speed, the journey took over two hours. I was too busy sightseeing to pay much attention to the time or our exact location.
The ocean grew darker the deeper we traversed. The sunlight didn’t penetrate the water. Shadows moved among us. Finn didn’t take much notice, but shivers scratched down my spine—a warning of danger or my own stupidity.
Agreeing to go with Finn, a complete stranger, wasn’t the smartest thing to do, but I needed to know where I came from, and possibly where I’d stay. Plus, when Chase reported my story I’d need a place to hide.
My extra-sensitive eyes showed the terrain morphing from smooth and sandy to mountainous. We swam over and around deep crags and high peaks, like my emotions swam around my excitement at finding others like me and my sadness at Chase exposing me. The water grew warmer.
“Why is it so hot when we’re so far below?” The heat didn’t affect me, but I could tell the temperature had risen.
Finn spared me a quick glance. “We’re nearing thermal vents.”
“Where?” I’d read about thermal vents near the Galapagos Islands. Surely, we weren’t that far.
“West of Acapulco, Mexico.”
I hadn’t realized I’d crossed an international border. “Do I need a passport?”
“No.” Guess he didn’t get my joke or he didn’t have a sense of humor. “We’re almost there.” 
The back of my neck tingled. Fear intertwined with excitement like a rope, the lines twisting back and forth and over each other. 
The harsh environment wasn’t welcoming. I couldn’t see living down here, didn’t understand why people would want to. But if my people were here, then I needed to consider it.
White flakes floated past in a fast stream like they were being blown our way. The flakes multiplied and covered every surface. It was an underwater blizzard.
“Finn? What’s with all the flakes?”
“Bacteria.”
I wondered about this bacteria. Was it germy bacteria? Poisonous bacteria? Flesh-eating bacteria? 
“Is it dangerous?”
“No. A new vent must be forming. They grow fast where the tectonic plates are shifting.” That was the most he’d said the entire journey.
Like he didn’t want to reveal anything to me in advance. Or not at all.
Finn stopped near a ridge and pulled out a bandana from his swim trunk pocket. “I need to blindfold you.”
My tummy had churned the entire trip. Now, it jolted. “Why?”
“The location of Free Atlantis is secret. Only citizens know how to find it.”
“But I thought I was one of you?” Maybe acceptance wasn’t as easy as having the same abilities. Maybe there was a test or a pledge of allegiance.
“The leaders need to be assured of your loyalty before divulging our location.” He sounded all official-like. He swam behind me and raised the bandana.
My nerve endings tingled. Bubbles rose in my stomach like a shaken-up soda. I didn’t like this. “Why is it such a secret?” Most free societies didn’t keep their location hidden.
Finn huffed bubbles of air out of his mouth. “I don’t want to give you a history lesson right now, but there are Royalists who cling to the old ways and believe in superstition and myth.” 
“What myth?” I asked only to delay my decision.
Finn’s frown added lines around his mouth. “The myth says Atlanteans must wait for three princesses to return before confronting air-breathers about the destruction of the ocean. In the meantime, our people suffer from famine and wasted resources.”
I felt for their plight. “There must be something Atlanteans can do.”
“Not with the current Royal Regent in charge. Over the years he’s taken away rights and trodden on the lower classes.”
Sounded like the Atlanteans had issues like the rest of the world. My belly heaving, I digested the new information. “Maybe visiting Free Atlantis isn’t a good idea.” 
“Do you want to turn back? Now?” Finn’s thoughts sounded incredulous but wary, all at the same time. 
A battle of my own waged in my mind. If I turned back, I’d have traveled this far for nothing. I was almost there and nothing had happened yet. Finn had been nothing but nice and informative. A benign tour guide. Chase would disapprove. 
To prove him wrong I’d go. “Okay. I’ll go.”
Finn tied the bandana around my head, covering my eyes. “Take my hand.”
I slipped my hand into Finn’s. No tingles shot up my spine like when I touched Chase. No warmth from a special connection. No panic. 
Finn was an okay guy. I wasn’t attracted to him. He was taking me to meet others like me. I had to take this risk and trust him.
Kicking off, I let Finn lead me to who knows where.



Chapter Twelve
Captain Charisma
When Finn slipped the blindfold off, I felt like Dorothy entering Oz. Except my Oz wasn’t nearly as colorful.
I blinked a few times before adjusting to the red eerie light in the darkness of the water. It had been inky dark by the underwater mountains, now a strange, orange-red glow emitted from the ground in a series of caverns. Small, round vents shot black smoke into the water. Dark coral clung to the bottom, while tube-leafed plants swayed in the current.
The view wasn’t what I expected. Nothing like the beautiful ocean I played in. It looked like something out of a post-apocalyptic movie. Steam poured into the water, a sulpher smell fouled the area, silent people trudged by like automatons.
Now I understood why my parents left.
Finn puffed out his chest. “Welcome to Free Atlantis.”
“Is there an Un-Free Atlantis?” I hoped that didn’t sound sarcastic.
“Unfortunately, there is. A man with a military-precise bearing approached us.” He studied me. “Is this her?”
“Yes, Captain Fisher.” Finn saluted. “This is Pearl, the girl my father told you about.”
My startled gaze settled on Finn. I hadn’t realized I’d met his father. Definitely not underwater. So where? “Nice to meet you.”
He continued to scrutinize me. His military cut blonde hair turned up at the edges like he tried to control the curls. He held his body stiff and rigid, which was hard to do underwater.
I wiggled in place, playing with the rope straps of the bag hanging around my shoulders. Something about his bearing and the way he examined me left me feeling icky.
“No one’s seen her before now?”
“No, sir.” Finn straightened his shoulders like he was in an army. 
I guess that would be Navy seeing that we were under the ocean.
“I didn’t know there were others like me.”
“Show her around.” The captain dismissed us, but his glare followed.
“Who is he?” I tried to keep the dislike out of my thought.
“One of the most courageous leaders of Free Atlantis. He risked everything, even his family, for our cause.” Finn sounded over-impressed with the guy. “He’s the leader of the Free Atlanteans and will steer us to victory.”
“Victory over these supposed-princesses?” Finn might not want to give a history lesson, but I needed to know what I was getting involved in, especially since Finn’s zealousness bordered on devotion.
“Lost princesses.”
“Lost how?”
“When the continent of Atlantis was destroyed—”
I sucked in a breath? Or water? “I thought Atlantis was a myth.”
“No. It was real.” Finn shook his head. “Out of anger, Poseidon destroyed the continent. When he realized what he’d done he saved some of the inhabitants.”
“The princesses?”
“The princesses were placed in special pods and whisked away for their own protection. Loyal regents watched over the pods and were supposed to bring them back as toddlers so they could train for their royal duties. Only one of the regents returned.”
My heart rattled. The story was similar to my own. But no way was I a princess. If all Atlanteans thought of air-breathers like Finn did, they’d never allow a grandchild of Poseidon’s to live above the ocean, especially with people like Bill and Carlita. “And the others?”
“No one knows.” Finn’s eyes narrowed, watching my reaction to the story. “Unless the Royalists are keeping their existence a secret.”
“Does Captain Fisher think I’m a spy for the Royalists?” That would explain the blindfold.
“Of course not.” Finn flashed an insincere smile. “I wouldn’t have brought you here if he did.”
“I’m good at keeping secrets.” Mostly, anyhow. My thoughts veered to Chase. To stop thinking about him I asked another question. “What happened to the other people of Atlantis?”
“The inhabitants started a new colony.”
“Here?” I scanned the area. 
Strange white crabs crawled on the ground. Pencil-sized worms wiggled through the mud. Darkened plumes swayed like a dim field of poppies. 
The idea of living here creeped me out, and yet I needed to seriously think about it. If I wanted to live among my people I’d need to live in Free Atlantis.
“This is our temporary base.”
“Whew.” 
Finn glared at me. “We’re revolutionaries fighting for our cause, for the right cause. A little discomfort is worth it. There are people unhappy and dying. Un-Free Atlanteans struggling to survive under an evil Royalist government. Soon we will return to our real home.”
“Where is your real home? What’s it like?” It must be better than this place.
“The continent of Atlantis is gone forever but those who survived the destruction founded a new underwater home under an island. A beautiful place where sunlight and fish are plentiful.”
My unease lightened. This is temporary. When they defeat the Royalists then everyone would return home. Maybe I’d be ready to go with them. “Do the Un-Free Atlanteans know a group of brave revolutionaries are fighting for their freedom?”
A sneer crossed Finn’s face. “Oh, they know. Princess Cordelia and her gang of thugs try to keep them in the dark, try to keep them clinging to a myth that Poseidon’s progeny will return, but we’re much wiser.”
So, Poseidon was real too. Surprise puffed out of my mouth in bubbles. Nodding, although not sure I believed, I continued to peer around. People swam by at a slow pace, ducking the blasts from the vents. I pointed. “More thermal vents?”
“Our power source since we have no access to the sun.” 
I shivered. Even temporarily living without the sun would be difficult.
Finn swam forward and I followed. “The caverns are safe and deep. We can fit a few families or living groups in each one.” He nodded toward an entrance and then swam into the dark opening.
Minimal light showcased the interior of the cavern. I followed. Not that there was much to see. A few rocks acting as chairs. Holes in the sand where people appeared to sleep. Cut-outs in the wall holding shells and clams. It reminded me of cave shelters used by early man.
I might live in a tent, but I think I had more creature comforts than these people.
Swimming behind him, a group of children rushed up and hugged me. Their words of love and welcome reached inside and touched my heart. They seemed painfully-thin but they appeared happy and healthy.
Finn high-fived each of the kids with a brilliant smile, enjoying their playfulness. I liked the happy-go-lucky Finn better than the serious-out-for-war Finn. 
Not like-like him. I’d given my heart, and my trust, to Chase and he’d crushed it.
My crushed heart contracted. Pain radiated outwards like my heart wanted the rest of my body to suffer. Holding my unhappiness inside, I forced a serene, pleasant expression on my face.
Finn led me out of the cavern and a woman approached us, bowing her head. She handed me a closed clam the size of a large hand. 
“For you.” She tapped the shell and the clam opened revealing a ball-sized pearl.
These people didn’t have much, but they welcomed me with hugs and gifts. Their kindness warmed my soul. “Thank you.” I put the shell in my bag.
Finn pointed at a long, slimy fish. “Surprisingly, food down here is plentiful.” 
The rib cages showing through the children’s skin didn’t live up to Finn’s statement.
“Air-breather scientists haven’t discovered chemosynthesis yet, which replaces photosynthesis.”
Definitely didn’t want a science lesson. It was time to ask the question I’d been holding back, the reason I’d agreed to visit Free Atlantis. “So, if I wanted to find someone here, where would I look?”
“Who are you looking for?”
“My biological parents.”
*** 
Finn showed me into a large cave that twisted and turned deep under the ocean floor. It reminded me of a bomb shelter.
“This is where the captain’s office is located and where whatever records we have are kept.” Finn swam ahead of me. “There’s probably not much. Most of the historical records are kept at Princess Cordelia’s castle.”
All the workers in the cave ignored us. In fact, after the initial burst of greetings—almost like a planned welcoming—most of the people had gone about their business.
Finn stopped in front of a wall of shelves filled with large clams. “Why the urge to find your parents?”
“I only found out when I turned sixteen that I was adopted. And I just found out from you that there are others like me.”
“What can you tell me about your background?” Finn opened up one of the clams that had hundreds of paper-like seaweed sheaves inside. “You said you’re sixteen, right?”
“Yes.” I peered over his shoulder amazed at how they kept records. Paper wouldn’t last long in water. “I was told that an old man gave me as a baby to the people who raised me. He said he’d come back and get me before I was two.” I gathered my emotions and locked them away like the pearl in the clam before telling Finn the rest. “He never came back.”
Finn’s head jerked. “Was this man your father?”
“I guess.” I gave a half-shrug. “I really don’t know.”
“This isn’t a good idea.” He slammed the clam shut and grabbed my hand. “Let’s get out of here.”
“But?”  I couldn’t give up now. I was so close. “There’s another reason I need to find my parents or a relative.”
He tapped his foot in the water and little bubbles rose between us. “What?”
I bit my lip unsure of how much to tell. “Remember Chase?”
“The air-breather.” Finn’s nose and lips scrunched up in a disgusted expression. 
“He’s a reporter and he’s planning to write an expose about me.” Speaking of Chase’s betrayal made my lips tremble.
“I’ll tell the captain. He’ll know how to deal with the ocean scum.” Finn started to swim away, but I grabbed his arm.
“The story is about me. Chase knows nothing about Atlanteans.” A crack spread through my aching heart, increasing the pain. “If I discovered my background, found a relative, I could move in with them and get away from Chase if he goes through with exposing me to the world.”
Finn’s expression set in hard lines. “The Free-Atlanteans will deal with him.”
“No.” Even though I was angry and disappointed in Chase I didn’t want him harmed. “I’ll talk to him again, convince him not to write the story.”
“He still knows about you so he’s dangerous. All air-breathers are.”
I didn’t need Finn’s doubts about Chase. I had enough of my own. The sooner I got back, the sooner I could convince him not to do the article. I wasn’t sure how I was going to talk him out of the story, but I’d find a way. I had to.
And while I was thrilled to find people similar to me, how much were they really like me? My nerves skittered when I thought about joining complete strangers. I’d lived on land my entire life, saw the sunshine almost every day, everyone I knew was an air-breather. Would the Atlanteans even accept me?
So far, I didn’t have a great track record. No one at the circus had been my friend. Bill and Carlita called themselves parents, but they acted like slave owners. I was still new at the Boardwalk and hadn’t really tried to make friends. Except for Chase.
Everything ached, from my heart to my toes to my head, when I thought of the loss of his more-than-friendship.
But he wasn’t the reason I was going back. No, not at all. I did need to see him, but only to convince him to not write the article. And if I couldn’t, I might not have a choice about returning to Free Atlantis.
“If I can’t get any information, I should go.” My bruised heart knew I couldn’t flee my problems on land. I had to try to change Chase’s mind. “It would be great if you’d look into my background based on what I told you.”
Finn gave me a superior-look, as if he knew something that I didn’t. “These are your people. You should stay.”
I sympathized with the Free Atlantean cause and I so wanted to belong, but I couldn’t disappear. Maybe Chase would at least worry. “I’ve got a job to get to in the morning and I need to talk to Chase about the article.”
“You can’t trust him.” Finn judged based on whether a person could breathe in water or not.
“You don’t even know Chase.” I never should’ve told Finn about Chase’s plans. 
He glanced down one of the narrow caverns. “It’s not safe to go back now.”
I wasn’t sure why the danger had increased. We were still under the deep depths of a dark ocean, still watching for sharks and rogue royalists. I needed to get away by myself for a while. Think about all I’d learned. “I need to go back.”
“You’re staying.”
“Excuse me?” I hoped he heard the sarcasm. He acted like a bossy big brother. I was tired of taking orders from Bill and Carlita, and now my boss at work. I refused to be told what to do by a guy I just met. “Are you ordering me to stay?”
“We need to keep an eye on you.” At my sharp look, he continued. “We protect all Free-Atlanteans, keep them safe. It’s part of our job.”
I arched a brow. “What exactly is your job?”
“I’m part of the Free-Atlantean army.”
“How many people are in this army?”
Finn again glanced down the darkened cavern. “That’s, um...top secret.”
“How many people in the Royalist army? In fact, how many Atlanteans are there in existence?” I wanted to learn something about my people, even if I learned nothing about my parents.
“After the destruction, there were only a few thousand Atlanteans left. Over the centuries, we’ve increased in numbers.” Finn swam toward the exit of the cavern.
I followed. “How many Royalists compared to Free-Atlanteans?” 
“Numbers don’t matter.” His shoulders stiffened. “What matters is the free will of the people. There’s no need to wait for three spoiled princesses in order to take control of our destiny.”
I stopped at the cavern exit. “I thought you didn’t believe in the princess myth?”
His lips puffed out. His eyes pulled back into their sockets. “I don’t.”
“But there is a princess in the Royalist castle right now. If she’s a real princess, why doesn’t she stop the oppression?”
“Oh, she’s real all right.” He said it like he knew her personally.
“So if she’s real, why couldn’t the other two be real? Just like I once thought Atlantis was a myth, why couldn’t the three princesses story be true?”
“Because they were supposed to arrive when they were toddlers to be trained for their royal duties. Only Cordelia and her regent showed. If the other two were real, they’re probably dead or they would have been here by the time they turned sixteen.” His gaze flew up to mine. A spark of light flashed like he’d just had a bright idea, then dulled. “The point is, real or not, Atlanteans should not be held back, oppressed, treated like slaves.” His speech sounded rehearsed. 
Or maybe he’d repeated a speech by the captain.
“Either way, I don’t see how it can be more dangerous now than it was two hours ago.” I crossed my arms. “I need to go.”
Finn held out his hand, but dropped it when I didn’t take hold. “It’s late and we don’t know where the Royalists have spies positioned.”
“I’m going home.” Weird, how I already thought of Mermaid Beach that way. Pushing my shoulders back, I tried to sound tough. “Are you taking me or do I need to find my own way?” 



Chapter Thirteen
Back To The Beach
Thank God Finn changed his mind because finding my own way would’ve been next to impossible. Stupid me hadn’t paid attention. 
After he talked to, or more likely got permission from the captain, Finn blindfolded me again and took me out of the Free Atlantis base camp. When we were far enough away, he removed the blindfold. 
I noted the mountains turning into hills, the strange rock formation we swam through, and a huge trench in the ocean floor. This time I paid attention the entire way home. 
If I needed to escape to Free Atlantis, I’d know how to find my way to the general vicinity.
What seemed like hours later, we surfaced near the campground beach. I thought Finn would swim away but he walked with me to where the beach ended and the campground began. “Sorry I tried to force you to stay.” 
Nodding, but not in agreement, I gripped the straps of my bag. I hoped the large clam the woman gave me was still in one piece. 
“I want you to know that I argued for bringing you back here. I know how much you wanted to come home.” Finn took hold of my free hand. 
“Really?”
“We take watching out for our kind seriously.”
I examined our connected hands and felt nothing but kindness. I stared into his friendly, brown eyes. “I appreciate that, but I’ve been looking out for myself my entire life.” 
Maybe belonging to a group was too restrictive for me. Maybe I was better off alone. But I didn’t believe it. I was concerned they wouldn’t accept me with my differences, even though the differences were fewer compared to air-breathers.
I longed for acceptance and understanding. Wished for a family. I thought I’d found something with Chase. And I’d been wrong.
Confusion collided in my mind. Pain pinched like lobsters nipping at my toes. A crazy daze of befuddlement swirled. I wanted different things from different people and everyone had always disappointed me.
“Just know if you ever need help, I’ll be around.” He dropped my hand, knowing his charm wasn’t working on me.
“Thanks. I should get some sleep.” I didn’t tell him my tent was only a few yards away, and he didn’t ask.
“We don’t like to advertise our existence or our secret location.”
“The blindfold kinda gave that away.” I glanced at the ocean, at the calm way the waves hit the shore. “Are you going all the way back tonight?”
“No. I need to talk to...” 
“Talk to who?” 
Finn’s gaze glazed over. “You gave me some things to think about. I’m going to follow up on that old princess myth.”
Every girl’s dream would be to discover she was a princess. A smile drifted onto my face at the fanciful thought. Of course, Finn said the other two princesses were probably dead. 
My smile flattened. Maybe being a princess wouldn’t be so fun after all. 
*** 
Even though I was exhausted from my overnight-underwater travels, I was up early in the morning. Nervous energy spurred me on. I got dressed for work and jogged to the Boardwalk. It wasn’t excitement about work that had my stomach jumping and my heart aflutter. It was talking to Chase, or trying to talk him out of doing the story. And to be honest, it was about seeing Chase.
Which I hated. 
I shouldn’t ache to see him. He was going to betray me. I should hate him and everything he planned to do. And yet, I couldn’t stop the jittery tingles shooting up my spine. I couldn’t fool myself into believing it was because of our upcoming confrontation.
I didn’t know where to find him, but figured I’d ask at the office. As I was walking up to the back door to Mrs. Fowler’s office, Chase walked out the door.
“Chase.” His name whispered off my lips.
“Pearl.” He turned toward me with his arms open. “Where were you last night?”
I wanted to rush into them, feel his strong arms wrap around me. “Huh?” My confused expression must’ve reminded him of our fight because he dropped his arms.
“I stopped by your tent about ten. I wanted to finish our discussion.” 
The bang of a window shutting made me glance up. “What’s above the office?”
“The owner lives there in an apartment.” His face stiffened. “Do you have time to walk on the beach?”
“Sure.” I wanted to get this conversation over with and I didn’t want prying ears on the Boardwalk to hear.
He took hold of my arm and wouldn’t let go, unless I fought him, which would be ridiculous and overly dramatic. So, I let him lead me past the rides and down the steps to the sand. “I hated how we left things yesterday.” He dropped my arm and continued walking.
“Me, too.” My heart unwillingly softened. My feet squished in the sand. 
“You have to understand, I was excited about what you showed me. What you could do.”
“You promised not to tell anyone, but now you plan to write an article about me.” The betrayal renewed, ripping my heart like it had been gutted with a serrated knife. I had to remember I was here to convince Chase not to write the story. I couldn’t be whittled down by sweet talk and explanations. “Now you plan to tell the world.”
“Your skill could help people.” He stopped and turned to observe me. A gleam of enthusiasm lit his face. “Scientists could study—”
“Study me? Analyze my DNA? Dissect me?” I didn’t want to be studied under a microscope anymore than I wanted to be put on display at the circus.
“No one would dissect you.” His voice sounded less-sure.
“You don’t know that. Look at what greed does to people. What about military operations? Can you imagine what terrorists, or even the C.I.A., could do with my ability?” I’d thought of all these scenarios before. When I’d made the decision to run away, I’d considered Washington D.C. to basically offer myself as a science experiment, but each scenario evolved into a nightmare of torture that eventually left me dead.
Instead I’d followed my heart and ended up in southern California. I loved Mermaid Beach and the life I’d planned to build for myself. And now I’d found people like me. 
“Like what?” He sounded more curious now.
I get that Chase is a reporter but I was telling him my biggest fears and he was just curious?
“Oh, I don’t know.” My patience hit its limit like the surf slamming into a cliff. “How about an army of underwater breathers?” Like the Atlanteans. “Who don’t need to worry about expensive equipment or refilling air tanks. Or a new tourist industry where once the expensive fee was paid, I’d breathe into people so they could explore the ocean without inhibitions.” I raised my arms to emphasize my point. “There’s a dozen more at least and they all involve using me to make money. I’m sick of being someone else’s gold mine.”
Chase studied me. Sympathy shown in his gaze. He seemed to finally understand all the ugly possibilities. 
He sunk to his knees on the sand. His head hung low “You did the same thing to that little kid Brandon, right?”
I jerked my head down in a nod.
“Does he know? Does his mother?”
“I told you, it wears off. The boy is too young to realize what happened, and his mom won’t let him near water for awhile.” 
I plopped on the beach, my anger draining with my energy. Tired of fighting, tired of hiding, tired of pretending.
Free Atlantis was looking better and better.
“How many other people have you breathed into? How did you discover it?”
After explaining about Alonso, I asked, “Do you understand why I don’t want anyone to know? Between being thought of as unusual, a prize, or a scientific experiment I’d go crazy.”
“I guess.” But he didn’t sound convinced.
I heaved a huge sigh. Maybe it was time to give up, run away again. I thought I’d stopped running, made a stand here in Mermaid Beach to make a life for myself, to live the way I wanted. But trusting Chase had been a mistake.
My anger was gone. There was nothing left inside. I felt empty. “Go on. Write your story, but I won’t be around to prove it’s true.”
“Where are you going?” His sharp tone told me he wasn’t expecting that response.
I chuckled at the thought of actually telling him the truth. “Does it matter?”
“It matters to me.” Chase scooted closer.
Part of me wanted to move away from him and part of me wanted to move closer, knowing I’d never see him again. I was so weak. “If it mattered, you wouldn’t be telling the world about my secrets.”
“Surely, others know.” He picked up a handful of sand and measured it in his palm. “This Alonso guy. Your parents.”
My head jerked up. The circus owners had known some of my abilities, but not all. “They abused my skills. That’s why I ran away.” I clamped my lips tight.
“Ran away from where?” His voice softened and his fingers traced a line on my thigh.
His Prince Charming act wouldn’t work again. I’d divulged enough for the day. I wanted him to understand how writing the article could affect me. And possibly him if the Free-Atlanteans found out. Not that I could tell him that part.
I swatted his hand off my leg. “I told you my parents and I don’t get along.”
“But you’re eighteen, so it’s not running away. It’s leaving home.” He sounded so logical.
But there was nothing logical about my life. I shook my head trying to clear it. All the lies and half-truths mixed together. Completely confuzzled, I brought the subject back around to my purpose. “Are you going to write an expose about me? No one will believe you without proof and I won’t help. I’ll be gone.”
“I don’t want you to leave.” He grabbed my hand and this time held on tight. “I don’t want to lose you. Although for even thinking of writing the story you probably hate me.”
“You’re not going to write the story?” I leaned forward showing my eagerness. 
“No. I’m an idiot.” He kicked at the sand, disgust filling his voice. Not disgust at me, but at himself. 
Hope coursed through my chest like a rush of waves in an underwater cave. If he didn’t write the story, I could stay in Mermaid Beach. Take the time to learn more about the Free Atlanteans and this battle they’re fighting. My decision to live with them wouldn’t be rushed.
“Do you hate me?” His please-like-me tone crept into my heart, breeching the barriers I’d built.
“Are you going to tell anyone about what I can do?” I kept the hope out of my voice.
“No. I promised I wouldn’t.” He rubbed his thumb against my skin. His gaze sought out mine and connected. “And I promise again. I will never tell anyone about you and your amazing skills.” He sounded like he was making a solemn vow.
And I wanted to believe him.
“I admit I got excited about the idea, but I won’t say anything. We’ll keep it our secret.” He squeezed my hand tight. “Do you forgive me?”
The hope rushed through the barriers around my heart. The walls crumbled at his hurt-lost expression. I hated seeing him like this. My instincts told me to trust him. He hadn’t actually done anything yet. Just got over-excited about his experience. I should believe him. 
“Yes.”
“Can I have a real kiss now?” In other words, he wasn’t asking for my underwater-breathing-breath. He wanted a kiss from me. An emotional connection to show all was forgiven.
I wanted that connection, too. Chase was the one person I’d had a bond with. The one person I believed in. The one person I trusted.
His slight lapse was over. He wouldn’t betray me again.
My heart pulsed in anticipation. I wanted to show him all was forgiven. I wanted to feel that closeness and electricity. 
I parted my mouth. His lips descended onto mine. Our mouths, the perfect fit. His firm lips tasted salty and sweet.
His light touch sent tremors through my body and shivers across my skin. Heat spread through my veins. The varying temperatures mixed and mingled like lava from an underwater volcano pouring into cool water.
He ran a finger across my cheek. “I swear I will not tell a soul.”
“Thanks.” I felt our closeness in my heart.
We both scanned the ocean, catching our breath at our near miss. 
“The experience was one I’ll never forget.” Chase spoke gently like treading on quicksand. He recounted some of the special things he’d seen that deep, putting names to sea life I didn’t have a clue about. 
While I might have underwater skills, he could be my tour guide. “How do you know so much about the ocean?”
“I’ve lived in Mermaid Beach my entire life.”
“Where?” I didn’t know much about Chase beside the fact that he’d worked at the Boardwalk for years and was going to college in the fall.
He continued to stare straight ahead. “I live with my aunt in an apartment near the Boardwalk.”
“Where are your parents?”
“My parents died when I was eight.” He fisted his hand in the sand. His brows knitted together in a frown. His body stiffened beside me. “That’s when I went to live with my aunt.”
“I’m sorry.” I nestled closer to him.
We sat for awhile in silence, our hands entwined, both in our own melancholy thoughts. The seagulls squawked and the waves lapped at the shore. Until recently I thought I had parents, not very good ones, but parents all the same.
“What are you thinking about?” He placed his arm around my shoulders and tucked me against his solid body.
I nestled closer, appreciating his strength and support. “My parents.” I spat the last word out.
“You said they abused your skills.” His flat tone told me he believed me but wanted details.
Details I didn’t know if I was ready to share. “Yes.” The memory refreshed the pain, the hurt, the betrayal.
“How?”
“It doesn’t matter.” I didn’t want Chase knowing about the circus or my past life. Too embarrassing. “They weren’t my real parents anyhow. I recently discovered I was adopted.” 
Not legally.
“Are you going to search for your biological parents?”
I steadied my gaze, my eyes moist. The questions I’d asked last night hadn’t helped. 
Even Finn didn’t want to help. He’d shut up tighter than the clams stored with the information. 
If only I could find where the Royalists lived. I bet they kept detailed records. I could find my history. Find relatives. Maybe even find my parents.
“I wouldn’t have a clue where to start.”
Unless I could find the Atlantean castle.



Chapter Fourteen
Security Snafu
Later at work as I was changing garbage bags around the Boardwalk, I was paged to one of the rides for an emergency clean-up. The line wound out the front entrance of the log ride and around the building. Chase was feeding rope through stanchions to keep the crowd under control. He waved and my day got a little brighter. 
The ride manager showed me the tunnel where the jam occurred. “We’re holding all the logs until we get this fixed so don’t worry about getting splashed.” He pointed out the narrow metal ledge I should walk on.
I entered the tunnel. Multi-colored lights lit the inside. The ride was supposed to be scary but it was brighter than the caverns the Free Atlanteans called home. I edged around the corner, scanning for the spot where the slow-down happened. 
Water flowed about three-fourths deep in the blue painted flume. Two metal rails, or tracks, dissected the bottom. Wrapped around one of the rails was a large, black, plastic trash bag. The bag was partially full. 
I pinched at the garbage bag with my pick-up tool trying to wrestle it lose. The pincher slipped off the bag and I fell backward. My back scraped against the rock-like tunnel. 
Ouch.
Shaking off my pain, I glanced around. No one could see my feeble attempts at unclogging the flume. The tunnel blocked any questioning eyes. I was tired and had too many other tasks to finish before clocking out.
I peered around a second time before sitting on the edge of the ledge. I took off my shoes and then slipped inside the flume. 
The flow came to my waist. I placed the net downstream to catch any garbage that came loose. Bending at the knees, I reached down taking hold of the bag and tugged.
The bag ripped. 
With my hands I fished out plastic water bottles, an old baseball cap, even a shoe. I grabbed both ends and tossed the bag onto the ledge. That’s when I noticed the metal chain wrapped around one of the glides. 
With a slow twist of my head, I again scanned the area. No one could see me. Not the manager, not the people in line, not even Chase below. My shift was almost over and I wanted to go home. I needed a nap. I didn’t need more questions.
Pushing doubt aside, I gripped the metal chain and using my powers yanked with one sharp pull. The chain split in two. I took the pieces and shoved them into the bottom of a new garbage bag. Then, I took the old garbage bag and whatever trash had leaked out and covered the chain. Grabbing my shoes, I dripped my way over to the log ride manager to let him know the job was done.
I made my way to the large dumpster near the side of the office with still dripping clothes. I lifted the heavy lid and let go of the bag. It hit the bottom with a clunk. 
“Miss Seidon.” I jumped at the use of my fake name and dropped the dumpster lid. The lid fell with an echoing thud.
“I need to speak with you,” Mrs. Fowler called from the front office window. 
“Me?” My bones ached with exhaustion from work, from the anxiety over my discussion with Chase, from my all-night underwater traveling.
“Yes, you.” Her firm voice didn’t brook argument.
I dragged myself into her private office all the while muttering to myself. She closed the door with a slam.
Standing in front of the wooden desk, I shuffled my feet back and forth. 
Mrs. Fowler examined me with a curious expression. I avoided her gaze and stared at the mountain of paperwork on her desk which had grown since my last visit.
“How did you do that?” Her voice sounded disbelieving, incredulous.
“Do what?” She’d seen me throw garbage bags in the dumpster before. 
She moved forward, toward me. “You broke a metal chain with your bare hands.”
My heart thudded like the dumpster lid. “What are you talking about?”
“I saw you on the security camera.” She waved her hand at a television monitor, right next to a large portrait of a much younger Mrs. Fowler and a boy.
“What security camera?” Mentally slapping my forehead because I’d been so concerned about a person seeing me, I never thought to skim for a hidden camera.
“I was working on the accounts in my office when I heard the log ride was shut down and decided to take a look.” She patted her bun which wasn’t as neat as usual. “We’ve got cameras in all the hidden nooks and crannies and tunnels to make sure no one on the ride is goofing around.” She lasered into me. “I zoomed on you in the flume. I saw you break the chain with your bare hands.”
A flash seared my lungs and panic burned. I had to think of something, anything to save my secret. “It’s not what you think.”
“I’m flabbergasted. I don’t know what to think.”
“The chain was...the chain was...” Rusted? Corroded? Unlinked? “Plastic. The chain wasn’t metal. It was a toy. Like from a Halloween costume. And it already had a cut in it, so, it was pretty easy to snap in two. Anyone could’ve done it.”
Mrs. Fowler’s eyebrows rose high enough to touch her hairline. “Plastic, huh?”
*** 
Hurrying to the time clock, I thought about the last glare Mrs. Fowler had given me. She didn’t seem to buy my explanation of a plastic chain, yet she’d let my leave her office. Nigglings of doubt crawled over my too-tired body. I was too exhausted to think about it.
Chase met me at the end of my shift. After giving me a quick kiss, he asked, “Any plans for tonight?”
“Sleeping.” 
He rubbed my temple with a gentle thumb. “Where did you go last night that you’re so tired?”
Between the kiss, the mini-massage, and my mushy brain, I wasn’t thinking clearly. “Free Atlantis.”
“What?” Both his brows rose, similar to Mrs. Fowler’s surprised expression earlier.
Oops. I’d promised Finn to keep Free Atlantis a secret. But the Atlanteans knew about Chase. Threatened him. He needed to be told.
A new burst of purpose and adrenaline poured through me like I’d drunk a gallon of coffee. I glanced around to confirm no one could overhear our conversation. “Are you off now?”
“Yes.” 
Weird how we always worked the same shift. “Walk me back to the campground and I’ll explain.” 
Decision made. I trusted Chase. I was going to tell him about last night.
With a nod, Chase took my bag and slung it over his shoulder. We started walking. “Explain away.”
“This is super secret confidential.” I peered around to be sure no one could hear. Walking on my toes, I couldn’t contain the news. “I met someone last night.”
His body tensed next to mine. “Who?”
“His name is Finn and he’s...like me.” I tried to whisper but I couldn’t douse my excitement. “There are other people like me, Chase. Ones who can breathe underwater. In fact, they live underwater and I met some of them. Finn took me there.” My voice rose higher with each word.
Chase stumbled to a stop. “A strange guy took you to an underwater city?”
“Not a city, exactly. It’s more of a base.”
“What kind of base?” His I-can’t-believe-what-you’re-telling-me tone raised in a question.
I rushed to explain. “You see there’s this battle going on under the Pacific, which could be the reason for the unexplained phenomena, that the rest of the world doesn’t even know about.” I filled him in on the Free Atlanteans versus the evil Royalists. 
His unbelieving expression changed to an incredulous look highlighted by his arched brows and wide eyes. “Where is this base located?”
“Somewhere off of Mexico at the bottom of the ocean.”
Chase snorted. “You’re saying you swam all the way to an underwater military base off the coast of Mexico last night?”
With his disbelief in full-force, now probably wasn’t the time to tell him about my super speed. “Yes.”
“Describe it.” His demand put me on edge.
Nerves swam in my veins like Olympians in a race, pulsing back and forth and back and forth doing laps of indecision. Of course he didn’t want details for an article. He was just worried about me.
“Well, it was a mountainous area. The depths so deep there were sea creatures I’d never seen before.” I debated how much detail to give. The more details given the more dangerous the trip sounded. “Thermal vents shot heat and stuff.”
He turned to face me, his gaze shooting accusations of lies. “Don’t you think a military base would’ve been discovered by the Mexican government or the U.S. government or any of the marine biologists or scientists studying the ocean?” He spoke like I was a complete moron.
I didn’t like it. I’d told him and showed him fantastical things. Why didn’t he believe this one?
“It’s well hidden,” I forced contempt into my voice. 
“I’ll rent a boat and you can show me.” Not only didn’t he believe me, he dared me.
“A boat would never work.” I wanted to show him I’d told the truth, wanted to breathe into him right this second and swim to the base to prove I wasn’t making anything up. But...
“I don’t know if I can find it again, without Finn.” My stomach spasmed knowing what he’d want to know next, not sure how to explain.
“Why not?”
I huffed out a defensive breath and tried to make is sound unimportant. “He blindfolded me.” 
It sounded stupid now, but at the time I was driven by my curiosity, by my need to meet others like me, and by my anger at Chase.
Chase let my backpack drop off his shoulder and it hit the ground. Green flashed in his eyes. “You let some strange guy blindfold you? And then let him take you to who-knows-where?” He reached out and placed a hand on my shoulder, holding me in place. “You don’t know what his intentions were.” 
The weight of his hand was like a judge’s mallet, deciding right and wrong. I shook off his patronizing hand and shoved down my fears from last night. “He’s like me.”
That should explain it all.
“You trusted him, without any doubts?” Unlike me, he seemed to leave out.
“I had doubts.” Lots of them, but the need to know won out.
Chase’s lips smirked into an ugly line. “Even if he is ‘like you’ that doesn’t mean he’s a good guy. You said yourself there’s a war going on. What if he’s on the wrong side?”
“He isn’t.” I remembered my unease at the base, how the captain had examined me. Still, Chase didn’t know what he was talking about. He hadn’t met Finn, couldn’t judge him sight unseen.
Kind of like how Finn judged all air-breathers.
I reached out and touched Chase’s arm. “There’s something else.” 
“What?” The word shot out of his mouth like a bullet. “You’re leaving with this guy, who probably has superpowers like you, to live under the ocean?”
“Don’t be ridiculous.” I forced a slight laugh because the option had definitely been presented.
“Then, what?”
I had to warn him. “They know about you, Chase.”
His casual shrug appeared stiff. “So these, Atlanteans,” he said the name in a sarcastic-way, “know I exist. I assume they know about the world above the ocean.”
Frowning, I didn’t like how he made fun of what I’d told him. He wasn’t taking it seriously. “They know that you know. About me.”
“So?” His voice challenged.
“I, um...” Here came the tough part. “I sort of told them you planned to write an article about me and they weren’t happy.”
“What’re they going to do? Come out and drag me under the ocean?” He blew the entire thing off.
Another huff. This one frizzled with frustration. “I told them I’d talk to you. Convince you not to write the story.”
His gaze narrowed as if he’d come to the wrong conclusion about my motivation. “And. You. Did.” He crossed his arms. “Is that what this morning was all about? You wanted to guarantee I didn’t write the story. Is that why you kissed me?”
“Yes. I mean, no.” He was confusing me. “I did need to convince you not to write the story, for my sake, and for your sake, too.”
“Have you ever heard of freedom of the press? Do they not have that in Free Atlantis?” 
“I don’t know. The point is, you’re not going to write the article. They won’t come after you. And everything is fine between us, right?”
His phone shrilled an interruption. Chase glanced at the number. “I have to take this.” Uncertainty still showed on his face. I don’t know if he didn’t believe me or didn’t understand why I’d gone with Finn.
My shoulders slumped. Would I have to prove everything to him?
He shoved his phone in his pocket. “Mrs. Fowler has an emergency she needs me to take care of.”
“Now?” 
“Yes.”
“What about us?”
He shook his head staring at the ground. “What about us?”
Now he was being obtuse. 
“Are we okay?”
“Sure, we’re okay.” But he sounded like he was anything but okay. “You go off on a stupid excursion all night long with a strange guy. What’s not to be okay about?” He turned and started to walk away.
“Chase.” My voice broke. My eyes burned with a telling sensation. I didn’t want him to see me cry. 
If he wanted to walk away from this discussion—fine. If he thinks I acted rashly—too bad. If he thinks I betrayed him—well that’s nothing compared to how he almost betrayed me with the article.
I picked up my backpack and walked away, heading toward the campsite. I refused to glance back. Refused to see if Chase looked back at me. Refused to be hurt more because if he didn’t look back I’d be crushed.
Sniffling, I sucked down the damp ocean air. Chase didn’t understand. He hadn’t seen Free Atlantis, how those people lived and struggled. Sure, the captain was creepy, but according to Finn he led the revolt. The man had a lot of responsibility.
Yes, it had been stupid of me to go with Finn, but everything turned out okay. Except for with Chase.
I shouldn’t have told Finn about Chase writing the article either, but it was done. 
I passed the barbecue grills by the campground. Mr. Plankson lectured someone inside his office, his angry but non-understandable words carrying through the open window. Tears streamed down my face. Brushing them aside, I climbed into my tent. I didn’t want anyone to witness my hurt.
Chase didn’t believe me. Or if he did believe me, he thought I’d acted recklessly. And maybe I had.
But he hadn’t seen how the inhabitants of Free Atlantis had welcomed me like one of their own, given me a gift.
I reached deep into my pillowcase and took out the present the old woman had given me. Maybe I should’ve brought the clam to show Chase. Then, he would’ve believed me.
Opening the clam, I heard the music of the sea and relaxed. 
A palm-sized pearl sat in the cushion of the shell. I’d never seen a pearl this big. I picked up the pearl and held it to the light.
A line, almost like a crack, ruined the luminescent beauty of the pearl. My gaze followed the crack until it reached a corner. The crack made a right turn. 
A perfect, ninety-degree right turn.
My breath caught.
The crack turned downward and then left. A rectangle. Not made by nature, but by man.
I pressed against the rectangle with my finger. The panel popped open like a jack-in-the-box door.
My lungs wheezed. My pulse tapped. My heart stuttered.
I thought my imagination had boosted my memory. I was wrong. 
The dazzling lights of blue and gold danced around the tent, brightening the interior. The lights were vibrant like I remembered. They were the same lights that came from the shell Bill and Carlita once owned. 
The small nautilus inside the pearl called to me as theirs did. I found it just as familiar, just as intriguing, just as mysterious.



Chapter Fifteen
Coy Clam
With shaking fingers, I reached inside the pearl and took out the small nautilus tucked inside. The shell was a miniature version of the one Bill and Carlita had placed on the mantel. The same shape, the same twirling lights, the same magnetic force.
My chest squeezed tight with all the memories. Mostly bad memories. As a kid, the large nautilus had always called to me like a magnetic force. I’d been fascinated by the shell’s shape and color and essence. 
I brought the new nautilus closer to my face and examined its beauty. The rough outside appeared like a normal shell. Ridges highlighted the various chambers. Lines swirled in varying directions. 
The inside fascinated. Swirling colors formed and reformed shapes. Sparkles of light shot through the center. I swear I saw images of oceans and beaches, of coral castles and exotic fish.
The sound of the ocean poured through the shell. I put it to my ear and listened. 
“Millennia ago as Atlantis sank,” a voice boomed from inside the shell.
I dropped the nautilus. The shell bounced along the canvas tent bottom and rested against my backpack. Staring at it, I tried to catch my breath.
Had I really heard a voice?
I pinched the shell between my two fingers. The lights sparkled again, the ocean sounded. I scrunched up my face and leaned back. I brought the nautilus closer, even though I was fearful of what might happen.
“Millennia ago as Atlantis sank into the depths of the sea, King Atlas cocooned his three infant daughters in special pods and sent them across the globe to carry on his legendary line. When the time is right, the girls will be born into the human world for their safety. Reunited as children, they will be raised to understand their duties and combine their powers to prevent a similar disaster from befalling future Atlanteans, and all mankind.”
My hand fell to my lap while keeping hold of the shell. I sat still, afraid to move. Afraid to breathe too hard. My mind digested the legend I’d just heard, a legend I’d heard before from Finn. Only his version wasn’t positive.
Finn said it was a myth. That Princess Cordelia’s followers had been fooled into believing a fairytale.
Lying down on my sleeping bag, I clutched the nautilus in my hand. My eyelids dipped closed. My body gave in to exhaustion. My mind pictured an underwater world saved by three lost princesses. 
Dreams took over from my imagination. I saw a massive earthquake and people scurrying to protect themselves and their families. A man with a crown carried a baby and placed her in a shell pod. 
The baby was me. 
*** 
I awoke the next morning with an ache in my heart. My eyes felt dry, my throat scratchy. My head hurt from a restless sleep. 
The dreams had seemed real. As if I’d really lived them.
Which I found hard to believe. The myth Finn and the shell told me must’ve implanted in my brain creating my princess fantasy.
The nautilus lay beside me. I picked the shell up and searched for the pearl to hide for safekeeping. Odd that the woman who gave it to me had chosen a pearl—my birthstone and the very thing I was named after.
I popped open the panel in the pearl, slipped the small nautilus inside, and tucked both away in my bag. Then, I picked up the clam. That’s when I saw the additional strange lines inside the bottom of the shell.
They weren’t straight lines and right angles like on the pearl. The etched lines were crooked and wavy. Like a rough sketch.
A few of the lines looked like waves. One appeared to be a mountain range. I turned the clam upside down. The outer edge of the drawing appeared to be the southern California coast. 
I sucked down a ragged breath.
The drawing was a map.
“Knock, knock.” The sides of my canvas tent shook and so did my body. 
I tucked the clam behind my back. “Yes?” 
“It’s Chase.”
I bit my lip not knowing how to respond after the way we’d left things last night. Was he angry or was I?
“Will you come out and talk to me?” His voice sounded unsure.
I picked up the clam and shoved it in my pocket. Then, I unzipped the front flap of the tent and crawled outside. I didn’t know what to expect or what I’d tell him.
Chase wore board shorts and a swim shirt. His brown hair was tussled and I wanted to run my fingers through it. 
“So, um, how’d you sleep?” The casual question seemed to cover nervousness.
“Okay, I guess.” I ran a shaky hand through my own hair, unsure what to do or say.
“I’m sorry I got angry yesterday, but I worry about you.” He raised his arms up about to put them around me, but then dropped them. “All alone. Sleeping in a tent. Going with strange guys to strange underwater places.”
“You believe me now?”
“I always did. I mean,” he scuffed his foot in the dirt, “the tale was incredible, but I know with you things will always be unusual.” He jerked his head up. “In a good way.”
“If you believed me, why the sarcasm?”
“It was more anger than sarcasm.” He grabbed hold of one of my hands and squeezed. “That fact that you went away, blindfolded, with some strange guy.”
“I was safe with Finn.”
“Hindsight.” 
“You have to understand why I needed to go. I want to find my real parents, find out where I came from.” My stomach tightened thinking about my goal. “And I didn’t make-up with you yesterday to sway you about writing the article. I don’t want you to write the story, but more importantly, I don’t want to fight with you.”
“I don’t want to fight with you either.” His eyes warmed. “Will you forgive me?”
I took a tentative step forward wanting to see every tiny movement on his face, needing to read what he felt. “Do you understand why I need to keep things quiet? Everything.”
“Yes.” His rough hand took hold of both of mine. I liked how they looked intertwined. “I’m sorry for being a jerk.”
“It’s okay.” I didn’t want the I’m-sorry-session to go on and on. It’s over. We’re okay. That’s all that mattered.
“Kind of completely off the subject, I did a little research last night.” A self-satisfied smile slipped onto his face. “Based on your descriptions you might’ve traveled to the East Pacific Rise. Although how you got there and back in one night by swimming, I don’t understand.”
“What’s the East Pacific Rise?”
“It’s an undersea mountainous area west of Mexico where thermal vents have formed.” He crossed his arms. “But it would be impossible to withstand the heat.”
I stepped closer to him, close enough to feel the warmth from his body, close enough to smell his fresh scent, close enough so no one else could hear. “After I breathed into you, were you cold underwater?”
He stood silent for a second. “No.”
“My body adjusts to water temperature. So did yours.”
“To temperatures as high as 400 Celsius?”
I bumped my shoulder against his. The weight of pressure, confusion and excitement lifted with the slight contact. “I didn’t burst into flames. If you even could burst into flames underwater.”
Silence stood between us. His gaze was unfocused as if in deep thought. “I guess I’ll buy that. It’s not the strangest thing you’ve told me.”
Maybe now he’d start accepting things without doubt. 
“What do you have planned for today?” he asked.
My earlier excitement resurfaced. “An adventure.”
“What kind of adventure?” His lips quirked in a cute-guy smile.
“Are you working today?”
“Nope. Got the entire day off.”
“So do I.” I opened my hand to display the clam laying in my palm. “Since you’ve possibly found where I went the other night, I’ve got another place to find.”
“You can find those shells all over the place. Although that’s a big one and in excellent condition.” He kissed the top of my head. “You want to go shell hunting?”
My head tingled. A simple touch and sparks sprinkled through my entire body. Our camaraderie and connection had returned. Things could get back to normal. Or whatever was normal for us.
“No.” I placed my other hand over the clam and using my fingers, I opened the shell with care. “I want to find this.”
Chase bent over my opened hand and examined the inside of the shell. “It a map.”
I pointed to one of the lines. “That looks like the coastline. And this appears to be an island.”
“Atlas Island.” He ran his long finger over the grooved surface. “Where’d you get this?”
“A woman, at the underwater base, gave it to me.” I scrunched up my facew waiting for his reaction.
“She just handed you a shell? Did she know it had a map inside?”
“Maybe she didn’t know.” I didn’t mention the pearl with the hidden compartment or the wondrous nautilus inside. For some reason, those items felt more personal to me. Like by sharing them with Chase I’d betray another Atlantean secret. 
He ran his fingers over the one spot. “This appears to be Atlas Island. You can feel how the island surface is dug out. It’s the only place like that on the map.”
“So, we should go there?” Energy skyrocketed. To be so close to this mythical place, my mythical place, and possibly my future home. “Atlas Island isn’t that far away.” 
“There’s no ‘X’ that marks the spot.”
I slapped him on the arm, feeling the lightness of his mood. “We’re not searching for treasure.”
He angled his head and his brows rose in that familiar way. “What are we looking for?”
“The possible underwater location of the Royal Atlanteans.”
*** 
Water sprayed my face as Chase and I stood by the railing of the ferry from Long Beach to Atlas Island. Our drive from Mermaid Beach had been filled with logistical talk and excited theories. He didn’t quite believe everything, but he didn’t not believe either. 
I squeezed Chase’s hand. “Nice of Cuda to let you borrow his truck so we could get to Long Beach.” 
“He asked a lot of questions about why we both had the sudden urge to see Atlas.”
“What did you tell him?” I held my breath praying he didn’t tell Cuda my secret.
“That you were new to the area and wanted to explore.”
I nodded glad Chase hadn’t spilled. “Sounds reasonable.”
“And partially true.” Chase laughed. “Could you imagine if I’d told him the truth? He’d think we were crazy.”
Laughter bubbled up and lightened my soul. I couldn’t imagine doing this alone. Sharing this adventure with Chase meant more to me than all the tuna in the sea. “I think sometimes we are crazy.” 
I needed to show how grateful I was. For supporting me, for believing me, for keeping my secret.
I stood on tiptoes. His masculine lips were directly across from mine. I leaned forward. Nothing separated our mouths but a sliver of air. I touched my lips to his.
Felt the sizzle.
Tasted the sweetness.
Sensed our connection.
This was the first time I’d initiated a kiss. The first time I’d reached out. The first time I’d displayed my feelings directly. I kind of liked it. A lot.
Chase responded. Holding me tighter, the pressure of our mouths increased and so did the intensity of my feelings. I wanted to stay like this forever.
When we separated, Chase squinted. “A sea otter.”
The little creature swam in circles on the left side of the ferry.
My stomach twisted. Whenever an otter appeared, water emergencies happened. Before the whirlpool and when the jellyfish attacked.
“Cute.” There was no enthusiasm in my voice.
“There’s another.” He pointed.
Double trouble.
“Two more.”
The otters swam around and around. They chattered and moved their paws in an agitated fashion. 
I checked the sky and then stared deep into the ocean water. Nothing unusual.
Tingles spread down my back. I couldn’t shake the doomed feeling that had darkened all the light inside me. “Something’s wrong.” The otters were a sign.
“What’re you talking about?” Chase spared me a you-really-are-crazy look.
“The otters. I can’t talk to them while I’m out of water but they’re trying to warn us.”
“Excuse me? Did you say talk to them?” His earlier you-really-are-crazy look multiplied. “Like talk to the animals Dr. Doolittle style?” He leaned away from me.
Huffing out a breath, I wanted to scream with his predictability. He didn’t believe me again, but I didn’t have time to get angry or explain.
I scanned the surface of the ocean scanning for trouble. “They understand me and can answer yes or no.”
Chase laughed. “You’re kidding, right?”
“No, I’m not.” I kept my tone flat and serious. 
The laughter wiped off his face. “The otters are playing. It’s what otters do.” 
“Ladies and gentlemen,” an announcer came over the loudspeaker. “We’re experiencing mechanical difficulties on the ferry.”
I shot Chase an arched-brow in a know-it-all style.
“Okay, I believe you can talk to the otters.” He held up both hands in an understanding gesture. “But how could otters know about mechanical difficulties? They know nothing about the workings of a boat.”
The announcer continued, “Please do not panic, but proceed to the emergency stations near the exits of the boat. Crew members will be handing out lifejackets for every passenger to wear.”
“Do you think we’re sinking?” I gripped Chase’s hand glad to have him to hold on to. 
We followed the other passengers to get our lifejackets. “The ferry is still moving at a fast clip.”
“You’d think they’d slow down for an emergency.” My tummy tumbled, feeling a little seasick. 
The group in front of us rushed to get their jackets. An elderly man carrying a cane struggled to get his vest on. A couple of teens joked around about death.
A man kissed a woman on the lips. “This is not a good sign to begin our honeymoon.” 
“I don’t know how to swim,” a pale woman confided to her friends.
A mom helped two young kids snap on life vests with shaking hands. 
A tear ran down the little girl’s cheeks. “Mommy, are we going to die?”
“Of course not.” The mom’s voice sounded tremulous. “Stay close.”
“We’re going to crash and end up in the ocean and be eaten by sharks.” The other child shouted.
“Be quiet.” The mom took both their hands.
My stomach revolted. I stared at the little girl and boy. If we sunk I’d be okay, and I could save Chase. But there were possibly a hundred passengers on board. I couldn’t save everyone. 
How could I possibly choose? 



Chapter Sixteen
Ferry Folly
Like playing God, I’d decide who to breathe into first.
I’d decide who to save.
I’d decide who would live and who would die. 
My head swirled. With white knuckles, I gripped the brass rail. My stomach heaved. I couldn’t let all these people die.
Chase grabbed one of the crew by the arm. “What’s happening?”
“Engine malfunction. We can’t slow down and we’ve almost reached Atlas Island.”  
“Are we going to crash?” Chase’s voice rose. The tension between the two men, between everyone, encrusted the air. 
The man jerked away and hurried on.
“Not if I can help it.” There had to be a way to stop the ferry. I unsnapped my life vest. Purpose filled my every move.
“What’re you doing?” His face paled.
I slapped the life vest into his arms. “I’m going to stop this freaking ferry.”
“How?”
Pulling back my shoulders, I fisted both hands. I couldn’t let this water disaster hurt hundreds of people. Especially, since this accident could be my fault. Chase was right. Water disasters did happen around me. “I’ll figure something out.”
“You’re crazy. One person can’t stop a huge ferry.” He gripped my arm, stopping me. His chin jutted with determination.
“I forgot to tell you,” I jerked my arm out of his grip, climbed onto the rail and swung my leg over. “I have super-strength too.”
His Adam’s apple moved up and down. His gaze glazed and then cleared. “Take me with you.” He unsnapped his life vest and took it off. 
Decisive. No questioning if what I said was true. But I didn’t have time to rejoice in his reaction.
“No way. The dive from here is way too steep.” I didn’t want to be responsible for his possible death or injury. And I couldn’t delay any longer.
“I’ve dived off the cliffs near Mermaid Beach before and survived. I can do this.” His hard tone told me he wouldn’t give in.
“But—”
He dropped the vests to the deck. “I’m diving in whether you breathe into me or not. You are not doing this alone.”
I stared into the blue steel of determination and then swiveled my glance to the churning water below. My tummy churned, too. “What if you get hurt?”
“I won’t.” A promise he didn’t know if he could keep.
The churning in my stomach flipped and flopped. Like my mind. How could I risk his life? “Have you ever dived off of a moving ferry into the ocean before?” 
“Have you?” His brow arched in challenge.
“No, but I’ve done platform diving.” I remembered the crowds excited oohs and ahs. How I’d hated it. But this time, hopefully, no one would see.
“And I’ve done cliff diving. Into the ocean.” He stomped his foot onto the rail and swung a leg around. “I have more experience than you.”
My mind wavered. Not give Chase my breath and have him go for it anyhow—dive in and die. Or give Chase my breath and have him possibly get hurt on the dive. “Chase—"
“Do it now while no one is watching.”
People scurried toward the emergency exits. No one paid attention to two teens sitting on the rail. On a normal trip, we would’ve been yelled at or apprehended. 
“Come on. Now’s our chance.” Chase lifted his second leg over the rail. The stubborn expression on his face told me I didn’t have a choice. “Do it.”
I liked the idea of not going alone. But with that comfort came fear because Chase was a frail human in the ocean. He wasn’t like me.
Expediency fought with worry like a pulley in my soul. Leaning into him, I didn’t have time to convince him to stay. His unique scent mixed with the salty ocean air. My lips touched his and I breathed my special breath into his mouth, blowing as much of my power as possible to keep him safe. “Ready?”
“A real kiss first. For luck.” He leaned into me and touched his lips to mine. 
I enjoyed the real kiss, much more than giving him my breath. This kiss was special. It wasn’t a means to an end, but a promise. My lips tingled from his quick touch. 
And then his mouth was gone. I opened my eyes and beheld his shiny blue ones, knowing the kiss meant as much to him.
Together, we both stood. Dove.
The water slapped me in the face. Hard. I let the momentum from the dive take me down deep. The entire time I scanned for Chase. My gaze roving. My strokes frantic. My nerves tightening. I hoped he’d survived the dive. I hoped he wasn’t scared or hurt. I hoped we ended up close to each other.
“Pearl?” I heard my name carried on the current.
“Chase.” I scoured the bottom. “Are you okay?”
“What a ride!” He sounded like he’d just gotten off the roller coaster on the Boardwalk.
I swiveled around following the sound of his voice, needing to see him. “Where are you?”
“Over here.” He swam from behind a section of jagged rocks. A smile flashed. 
“Oh.” I rushed over and landed in his arms, reveling in his touch. “I was worried.”
“Me, too. About both of us.” He held tight and kissed me on the forehead. “Where’s the ferry?”
With both of us safe and his arms around me, for a second I almost forgot our purpose. I glanced up and listened. The sound of the ferry’s engines came from a spot west of us. Our deep dive and the ferry’s speed hadn’t carried us too far in the other direction. “This way.”
We swam toward the ferry.
“What’s the plan once we reach the ferry?” Chase’s question gave me a boost of confidence. He respected that I was the expert in this arena.
Except, I wasn’t.
My heart quivered. “I don’t know.”
Chase kept his pace even with mine. And I was swimming pretty darn fast. Did my breath not only let him breathe underwater but give him speed, too?
I sliced deeper and faster. “We need to think of something.”
“There’s the ferry.” He pointed at the churning water up ahead caused by the boat’s engines.
Just like the churning in my stomach because I still didn’t have a plan. The quivering in my heart increased to spasms of uncertainty.
We kept pace with the ferry. The engines ground together and the noise reverberated across the ocean. The ferry above jerked and then, changed direction. 
“It’s heading to sea.” Chase’s voice held an edge of panic.
The same panic echoed inside me. “That’s good.” The ocean floor was sandy and smooth here, but I saw rocks in the distance. “That means it won’t crash into rocks or Atlas Island.” It gave us more time.
A mechanical whirring and heavy clinking noise echoed under the waves. Several large anchors attached to thick, metal chains dropped out of the backside of the ferry. When the noise stopped, the anchors dragged across the bottom but did little to slow the boat.
“The anchors aren’t helping. What can we do?” Biting my lip, I controlled the rush of fear and adrenaline. Controlled my insecurity. Controlled my scream. I’d risked everything to come down here, even risked hurting Chase, and now we couldn’t figure out a way to help.
“Grab onto an anchor and use the super strength to stop the ferry.” He sounded so decisive, committed. Like no matter what happened we were going to sink or swim together.
Which I loved and hated. Because I didn’t want to sink. I didn’t want him to sink. And I didn’t want the ferry to sink.
My chest thumped echoing the fall of the anchor. “I don’t think I’m that strong.”
“Together we are.”
“What?”
“Remember when you said I wasn’t cold in the water because of your breath.” His confidence grew with each word he spoke.
“Yes.”
“And just now I kept up with your swimming pace.”
“Super speed.” The words rung in my head.
“So, why wouldn’t I have super strength, too?” 
So logical. But my life wasn’t logical. Nothing worked as planned. “What if you’re wrong?”
“You said it yourself, we have to try something.”
We didn’t have a lot of time. The ferry would eventually hit something. “Okay. Let me go first.”
Maybe on my own I could slow it down. I raced after one of the anchors on the right side. Every time I reached out, the anchor bobbed and jumped ahead. It was like trying to catch a spawning salmon, except the anchor weighed a lot more. I felt stupid.
“It’s like baseball.” Chase swam beside me and cheered me on, listening to my instructions that I should grab the anchor first. “Watch the anchor.”
I swam ahead and stood in the path of the chain and massive anchor. My best chance was to catch the anchor coming toward me, like catching a ground ball in baseball. My chest throbbed with burning heat, heaving in and out and in and out. 
In order not to get clonked on the head, I had to catch the anchor while ducking the chain with precision. I held my breath, even though I didn’t have to, and waited.
The anchor hit a rock and angled left. I shifted position and then held out my arms like I was waiting for a hug. The metal smashed into my chest. Sharp pain shot through my ribs. I grabbed the anchor by the hooks ripping my skin. The anchor slipped in my grasp. It yanked me forward.
“Ahhhh!” A scream tore out of my throat.
“Drop it.” Chase lunged toward me. His mouth pulled into a grim line. “Just drop it.”
“No.” I clutched the anchor to my chest and held on with all my super strength. I stuck my heels in the sand and dug them in deep, refusing to give up. “I got it.”
The boat didn’t even slow down.
“My turn to catch an anchor.” His trying-to-sound-playful tone couldn’t be pulled off. He swam to the other side of the ferry.
“Be careful.” My fingers already hurt from the tight grip I had on my anchor. I kept my gaze glued to him in case he needed help. If he got hurt, I don’t know what I would do. 
He swam behind the anchor on the other side, seeming to calculate the bumps it would take. Then, he picked up his speed and darted to the right. He reached out and grabbed the anchor like it was the end of a rope in a tug-of-war game.
“Got it.” He readjusted his hands and dug his feet into the sand.
A smile leaked onto my face. Guess he played more baseball than I did.
The boat slowed but didn’t stop.
All of our efforts weren’t helping. My arms shook with the effort of holding on. My heels felt scraped and raw. I didn’t know about Chase, but I couldn’t hold on much longer.
“Playing with ferries?” Finn swam toward us. “Doesn’t sound fun to me.”
“Grab an anchor.” Everything inside me celebrated. Assistance had arrived. Surely, Finn would help. “We’re trying to stop the ferry.”
“We?” His tone changed when he spotted Chase. 
“You got a problem with me, Finn?” With his quick mind, Chase realized who the stranger was. 
After all, how many guys do I know who can breathe underwater? 
“I’ll do formal introductions later.” We didn’t have time to argue. “Finn, please grab an anchor and help us stop the ferry.”
“You’re with the guy who’s going to write a story about you? Not a smart choice.” His tone was slow and censuring.
He had no right to question me. “It’s my choice. Besides, he’s not going to write the article.”
“That’s right.” Chase chimed in.
“You better not.” Finn dove at the anchor between Chase and I. He grabbed the hooks in one swift swoop. The ferry jerked and slowed down almost to a stop. But not quite. Even with three of us, we couldn’t stop the coming catastrophe.
“What happened?” Finn asked.
“I don’t know.” I gritted my teeth. “We were taking the ferry to Atlas Island.”
“Why?”
First, I shot Chase a look willing him to keep quiet about the shell map, then I answered, “I, um, wanted to see the island. Anyhow, the ferry had mechanical difficulties. It couldn’t stop or slow down. I couldn’t let it crash.”
“So you brought an air-breather along?”
Chase smirked at Finn. “I wasn’t going to let Pearl stop the ferry alone.”
Finn’s gaze narrowed at Chase, but he didn’t say anything. Instead, he turned to me. “I can’t hold this anchor forever.”
“Do you have some place more important to be?” Chase goaded.
“Be nice, Chase.” I didn’t want to play referee. “What do you suggest, Finn?”
I’d take any ideas. The pain in my arms was nothing compared to the panic in my chest.
“We could hook the anchors to a big rock.”
“If we could find a big rock without the ferry smashing into it first.” I pictured the little girl with the tears running down her cheeks. The old man with the cane. The couple on their honeymoon. My chest heaved panic to pure terror.
“Good point.” Finn sounded like this was a casual conversation, not like hundreds of lives could be lost.
A noise, like a bubbling sound, filled our silence. I squinted trying to see if there was a new danger. A black smudge grew bigger on the surface and threw a shadow over our location.
“What’s that?” I pointed with my chin.
Chase scowled at the darkening slick. “Looks like oil or gasoline.” 
“If you and those air-breathers ruin another portion of our ocean...” Finn’s tone scraped with disgust.
“An oil spill?” I studied the concentration of sludge hanging around the back of the boat. “The ferry is dumping their fuel tank.”
“That’s got to be it.” Chase agreed.
Buoyancy filled me like I was floating on water, not sunk down at the bottom. “Once they’re out of fuel the ferry will stop.”
“And we can let go of these stupid anchors and I can be on my way.”
“Are you in a hurry?” Chase’s reporter tone returned. 
Which reminded me. “Finn, why were you swimming around Atlas Island?”
“Usually I avoid the area, but I was looking into something.”
My thoughts whirled. “Are you spying?”
“What? That’s stupid. Why would I come this close to the enemy?”
“I meant spying on me, but since you mentioned it, is this the base for the Royalists?”
“Not a base.” Finn’s tone had an edge, like he didn’t want to explain further.
“What are you doing here?” Chase’s question sounded like an accusation.
“You shouldn’t be down here at all, air-breather.” There was no respect in Finn’s tone. 
Chase pressed his lips together, but didn’t say a thing.
“If Atlas Island isn’t a base, what is it?” I wanted information, not a fight between the two of them.
“Atlas Island is where Princess Cordelia holds court. It’s where all the Atlanteans lived until the split.”
“You mean war.” Chase used the same tone of accusation.
Finn shrugged his shoulders trying to appear nonchalant. “Split, war, battle. It kind of depends on your point of view.” He didn’t sound as confidant about his cause.
“Have you changed your mind?”
“What does it matter what I think?”
“Killing people for a cause is war.” I hated the thought of hurting and killing other people. I hated even more that I’d finally found people like me and they weren’t peaceful.
“When did the war officially start?” Chase asked the relevant questions getting the facts straight.
“It hasn’t. Yet.” Finn actually gave Chase a straight answer. “More like skirmishes or sabotage up to this point.”
The guys were chattering on about a war that was relevant but not important at this moment in time. The ferry had to run out of gas soon. I couldn’t hold on to the anchor much longer and the more time these guys spent together the more likely they were to come to blows.
Chase jerked his head at the ferry that was almost stopped now. “Was the ferry sabotage?”
My heart thwacked. I hadn’t thought of that. Maybe this wasn’t an accident. Maybe the ferry’s malfunction and the war were related. 
“Why would either side want to hurt air-breathers?” Awkwardness filled my lungs. I didn’t like calling them that, it sounded negative.
Again, Finn shrugged. “Did you tell anyone in Mermaid Beach you were going to Atlas Island by ferry?”
“A lifeguard friend of mine.” Suspicion darkened Chase’s expression. “Is Pearl a target?”
I opened my mouth but I couldn’t speak. Couldn’t even form words.
Finn glanced up at the shadow of the oil slick and the ferry. “Not that I’m aware of.
That’s not much of answer.” Chase’s voice grew tougher, more accusatory.
“Why would I be a target?” I needed to calm them both down. 
The boat stopped. The chains attached to the anchors quit pulling and loosened up. Like a yellow light, cautious optimism flashed inside me.
“Think we can drop these anchors?” Finn sounded like he wanted out of here, possibly away from Chase and I, and our questions.
“Me, first.” After all, I’d been holding on the longest.
I held the anchor away from my body and dropped it. Sand swished from the bottom. The boat didn’t rush forward.
“Air-breathers, second.” Finn made it sound like Chase was second class.
Chase ignored him and dropped his anchor. Then, Finn dropped his anchor. The ferry stayed in one place, rocking with the waves.
“We did it! The three of us.” I slapped my hands together to emphasize my point that it had taken all three of us. “We saved the ferry.”
“More air-breathers still alive.” Finn tried to sound cruel but he didn’t.
“Better than war-mongering Atlanteans.” Chase crossed his arms and glared at Finn.
So much for celebrating our success.  “Guess we’re free to go.”
“Only the truth shall make me free.” Finn’s sarcastic tone touched a warning off in my head.
Before I could ask what he meant, he dashed deep into the ocean.
*** 
Atlas Island was an oasis of calm compared to the calamity, and then victory, we’d experienced under the ocean. Palm trees swayed with the light breeze drying my hair. Beach chairs lined the soft sand. No car noise on the island, just the humming of golf carts and the cawing of seagulls.
Chase and I took off our wet clothes. We sank down onto a couple of free beach chairs and the let the sun dry our bathing suits. He took my hand and our arms dangled between. With his strong hand in mine, I felt more powerful now than underwater.
“Are you tired after all of that?” I wasn’t, but I didn’t know how it would affect Chase.
“Why didn’t you tell me about your super strength?” Anger tinged his flat voice. 
“Why be angry now?” My weary voice held back my surprise.
“Anger wouldn’t have helped in an emergency situation.” Logical as always. “What else haven’t you told me?”
I flipped through my old responses from sarcasm to rudeness to downright lies. I couldn’t use any of those with Chase. He’d been good to me. 
Like a gong announcing my intention my heart pounded. My pulse picked up speed. My veins throbbed.
Honesty.
While I’d shared parts of myself with Chase, I’d never told him about my upbringing. If I really liked him, and I wanted to have a real relationship with him, I’d need to be straightforward.
“Even though I had adoptive parents,” who didn’t treat me like their child, “I’ve always had a hard time sharing things about myself. I didn’t have any friends.” The admission cut across my heart. I pressed my lips together trying to keep my emotions in check. He didn’t need to know I was a total loser. “Probably because of my abilities. I didn’t want people to find out about my special powers.” Well, Bill and Carlita didn’t want people to know for fear of losing their source of cash.
“But you told me about breathing underwater.” Chase dropped my hand and crossed his arms, taking a stand-offish stance. “Super strength and speed aren’t all that miraculous after that.”
“I know.” My gaze shifted away.
“Do you have something else to share?”
I licked my suddenly dry lips. What to shut up about and what to share? “I’m not proud of what I did in my past.”
“Anything illegal?”
“No.” Except running away and lying about my age. Working in a circus wasn’t illegal, just embarrassing. Yes, I was dancing around the truth. I wanted to tell him, really I did, but what would he think of me?
And, my past wasn’t all that important.
“Then, I guess it doesn’t matter to me.” He took hold of my hand again and squeezed. 
Not the normal inquisitive-reporter-keep-pushing-until-he-gets-answers Chase, but a willing-to-wait-until-I-was-ready Chase. 
I wanted to melt against him, feel his strength. “You’re sure?” Our connection seemed to be solid even without all the facts.
“Someday, when you’re ready you’ll tell me. I can wait until then.” Scanning the busy marina, he stayed silent.
So, he knew I had more to tell. I bit my lip. Indecision swelled up and down like the waves. If I told him everything, would he think I was strange? A freak like everyone else who knew? I wasn’t willing to take that chance.
“Don’t you think Finn coming across us in the middle of the ocean was a little too coincidental?” 
I smiled, glad the previous subject was closed. I loved how Chase’s mind always returned to a puzzle. Stretching my neck, I was unwilling to admit my own doubts. “Possibly.”
“He confirmed Atlas Island was where the Royalists lived.”
“Yes.”
“And Finn is against the Royalists.” Chase chipped away at the coincidence theory.
I squirmed in my chair. “He was.”
Chase turned facing me. His sharp gaze cut like diamonds. “Did you ever think maybe he caused the problems on the ferry? Maybe he’s not your friend? Maybe he’s dangerous?” 
Each question dropped in my mind and plopped in my stomach. Even though I wasn’t sure of Finn’s loyalties, I trusted him. I think. “He showed me others like me. He might’ve blindfolded me to take me to the base, but he returned me home.” With an argument. “He helped us today.”
Chase ran a light finger down my cheek sending tingles across my skin. “I worry about you. Even with your super abilities, you’re vulnerable.” His tone went from soft to hard. “I don’t want Finn taking advantage of you.”
“He won’t.” I would never let anyone take advantage of me again. “It’s just, I’ll always be grateful to him for introducing me to Atlanteans.”
“Grateful enough to blindly follow him?”
“Follow him where?”
“Into battle without knowing the facts.”



Chapter Seventeen
Distressed Damsel
Did Chase mean a battle between him and Finn? 
The way they argued I wouldn’t be surprised. I was not a contest. Chase and I were together. Finn knew that. “What battle?”
Chase squeezed my hand tighter. “Finn’s talking about a war.”
“A war that doesn’t involve me.” 
Chase leaned forward. “You know about their world now. They know about you.” His soft, warm voice showed his concern. “You’re bound to be affected.”
“Pearl.” 
“And there’s Finn’s battle cry now.” A know-it-all-disgust filled Chase’s voice.
“Pearl.” Finn rushed toward us waving his hands. His bathing suit dripped and his hair flipped back. An expression of urgency covered his face.
Probably similar to the look I wore when I’d been holding the anchor and he’d showed up. Something was wrong.
Chase stood and placed his hands on his hips, his stance like a warrior. 
I stood, too. Could Chase be right? What was Finn’s problem? And was I obliged to help?
“Pearl, you have to come with me.” Finn puffed out the words, bending at the waist as if not used to running on land.
“Come with you where?” 
“The Royalists are on emergency alert.” He straightened, still huffing between breaths. “We need to find out if they’re preparing to attack the Free Atlantis base first before—”
“Before you attack them?” Chase’s smug expression changed when I glared.
“You shouldn’t know any of this.” Finn’s lips protruded from his face in an angry pout. “How much more does he know?”
“Enough to warn her not to go.” Chase took hold of my hand to show Finn we were united.
I was glad Chase was on my side, that he wanted to protect me, but I had to hear Finn out. Guilt twirled in my belly for betraying Atlantean secrets. The knowledge might put Chase in danger. Tiptoeing around Finn wouldn’t help. “What could I possibly do?”
“We need to sneak into the palace and see what’s going on. Find out what their plan is. Then, one of us can stay and lookout while the other reports back to base.” Finn kept glancing around as if afraid of being caught.
“Why do you need me to help? Surely, there’s someone else you can ask?” 
Finn seemed to consider my question. His pupils moved up and down and then connected with mine. “I don’t trust anyone else.”
“What?” My mouth hung open.
His gaze shifted to Chase and then back to me. “I can’t trust a Free Atlantean with this task. And no Royalist would trust me.”
“Everyone’s chosen sides?” There was no Switzerland in this war.
“Everyone.”
Except me. Finn didn’t need to say it. Like I was missing an essential game piece so I couldn’t play. But because I wasn’t in the game I’d be fair.
“Why should Pearl help you?” Chase’s hand tightened around mine. “It sounds dangerous.”
“Just information gathering.”
“I’m not a spy.” And I wasn’t ready to choose sides. 
“I helped you with the ferry. You can help me now. Please.” His normally firm voice pleaded. He sounded desperate.
His desperation pulled at my heart. Finn had been good to me. He trusted me. He wanted my help.
I huffed out a breath not wanting to follow him blindly like Chase mentioned. It was like I had an internal battle going on inside of me, similar to the one being fought under the ocean, and I didn’t know which side to choose internally, either.
“All were doing is seeing what’s going on, right? You’re not going to tell the captain about this?”
“Not unless they’re planning an immediate attack. The base is completely unprepared for that. Many people would die.”
I didn’t want that on my conscious. “Only if Chase agrees to come with us.”
“What?” Both guys said together but with different intonations like an off-key boys’ choir.
“Are you willing, Chase?” I didn’t want to force him to endanger himself again.
He raked over Finn before turning back to face me. “If you’re going, I’m going.”
“But he’s an air-breather,” Finn protested. “He shouldn’t even know about us. He shouldn’t get involved.”
Chase angled his chin. “I’m already involved.”
With me, I hope. “Take both of us, or neither.” 
*** 
Chase and I followed Finn as he scrambled around the rocks at the far end of the marina. Surf pounded and sprayed water into the air like a natural fountain. He dove into the waves and then surfaced a few yards away. 
I took Chase’s hand and we climbed down into the ocean taking one rock at a time. I worried about exposing him even more to this underwater world, especially the way Free Atlanteans thought about air-breathers. But I was glad he was going to be by my side. “Ready, Chase?” 
His confidant nod showed he trusted me and wanted to protect me. A happy warmth settled in my soul.
I placed my mouth over his and breathed my special breath into him. When I emptied my lungs, I moved away. “Go under.”
Chase let his body sink into the ocean like an anchor.
Finn watched us, an expression of bewilderment and fascination on his face. He might be an underwater breather but he appeared frightened by my abilities. 
My happy warmth chilled. I shivered. Even in this world of water breathers, I’d be different.
Chase tugged my ankle and I slid under the water to meet him. He held out his hand, and I put mine in his. Together, as a team, we swam to where Finn waited.
An unsmiling Finn led us into the mouth of an underwater cave. I watched his every reaction. Because of Chase’s suspicions and my thoughts that didn’t add up about Finn, I had to wonder whether this was a trap. But it was too late now. I’d agreed and we were here. 
The strong rock had been cut down by even stronger waves rushing in and out for eons. The sight made me and my powers feel insignificant, like the shells and algae clinging to the rock. 
Going deeper into the tunnel, my eyes automatically adjusted to the darkness. Clams settled at the bottom of the cave, next to a dull-orange anemone and green moss. A black sea hare darted past. 
“This is awesome.” Chase pointed at a large school of rainbow fish. “I can see in the dark.”
“Do your other abilities transfer with the gift of your breath?” Finn’s amazement reconfirmed my worst fears.
I was different. Strange. An anomaly.
“Chase doesn’t get cold. He can swim fast and has super strength underwater like us.”
Finn studied me and then switched to Chase. “Can he breathe into an air-breather and change them?”
Chase choked out a laugh. “I’ve never tried.”
“If that were possible wouldn’t there be hundreds of turned air-breathers? I turn two friends and you turn two friends, etc.” I remembered how shocked Finn was when I’d told him that Chase wasn’t one of us. “Didn’t you say you’ve never met any Atlanteans who can breathe into other people?”
“No, I haven’t.” 
“But I can make air-breathers breathe underwater. Why can’t others?” The princess myth crossed my mind again. I immediately doused any royal thoughts. Every isolated, friend-less girl in the world dreamed of discovering she was special. 
I wasn’t special. I was a freak.
And just because Finn hadn’t met anyone exactly like me didn’t mean they weren’t out there. 
“You’re...” He turned his head to study me. “Different.”
Freak.
“Special.” Chase jumped in like we were having a completely normal conversation. 
“You mean she didn’t tell you about the princess myth?” The accusation that I’d told Chase everything was clear in Finn’s tone.
“No.”
Finn quickly summarized the princess tale. “The regents were supposed to return to the new Atlantis after the princesses came out of their protective cocoons so they could unite and rule together.”
“How long have you waited?” Chase asked.
“Centuries.”
“Why did your people suddenly get impatient?” Chase’s curiosity and a little distrust showed in his tone. “If Atlanteans had waited centuries, what’s one more?”
“You wouldn’t understand air-breather.” Finn swam a bit faster.
“Then explain it to me. I’m a willing student. I’m sure Pearl would like to know, too.”
Finn spread his fingers wide and let water trail between them. “The regent in residence has become more and more power hungry while the ocean has become more and more polluted. The regent refuses to confront the air-breathers. If we don’t do something soon, our homeland—all the oceans—will be permanently damaged.”
I let Finn’s message sink in. It was more than about the legend. “Do you believe in the princesses or not?”
“I believe Cordelia is a princess.” He gave me another intense stare. “About the other two... I don’t know.”
The cave narrowed and grew darker. Places on my bathing suit snagged on the wall. Several tunnels branched off in all directions like an underwater maze. A chill settled over me. I didn’t know if I could find my way out.
As if Chase and I were on the same wavelength, he asked, “How’d you find this place? How do you know your way around these tunnels?”
“I played here as a kid.” Finn sounded less grim. “Until the revolt, I lived under Atlas Island with my father.”
Bewilderment fuzzed my brain. “You said it was light where the Royalists live.”
“It is, but it’s always dark in the tunnels. That’s what made it fun.” Finn flapped his feet. “The palace and homestead are lighted by electric eels that have been harnessed.”
“Cool.” Chase swam ahead of me and caught up to Finn. “What were you doing by the ferry this morning?”
Finn shook his head like he couldn’t believe he was going to explain. “I was swimming to Atlas Island when I saw Pearl in trouble.”
“Quite a coincidence.” Chase countered.
Finn swung his head and hit a rock jutting out of the wall. “Darn.”
“You okay?”
“Yeah.” Rubbing his head, he kept moving as if he didn’t want a simple injury, or Chase’s questions, slowing us down.
“Why were you heading to Atlas? Aren’t they your enemy?” Chase sounded like a good prosecutor, making his case. Or a good reporter digging for facts.
“I was following a hunch. I didn’t know Pearl would be on the ferry.” Finn glared at Chase. “She has no need to take a ferry.”
A shiver ran down my spine. Not from Finn and Chase’s exchange but the deeper we went, the darker it became. No plants grew in this area. The shells clinging to the wall appeared ancient and vulnerable. I never would’ve thought this fun. 
Chase let go of my hand and broke off a strange shell I’d never seen before. “Souvenir.”
“Tourist.” 
I laughed at the sound of disgust in Finn’s tone. 
We took another passage heading further down. The walls here were smooth as if they’d been scraped with a tool. And the current didn’t seem to flow in any specific direction.
“We’re almost near the castle entrance. Keep your voice down.” Finn instructed.
“How far away can people hear us?” On land, everyone knew how far a whisper carried. This whole communicating without actual sound confused me.
Finn moved his head back and forth. “Same distance as a normal conversation. Unless you’re shouting in your mind.”
“Is there a reason for me to shout or scream?”
“Only if you’re caught and tortured by Royal Guards.” Finn’s answer was unexpected. He sounded like he spoke from experience, like he’d been tortured by Royal Guards.
“Are we going to meet Royal Guards?” Maybe my attitude had been too cavalier, agreeing to this journey.
Chase swam in front of me in a protective way. “Why haven’t we come across any guards? This is a palace and there’s a war going on.”
“Most of these passages are secret. Only a few of the kids who played in the palace knew about them.” 
So, Finn played in the palace. What rank did his family have before switching sides?
*** 
After another ten minutes, the passage we traveled grew narrower and narrower. The tunnel ended in a small hole, like a porthole on a ship. I squeezed between Finn and Chase and peered into a previously unknown world.
I gasped. Bubbles escaped my mouth. The palace was bright, sun filtering through the water. Those eels must put off a lot of electricity.
The grand hallway was sculpted out of coral. Not brownish, dull coral but vibrant white and pastel pink coral. The walls were fine filigree carvings with fancy cuts and curlicues. Lavender, bright orange and turquoise anemone made patterns on the ground like they’d been planted to replicate a design. 
Starfish evenly spaced apart, clung to the wall. Coral polyps, with their sac-shaped bodies, spread out tentacles in search of food. A crystal chandelier made of glass and shells hung from the coral ceiling and swayed with the water instead of a breeze.
“Epic.” Chase’s expression must’ve mirrored my own awe-struck-ness.
Exotic fish, ones normally not living off the California coast, swam past. Like an over-sized aquarium, orange-striped clownfish, bump-headed parrot fish and long-nosed butterfly fish darted right and left. A lion fish floated right in front of our noses. The three of us leaned back to avoid its poisonous spine.
A seaweed door swished open and two similarly-dressed men emerged. Blue with gold stripes down the side, their swim trunks looked like a uniform.
“Royal Guard.” Finn answered my unspoken question.
Stiffening, I held my breath.
As the men approached, their conversation became clear.
“What areas have been searched?” The man with four stripes on his suit asked.
“My men have searched the dungeons, the open passages, and the ocean immediately surrounding the castle.” The guard with only two stripes answered.
“Did anyone see her leave?”
“No.”
“Have you questioned those around her about whatever crazy plans she may have made?” The first guard continued questioning.
The second guard nodded. “No one seems to know anything.”
“Alert all the troops. With discretion, send men to search the beach and marina above.” He pounded his fist into his other hand. “We can’t let her escape.”
The two guards moved further away and we couldn’t hear anymore.
“Who are they searching for?” Sorrow for this unknown girl wove into me, braiding with my own feelings of fear and rejection. An entire army searched for her. “Why is she so important?”
“I don’t know.” Finn’s serious face appeared deep in thought. “I thought they were planning an attack but it seems like they’re trying to locate someone. Guess this little mission was unnecessary.”
“Should we help the guards find whoever she is or help her get away?” For some reason I wanted to help this unknown girl.
Chase peered out the hole. “These tunnels make a great escape route.”
“Excellent point.” It was the first time Finn had ever complimented Chase. I wanted to write it in the history books.
A sudden high-pitched scream filled the water.
I froze. Now, I knew how far a scream traveled. A chill traveled the length of my body. 
Chase and Finn stilled beside me.
The seaweed doorway twisted. A limb pushed through the green weeds. Then a girl’s body held by the two guards from earlier.
“Unhand me.” The girl commanded in a firm tone. She wore a golden bikini with a short, green flared skirt. Long, thick, brunette strands of hair stuck out of her elegant bun. 
“Just because you’re a princess doesn’t mean you’re in charge.’ The guard sneered at her.
“I should be in charge.” Her tone sounded sophisticated. Royal. “You can’t treat me like this.”
“It’s for your own good, Princess Cordelia.” The guard with the four stripes held her arm.
I sucked in a breath. She was one of the real princesses from the myth. The tale was real. 
“For the good of Atlantis Captain I need to find—”
The captain slapped Princess Cordelia’s face. Her mouth made an O-shape.
Chase fisted his hand as if he wanted to protect the captured princess. Finn stiffened beside me like he was in shock.
Fake or real, she didn’t deserve to be slapped. I snarled wanting to defend her, too. 
“You will do what you are told.” The captain scolded. “A war is about to commence and we need you safe and in the palace.”
She struggled against her captors. “If we produce proof—”
“Be a good princess and get that silly stuff out of your head. The Separatists will never listen.”
I watched them lead her away. 
My stomach sank. My skin tightened. I wanted to fight the guards. Our situations were similar. Princess Cordelia was being used for her position and powers. Similar to how Bill and Carlita had used me.
We’d both run away. Only I’d been successful. 
She was a prisoner in her own kingdom.



Chapter Eighteen
Star Shocker
I didn’t know why I felt a connection to Princess Cordelia. We came from different backgrounds. Our success in running away differed. She’d aligned herself with the Royalist side. Of course, since she was a princess she probably didn’t have a choice. 
I shot an accusing glance at Finn. The Royalists called Finn and his people Separatists, not Free Atlanteans. What was the real definition? I knew Finn thought himself a Free Atlantean. The real definition probably depended on your point of view.
And I didn’t have enough facts to make a decision.
“They’re out of sight.” Chase edged further into the hallway to spy on the Princess and her guards. “We should go after her. Help her.”
I liked that Chase wanted to assist someone in need. His heroics warmed me inside.
“Too dangerous for the three of us, especially Pearl.” Finn focused on me with a peculiar expression. “I’ll follow Cordelia and find out what’s going on.”
“Why would we trust you?” I grabbed Finn’s shoulder. I wanted to help the princess, not hurt her. “You’re a Free Atlantean, or Separatist. Whatever the true label is.”
“I know the tunnels.” His fierce expression tried to intimidate. “And I know Princess Cordelia. We played together as kids.”
“You did?” My stance toward Finn softened.
“I’d never hurt her.” His voice caught. His expression softened. Warmth and sorrow lit his pupils.
“How do we know that?” Chase sounded protective like Finn.
“You don’t.” Finn crossed his arms and glared. All the passion in his expression gone.
Chase seemed to consider. “You’re right that three of us can’t follow her. Together we’d be caught.”
“I know the tunnels and the palace. I know the politics. I know Princess Cordelia. I should go and make sure she’s okay.”
Chase nodded and took hold of my hand. “We’re both new to this entire situation and don’t know who the players are. We should let Finn go.”
“I don’t know.” No matter how silly, I felt somehow responsible.
Chase held our entwined hands up and pointed at Finn. “The princess is in her own castle. I’m sure she’s fine. Let Finn check it out and he’ll get back to us. Right, Finn?”
Finn’s slight nod showed he wasn’t paying attention. Worry lines creased his forehead as if trying to figure out how to get to Princess Cordelia. “Can you guys find your own way back?”
I recalled the narrow passages, the choice of tunnels, the complete darkness with no identifying marks. A claustrophobic panic set in. My lungs squeezed tight. How would we get out?
“I can.” Chase squeezed my hand and I sensed his confidence. “I wasn’t being a tourist. Breaking off those shells was like laying bread crumbs in case we got lost. Or were abandoned.”
Chase truly was my hero. I could rely on him, trust him.
My stomach bubbled, unsettled about the situation with Princess Cordelia, but both guys had a point. There was nothing I could do for her. My presence might even endanger her.
After wishing Finn good luck, Chase and I swam through the tunnels and out the cave. I was so glad to have him beside me, guiding my way. 
*** 
The next morning, I walked to the Boardwalk with a feeling of something hanging over my head. Princess Cordelia’s state of affairs worried me but I knew so little about Atlantean history and legend, I didn’t know which side to believe. 
Worry about Finn had also kept me awake. Even if I wasn’t sure about his decision to become a Free Atlantean, or if everything he told me was true, I trusted him. And I believed he wouldn’t hurt Princess Cordelia.
I also wondered where the other two princesses were and if, gulp, my situation was connected. The thought of me being anything close to royal was ridicu-mongous. 
Who would ever believe I was an Atlantean Princess? I didn’t.
As I clocked in, Mrs. Fowler approached me. “I’d like to speak to you, Pearl...Seidon.”
Odd, how she paused before my last name. “I already clocked in.”
“That’s okay. Come to my office.” Something about the way Mrs. Fowler’s stare zeroed in on me like a target made the hairs on the back of my neck stand at attention, as if my hairs were a tiny army waiting for an unexpected attack.
I fiddled with the door knob. “Do you know where I can find Chase Thomas?”
“He’s upstairs getting dressed.” She waved in a general up direction. “He’ll be down shortly.”
I collapsed against the door to her office and almost fell over when the door moved backward and hit the wall. Everything in my mind moved, shifted. Jarred. Chase was getting dressed upstairs in the owner’s apartment? In Mrs. Fowler’s apartment?
“My nephew is always late for work.” Mrs. Fowler took a few steps toward me. “I guess that happens when you’re related to the boss.” 
My shoulders dropped. My ears popped. My eyes bugged out like I was an alien and didn’t speak the same language. “N-n-nephew?”
She ushered me further into the room and closed the door. In my state of shock, I didn’t protest. She pushed me onto the cracked leather couch and took a seat beside me.
Mrs. Fowler was Chase’s aunt. 
The aunt he had dinner with last night. The aunt he lived with. The aunt who insisted he study business instead of journalism.
Why hadn’t I figure it out before? She called him on his cell phone all the time. She’d referred to him as honey. He was so deferential to her.
“Tea, dear?” She held up an old metal pot from the table in front of us.
“No.” I sunk back further. The cracks in the leather pinched my leg so I knew this wasn’t a dream. 
Chase hadn’t told me. He’d called her Mrs. Fowler, not Aunt Sarah. He’d never told me where he lived. 
Each thought slapped me in the head. Stupid. Stupid. Stupid.
I’d told him everything about me. Well, almost. 
“I have a business proposition for you.” Mrs. Fowler poured tea for herself. “The Boardwalk has been struggling financially for years. We need a big attraction.” She raised her hands and shook them like jazz hands. “An attraction that will draw crowds, bring families back to the Boardwalk.”
I swallowed a lump of confusion, still thinking about Chase’s deception, not comprehending what Mrs. Fowler said.
“In my late husband’s day,” her voice grew weary and sad, “there were lines for every ride and game. Our ticket sales were through the roof. We were known as a tourist destination.”
I squirmed in my seat, not wanting to hear about the Boardwalk and its problems. I had enough of my own.
“Now,” she picked up her teacup with shaking hands and sipped. “I can barely afford to fix the rides, pay the employees, or keep the gates of the Boardwalk open.”
“Since he passed,” her voice cracked. “It’s just Chase and I. We’ve had a difficult time.”
“I’m sorry.” I truly was, but I didn’t understand why she’d divulged the sad tale. At the moment I couldn’t focus on what she said when a haze of anger smoked over Chase’s omission. Why hadn’t he told me he was Mrs. Fowler’s nephew?
“The Boardwalk is my late husband’s legacy.” She set her teacup down with a snap. Her voice filled with strength. “I need to save the Boardwalk for my husband’s memory and for my nephew to inherit.”
For Chase. 
Her motivations were sincere, but I knew Chase didn’t want to run the Boardwalk. That’s the reason Mrs. Fowler pushed him into going for a business degree and not the journalism degree he desired.
“You know, you might want to talk to Chase about your plans for the future.” I shouldn’t be defending Chase when he’d lied. But the sooner I pointed out to Mrs. Fowler that this had nothing to do with me, maybe she’d let me leave. Then I could go find Chase and yell at him.
I didn’t hate him because he didn’t tell me his relation to Mrs. Fowler, but I didn’t understand. Why keep it a secret?
“I have talked to him.” She stood and paced in front of the couch. “This is what’s best for the Boardwalk. What’s best for Chase.”
“What are you talking about?” I hadn’t a clue what ran through her mind or why I was involved in the discussion.
Mrs. Fowler appeared to float while she talked, like she had a brilliant thought and couldn’t wait to tell everyone. “A grand water show featuring a magnificent star who performs high dives from unimaginable heights.”
Nausea crawled in my stomach.
“Who swims at swift speeds.”
Tension pulled on my spinal column trying to stretch my body to full height.
“Who defies gravity with her strength.”
Every hair, not only the ones on my neck, stood at attention.
She held out her hands, palms up showcasing me. “You, my dear, will be our star performer.”



Chapter Nineteen
Bewildered & Betrayed
I jumped to my feet. Pain sliced into my heart and ripped it apart. Finding it difficult to breathe, I panted in shallow gasps. 
Chase had told his aunt. He’d told her everything.
For once in my life I’d been completely honest, well pretty honest, and I’d gotten screwed. Chase had used me, used his knowledge about me, and now wanted to put me on display like a circus freak.
Screaming inside, I wanted to run away once again, but knew I had to control the damage. I didn’t want more people finding out about me and my abilities.
“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” Lame, when it was obvious Mrs. Fowler knew more than I’d ever imagined.
She grabbed both my shoulders, her bony fingers digging into my skin. “You’ll be famous. More famous than before.” Her eyes glittered. “We’ll print billboards, run advertisements. There will be interviews on radio and TV.”
I shoved her hands off me, still feeling her nails clinging like a crazed fan. “I don’t want to be famous.”
“Everyone wants to be famous.” She poo-poohed my denial, pouting her lips and waving my protest away with her hand. “You’ll be like Esther Williams, Olympic swimmer and famous actress. And the Boardwalk will be saved.” 
“Who?” Not that it mattered. “I won’t do it.” 
I crossed my arms, giving up on convincing her I didn’t have the abilities. What was the point? Chase had witnessed everything. He’d probably given her a blow-by-blow account of our day yesterday.
Negative thought after negative thought dove from my brain to my chest producing a tidal wave of hurt. Had he faked his feelings for me? Was this all about saving his legacy? Maybe he’d lied about not wanting to work at the Boardwalk, too.
A sharp breath speared my lungs. What if he’d told her about the Royalists and Free Atlanteans? Were all those people in danger because of me?
And because of Chase. I refused to take all the blame.
The hurt flowed from my heart to my veins surging with power, building with anger. My muscles tensed. Rage and hurt mixed together like an explosive cocktail. He didn’t care about me. He didn’t care about me at all. He didn’t want my love or affection. He was like everyone else in the air-breathing world. 
The only thing he wanted from me was what I could do for him.
Like a punch in the gut, that thought spurred me forward. I rushed toward the exit. My hand gripped the door knob.
“Pearl. You’ve got a gift and you should use it.” Mrs. Fowler sounded like Carlita with her I-know-what’s-best-for-you tone.
I turned to glare. “You mean you want to use me.” Fury simmered and burned. “I’ve been used my entire life for my abilities and I’m sick of it. I don’t want to perform like a trick pony. I don’t want to be on display. I don’t want to be different or a freak. I’m outta here.” 
I turned and yanked the door open. 
On the other side stood Chase. His instant smile lit my hot fuse. 
“Hey.”
Exploding, I lifted my hand and slapped him across the cheek. My fingers burned with the harsh contact.
His face flamed red. The white imprints of my fingers stood out on his cheek. “Pearl? Why—”
“Don’t say anything.” Internal debris landed in my stomach, smoldering. I couldn’t listen to his phony explanations and lies.
“Wait—” 
Not giving him a chance, I turned.
“Chase, let her go.” Mrs. Fowler ordered, and he always listened to her. “Let her calm down.”
There’d be no calming down. I fled the building and ran all the way to the campground.
Swiping at the tears, I slowed passing the office and continued to my tent. I sorted through my belongings, knowing I’d have to be quick. I didn’t want to think about what had happened.
The sleeping bag and tent I wouldn’t need for life under the sea. I shoved the clam with the pearl and nautilus inside my backpack. After stripping off my work uniform, I balled it up and threw it into the corner of my tent. Then, I put on my bathing suit and cover-up. 
I opened the worn duffel bag with all my clothes. My fingers touched Chase’s sweatshirt and my tummy seared. He’d told his aunt about me. He’d never reciprocated my feelings. He used me.
Although, I hadn’t felt like I was being used. The searing tummy lightened. My gut instincts told me to trust him and they’d always been pretty accurate. 
Up until now.  
Pulling out his sweatshirt, I couldn’t resist the urge to rub the soft fabric against my cheek. His scent filled the tiny space inside the tent. I breathed in deeply knowing I’d never see him again.
My heart contracted, squeezed tight. I didn’t know if I could ever believe again. If I could ever love again.
Betrayed or not. My secret was out. I owed it to Finn and the other Atlanteans, Free and Royal, to warn them.
I tossed the sweatshirt aside and slipped out of the tent. Taking one last glance around, I touched the pearl necklace around my neck. The one constant in my life. The one I’d been given by my biological parents. 
Most likely, the circus owners had lied about that too.
I’d run away from the circus. 
And now, I was running away from the Boardwalk. 
From Chase. 
From all air-breathers.
*** 
Except this time, I wasn’t actually running. I was swimming away. 
I knew the general direction to go. I’d paid attention on the way back from the Free Atlantean base with Finn and thanks to Chase, I knew to head toward the East Pacific Rise.
Guess he helped with something. He helped my escape from him.
Following the varying ocean floor surfaces, I soon found myself swimming between high peaks. The water warmed nearing the thermal vents and white flakes floated by. The trip had gone by quickly because my brain still steamed. My body used the negative energy to go faster. 
Twirling around, I studied each direction. 
An orange octopus waved its protruding arms. 
Remembering one of my recently discovered skills, I asked, “Can you help me?”
The creature’s small head seemed to nod between the large arms—arms so large they looked like elephant’s ears.
I moved a little closer but not close enough to get hit. “I’m trying to find the Free Atlantean base. Which way do I go?”
The octopus shifted again. The creature’s arms rippled with the current. One arm seemed to push out further pointing me in a southerly direction.
“Thank you.” Kicking my feet, I was off.
Once I warned the two sides maybe they would unite behind a common enemy—Chase and the air-breathers. Then, there would be no war and I wouldn’t have to choose a side.
The current changed. Green seaweed floated in front of me. The plant shimmered with a strange aura. I reached out to push the seaweed out of my way, but it circled around like a net, entrapping me.
Just what I needed. Suicide seaweed. 
I hacked at the plant. Blood pounded through my veins. My pulse banged an angry rock tune. My legs and arms kicked out. I didn’t have time for this. 
The plant seemed to have a mind of its own. The long tendrils wouldn’t release me like I was dinner.
Struggling against the seaweed, I squashed down my panic. I had to be realistic. The seaweed wasn’t alive and it wasn’t trying to trap me. 
Grabbing a strand, I untangled it from around my face and shoulders. The slimy seaweed immediately wrapped itself around my arm. Like it was alive, the seaweed moved faster. 
Slimy tendrils curled around my waist, my legs, and both arms. I struggled, but even with my super strength I couldn’t unwrap the plant from me. 
My breath came in shallow spurts. Chase was right, which I hated. Water emergencies did find me. How was I going to save the underwater world when I couldn’t even save myself?
“What have I caught here?” The deep words penetrated my panic. Captain Fisher swam from behind a rock. “You’re Finn’s special friend.”
My shoulders sagged and the plant loosened. Weird. “Captain Fisher, I’m so glad I found you. I need your help—”
He bowed. “At your service.”
“The air-breathers know about me, know about us. We have to warn the Free Atlanteans, and the Royalists.”
His eyebrows twisted into a question mark. “Royalists? Did they send you?”
“No.” I shook my head and calmed myself. I must breathe, or water, or whatever it’s called. “We have to warn them, too.”
His eyes narrowed into adversarial slits. “Why have you come skulking near our base?”
“You have to listen.” My tone rose. “The air-breathers know about us.”
“Because of you.”
I blew out a breath. I wouldn’t place the blame on Chase. Even though he deserved it, I didn’t want trouble for him. I hated him, but I still cared for him. “Yes, because of me. We have to do something. Warn everyone.”
He scratched his chin. “Is this a plot cooked up by the Royalists?”
“No, of course not.” I struggled against the seaweed and it tightened again. “What is this stuff?”
“An air-breather scientist developed it for me.” The captain’s smirk reminded me of a shark about to attack. “A new scientific development for use on our enemies.”
I wasn’t an enemy. I was a friend trying to sound a warning. “Let me out.”
“Not a chance.” The captain’s pure-evil smile darkened his face. “You’re existence needs to be kept secret. Now, you’re my prisoner.”



Chapter Twenty
Princess Problem
Blood pounded behind my eyeballs. My body trembled. Confusion rocked my mind. What was going on? 
The seaweed tightened around my middle section. Fronds held my arms tight against my body and twisted around my legs. My body tensed like I was caught in shackles. 
Regular shackles I could handle, I did have super strength after all. But this seaweed was tougher than anything I’d encountered on land. I twisted, trying to fight it off. The seaweed tightened. 
I tried to stomp my foot but it became more tangled. This was absurd. “Why are you doing this?”
The captain swam around like I was a specimen. “Plankson told me about your special gift.”
I stopped struggling, finally comprehending Fisher’s comment. “The campground manager isn’t an air-breather? He’s one of us?”
Guess I was never alone at all. I just didn’t know about the others. The confusion twisted and turned and tangled like the seaweed choking me. I must not be observant.
“I know you can turn air-breathers. Your talent is quite unique.” The captain didn’t make it sound like a compliment.
“Who cares what I can or can’t do? I’m trying to help you, to save our people.” I was trying to save all Atlanteans and he had me trapped like a dolphin in a net.
I struggled more. Frustration scratched against my nerve endings, rubbing me wrong.
His harsh laugh boomed in my head and scratched down my spine. “If the Free Atlanteans found out about you, they’d never follow me.”
“I don’t want to be a leader.” I was only a girl who recently discovered this entire new world. 
“I’ve finally convinced them that the tale of the three lost princesses from Poseidon’s line is a fraud. A fairy tale made up to keep them enslaved to the Royal faction.”
I stopped struggling. The nautilus hung heavy in the bag on my back, weighed my body and my thoughts. “I’ve heard the story.”
“If there aren’t three real princesses, then they shouldn’t follow Princess Cordelia, and her henchmen.” 
“What does that have to do with me?” A stopwatch ticked in the back of my head, an ominous countdown. The circuits in my mind fired but they weren’t connecting.
“Your talent is so rare it might be recognized. Only Poseidon possessed it, and only one of his heirs would inherit it.”
The watch exploded in my head like a sonic alarm clock. The circuits connected but I still I couldn’t think straight. Two and two together suddenly wasn’t four. “What are you saying?”
“Isn’t it obvious?” His scoffing tone announced he thought I was an idiot. “You’re a lost princess, an heir of Poseidon, one of the legendary three who will join the other two to lead.”
Stunned, I didn’t know how to respond. The thought had crossed my mind, but my life wasn’t anything like a fairy tale and wasn’t going to get a happily ever after. Not if I couldn’t get out of this seaweed. I must look like a ginormous tuna not a princess. 
Hysterical laughter gurgled out of my chest and escaped my mouth. Bubbles formed a rising chain in the water. “Me, a princess? Impossible.”
The captain’s lips firmed. “As much as I wish it wasn’t so, the facts are conclusive.”
“You’re insane.” 
Images bombarded me. The large nautilus Bill and Carlita owned. The fact they weren’t my real parents and had used me like a trained seal. The pink pearl I’d worn around my neck since birth. My underwater skills and how they were more powerful in the ocean. The woman bowing to me at the Free Atlantean base and the gift she gave. My one special skill of turning an air-breather.
A skill only Poseidon possessed. 
And my last name—Poseidon I mentally thwacked my forehead.
I’d always thought my last name was phony like my birth certificate. That Bill and Carlita had made it up for a public relations stunt for the circus.
I tried to reach up to clutch the pearl around my neck but the seaweed refused to let go of my arm. Puffing out my chest, I shot Fisher an I’m-better-than-you look. “If I’m a princess, I order you to let me go.”
He smiled unevenly making his mouth appear sinister. “I don’t think so.”
I needed information, something that could help me escape, or something to convince him to let me go. “Which princess am I then?”
“Princess Cordelia lives with the Royalists. Then there’s Pelagia and Marisabel.” He ticked off on his fingers. “With your known name being Pearl and the skill you have, I believe you’re Pelagia.”
Uck. I couldn’t even have a pretty princess name. Not that that was important right now. Escaping and getting more information had priority. “What does Pelagia mean?”
“Dweller by the sea. Which makes sense for you to have the talent you have.”
I still found it hard to believe the whole princess thing. I mean, come on, me a princess? But maybe if I played along he’d let me go.
“Where’s the third princess, Marisabel?” I couldn’t believe I was Princess Pelagia. I’d led too crappy a life. But Fisher acted like I was a political prisoner. 
“No one knows.” He swam around again, studying me. “I’ll deal with one princess at a time.”
A cold spray of goosebumps scattered across my skin. I struggled against the seaweed some more. “What do you mean?”
“My air-breather scientist friend, the one who invented the seaweed, would love to study you, possibly dissect you.” The captain examined me like I was already under a microscope. “He’d love to take care of my princess problem.”
*** 
The captain held onto the seaweed net and dragged me behind him like a sack of sardines. I fought by creating drag in the water. I couldn’t believe I’d come to save his Free Atlanteans and he treated me like a bag of garbage, but I should be used to it.
We traveled past the spot where I was blindfolded, and then past what I believed to be the entrance of the Free Atlantean base camp. 
Using my teeth, I tried to bite through the seaweed strands but the gnawing had no effect. And the seaweed tasted like cleaning solution.
The captain kept glancing around, dodging between rocks and crags, and stopping suddenly to hide for a few minutes within a seaweed forest. He looked like a fugitive Santa trying to steal children’s toys. Or more like the Grinch.
Nope. Just kidnapping me.
He finally stopped in what appeared to be a dead area of the ocean floor. No plant life. No sea life. Barren ground with black sand as if a fire had burnt through, which was impossible. He rolled a large, scarred rock off of a hole and peered inside. 
“Get in.”
My eyebrows shot up. “What?”
“Get in the hole.”
The hole was about twenty-four inches around. Inside I saw nothing but blackness.
Kind of how my life was ending up. My heart blackened from Chase’s betrayal. My mind darkened from my lost princess life. My body shadowed from my useless struggles. 
I tried raising my hands in a helpless gesture, which of course, I couldn’t. “I can’t get in. I can’t even swim all tied up.”
“Do as I say.” The captain sounded royal. Royally pissed.
My heartbeat picked up its pace. Now might be my only chance. I bunched my muscles ready to take flight. If he untied my hands I could overpower him and swim away. “Untie me and I will.”
“Not a chance.” He grabbed the seaweed and positioned me over the hole.
The complete darkness below seemed to reach up and swallow me. Shivers racked my bunched body. “What is this place?”
“Dead thermal vent. We’ll wait for my contact inside.”
Using the edges of the hole for leverage, he pushed me down and then followed. I couldn’t even struggle against him. 
The water immediately dropped in temperature. Inside was darker than dark. I couldn’t tell what skulked at the bottom. Even with my enhanced vision, I could barely see. It was like being blind.
The large, cave-like hole was surrounded on all sides by rock. Besides the tiny entrance at the top, there didn’t seem to be another exit.
I’d shrivel and die in this shadowy hidey-hole. No one would know what happened to me. No one would care.
All-encompassing sorrow filled my frame, stretching my nerves to breaking point. My skin wanted to crawl off my body. There were so many things I still wanted to do.
Would Chase care? His betrayal had driven me to this drastic ending. A fissure formed in the middle of my bruised heart. The ache throbbed, pressing inside my chest. Did he even realize I was gone?
The captain continued to tug me down. He held the seaweed with one hand and seemed to be searching for something with the other. A click sounded in the darkness and a bright light burned. 
He held a large, yellow flashlight in his other hand. “Air-breathers are good for something.”
For flashlights. 
And princess extermination.
Funny, how it would be an Atlantean to cause my downfall, not an air-breather. One of my own people causing me harm.
He wrapped the seaweed around a rock that jutted out and tethered me down to the spot. “Get comfortable.”
His silence gave me time to think. All of this princess stuff was difficult to believe. I wasn’t raised in luxury and had been treated more like a slave than royalty. I certainly didn’t feel royal. Right now I didn’t want to be. Being a princess meant certain death.
I squirmed in my bindings. “How long?” How long did I have to contemplate death? 
“Not long. I received a message you were headed this way.” He swam back and forth in front of me like a man pacing. “I’m surprised Plankson didn’t beat us here.”
I gasped finding it hard to believe Plankson was in on it, but I remembered how he’d watched me, how he’d insisted I clean litter from the rocks and how the seagulls had pushed me into the ocean. “Plankson tested me, didn’t he? The whirlpool, the seagull attack, the ferry.”
“The whirlpool was a small skirmish between forces, but the rest, yes. I couldn’t rely on Finn’s reports.” 
“Finn?” My chest tightened making it difficult to breathe. Another betrayal. I could trust no one. I was completely alone. No family. No friends. No boyfriend. The fissure in my heart widened like the Grand Canyon I’d passed on my trip west.
And I’d let Finn go after Princess Cordelia. I shuddered at her plight.
“I’m not sure of Finn’s commitment to the cause even though his father assured me he was loyal. I understand father and sons being on separate sides.”
Confusion multiplied. “Who is Finn’s father?”
“Plankson.”
My head jerked. That’s how Finn found me. Picturing Finn and Plankson in my mind, I now saw a resemblance. Their eyes and hair were similar, although Plankson’s hair was grey and a few wrinkles lined his face.
The relationship twists I’d encountered today confuzzled my brain. Mrs. Fowler was Chase’s aunt and they both had betrayed me. Plankson was Finn’s dad and they both had tricked me. 
“Any other familial relationships I should know about?’ I tossed the question out with deep sarcasm, not expecting a response.
“Finn is your half-brother.”
*** 
I swallowed the news like swallowing bad pills. The information went down like a lump of oyster, slimy but hard. I’d been searching for my real family, even mentioned it to Finn, yet he’d said nothing.
“Does he know?” My heart braced for the answer.
Fisher shrugged in an off-hand way like he didn’t care one way or another. “I don’t keep track of the latest gossip.”
A drilling pain stabbed my heart. Another, more horrendous thought occurred. “Is Plankson my f-father?”
“Don’t be ridiculous.” Fisher snapped. 
“Are Finn and Princess Cordelia related?” Finn couldn’t hurt his half-sister, could he?
“No. You and Finn had the same mother. You and Princess Cordelia had the same father.”
“Who is my father?” I might be dead soon, but at least I’d finally know who my father was.
“With your talent,” Fisher snarled. “You’re from Poseidon’s line. King Atlas was your father.”
My heart stopped beating for a moment. I had a father. A father who was a king. A father who was dead. 
I was a princess. My heart re-started, picked up its pace like a strengthening hurricane. Hearing of all these family relationships connected all the dots. 
Dots I’d been piecing together like a five-year-old doing and adult puzzle. I ran through the facts in my mind. My last name. My strange upbringing. My abilities. And the most solid fact of all—the one special talent of turning air-breathers—a talent only Poseidon possessed.
“So who is King Atlas?”
Fisher blew out a breath and bubbles rose from his mouth. “History, girl.”
“But I don’t know Atlantean history. I didn’t even know it existed until a few days ago. If I’m going to die, I’d at least like to know why.”
“King Atlas is Poseidon’s son. He ruled Atlantis at the time of the great calamity. The selfish barbarian dispatched regents across the world to save his three daughters instead of his people.”
Fisher believed King Atlas, my father, had been selfish saving his own flesh and blood before his subjects. If I was one of the people he saved, I was glad. But I felt awful for all those who died. “But some Atlanteans survived.”
“Thousands perished.” Bitterness laced his voice. The lines on his face seemed to deepen.
“That happened hundreds, no thousands, of years ago.” I did the mental math and things didn’t add up. “I’m only sixteen, how could I possibly be King Atlas’ daughter?”
“You were cocooned in a special protective pod. When the right time arrived, you were to be released into the world.”
Like a chicken or a turtle. 
Another freaky fact about me.
“How old are you? How old is Finn?” I examined my hands for wrinkles and age spots. My fingers trembled. “How old am I?”
“We age slowly underwater. Cocooned you didn’t age at all. Any other questions?” Although he asked, I didn’t think he meant to answer.
Sixteen years ago I was released from my protective shell. A chill cascaded down my spine and ended in the dark pit of my stomach. “Why now?”
“That is the big question.” Fisher’s expression grew thoughtful. “Princess Cordelia was released sixteen years ago as well. The timing couldn’t be worse for the Free Atlanteans. We’ve been building our resources for the last couple of years and our all-out revolt will commence soon. Cordelia is taken care of.”
A shiver ran down my spine and spiraled out of control knowing I was next.
“How is she taken care of?” My guilt multiplied. By letting Finn follow her I could be responsible for Cordelia’s death. Responsible for my half-sisters death.
My aching heart lifted in my chest. I had two half-sisters.
Two half-sisters I’d never meet. The lightness vanished. Replaced by shadows of death.
“You don’t need to know the details.”
Maybe the details weren’t so important. Two princesses gone, or almost gone in my case. I tugged at the seaweed netting. One princess to go.
*** 
A rolling sound, like a ball going down a bowling alley, awakened me from my tense-exhausted-half-sleep. I had so many thoughts swirling inside my head and stabbing my heart, I couldn’t focus on a thing.
Chase’s betrayal.
Finn’s relationship.
My half-sisters.
The captain’s evil plot.
My father’s improbable plan.
The dead thermal vent pitched into blackness once again. The captain had turned off the flashlight. He stood, ready for action.
A body pushed through the hole at the top. 
“Plankson?” Captain Fisher responded. “What took you so long?”
“I’ve brought a present.” Plankson’s tone didn’t sound merry, so I’m guessing the gift wasn’t a good thing. 
He tugged on something pulling it into the vent. A body. The person wore swim trunks, a blue swim shirt and a scuba tank on his back. 
Recognition flickered sending a shock wave across my skin. 
“Caught him searching for her.” Plankson pointed. “Rifled through her tent, then rented equipment and a boat. Headed in the direction of our base.”
Coming after me? 
Plankson jerked the guy’s body closer. Strong legs and muscular arms flopped. His brown hair rippled in the water. His body twisted and I saw his face. 
Agonized pain stabbed hundreds of points on my skin like over-sized pinpricks. I froze in complete shock. 
Chase.



Chapter Twenty-One
Water War
Everything I felt for Chase tsunami-ed. Wave after wave of emotion pounded my heart, eroding any wall I’d tried to erect. All my hurt, all my pain, all my love washed through me. If he’d been gone a long time even my gifted breath couldn’t bring him back to life.
“Chase.” With my arms tied up, I swam toward his floating body. I leaned into him, kissing his familiar forehead and cheeks. The coldness of his skin frightened me. The tiny bubbles tickled my nose from the scuba gear’s breathing apparatus.
I pulled back. Bubbles?
If there were bubbles, he was still breathing.
My chest lightened. Renewed hope burst through me. “He’s alive.”
“I only knocked him unconscious.” Plankson’s whiny voice morphed into a laugh. “He’s alive until his tank runs out.”
I checked the gauge on the canister attached to his back. Over half the air was gone. 
“Why did you bring him here?” The captain’s raised voice vibrated the water in the cave.
“Fool was planning to save her.”
My heart warmed at Plankson’s words confirming again Chase wanted to save me. Maybe he was sorry for betraying my confidence. Maybe he did care. Maybe he loved me.
A new feeling rushed through my heart. A feeling of joy. I had to save him.
“You shouldn’t have brought the air-breather here. To her. To us.” The captain flapped his hands around, clearly agitated.
“What was I supposed to do with him?” Plankson didn’t understand the captain’s anger.
“Leave him on the beach. Kill him. I don’t care.”
My hope and joy dashed, crumbled like castles in the sand. The captain didn’t care about anyone. Not me, and certainly not an air-breather.
Relaxing my arms, the seaweed loosened and I inched my hands from beneath the seaweed tied near the top of my thighs. My wrists barely cleared their tight grip. Jiggling at my waist, I let Chase’s body drift a bit away. With his head in my lap, I reached to slip the mouthpiece off.
“Stop her.” The captain noticed my actions.
Before I could take off the mouthpiece, Plankson dove over and grabbed Chase’s limp body out of my arms. 
“Why? She was going to kiss him goodbye.” His saccharine tone rubbed like sand in a fresh wound.
“She was going to give him the breath of life, turn him into one of us.” The captain yanked Chase from Plankson and set him on a rock across the space of the dead thermal vent like Chase was a lifeless doll.
Only ten feet away, and yet so far.
The bubbles rose from his mouth apparatus signaling each bit of breath lost. Each precious second we had together gone.
The crumbles of my heart jolted and settled. I lost all faith. Neither of us would survive.
Plankson’s face whitened. “You mean she really is... I thought Finn was making stuff up.”
“She really is one of the lost princesses.” The captain waved away Plankson’s shock. 
Judging his reaction and the captain’s determination, I reconfirmed my earlier thought. 
I was a real princess.
Daughter of King Atlas and granddaughter of Poseidon.
A lost daughter of Atlantis.
I’d understood the concept but hadn’t accepted it yet. Logically, it made sense but inside me, inside my heart, I didn’t feel like a princess. 
I’d gone from slave and star of the circus, to custodian of the carnival, to princess of the Atlantean people. I’d gone from no history to tons of history. I’d gone from no heritage to royal heritage.
My head spun. Wave upon wave of future possibilities hit me. Or un-possibilities. Because I’d have no future.
My optimism dove like a heron for food. None of the three princesses would have a future. Would anyone even believe we were real?
“Idiot, not only do we have to get rid of her, we have to get rid of the air-breather.” The captain fisted his hands together. “The air-breather will be missed.”
“I-I thought it was a legend.” Plankson still hadn’t recovered.
The captain’s frustration showed in the way he shook his head back and forth. “For Poseidon’s sake, you were married to her mother.”
“What?” I wanted to jump out of my skin. “He was married to my mother? This is how Finn and I are related? Where is she? Does she know what you’re doing to me?”
I had a mother. Another relative I knew nothing about.
“Your mother’s dead.” Fisher’s tone was flat, cold.
A new sadness welled in my chest. My heart ached for the dreams I’d had. I’d never get to meet my mother. Never feel her arms around me. Never know her love.
A love I’d needed.
“I say, good riddance.” Plankson swam around the vent like a caged animal. “She left me and our son when King Atlas crooked his finger. She wanted the prestige of royalty. Didn’t realize how much she’d pay.”
This was the man my mother married? Loved at one time? That didn’t say much about her judgment. 
I wanted to ask more about the woman who gave me life but Plankson’s answers would be skewed. And I didn’t want a negative picture of my mother, even if it was true.
“What’s the plan to get rid of her?” Plankson’s gleeful tone cut sharp across me. As if by killing me, he’d get revenge on my dead mother.
So not fair.
“I have a meeting scheduled with the air-breather scientist. He’ll love my surprise.” The captain shot me a conspiratorial smile like we shared a secret. “Until then we wait.”
“What about him?” Plankson pointed at Chase.
“We’ll wait and be entertained by watching the air-breather’s tank run out and him expire. Permanently.”
*** 
I couldn’t sit and watch Chase die. The level on the gauge seemed to move with every second and my heart beat as fast. The seaweed choked my arms and legs and waist. I couldn’t move. I couldn’t get to Chase. I couldn’t save him.
He wasn’t innocent in all of this. He’d told his aunt about me. But I shouldn’t have exposed him to my world, expecting him to keep this humongous secret. 
I stared trying to will him awake. His body lay against the rocks, his head lolling to the side. His pale face and lips tinged a light blue. He could die of hypothermia before his air ran out. 
My gaze followed the captain. He swam back and forth in between Chase and me, constantly on patrol. Never slack in his duties. I wanted to scream.
A slight movement from Chase caught my attention. I tried not to react. He opened first one eyelid and then the other.
He was awake. Conscious.
A second of lightness floated through only to be brought down by a weighty thought. Watching him die while conscious would be far worse for both of us.
Wishing I could take his place, I wanted to communicate my grief and sorrow but didn’t want the captain and Plankson to know. I wished I could tell him how sorry I was we’d argued. In my anger, I’d classified people into categories. Chase wasn’t an air-breather to me. He was special. 
One blue eye opened and closed in a wink.
My head fell back against the hard edge of the cave. Not only was Chase conscious but he obviously was thinking. His thought process must be working for him to wink. Did that mean he had a plan?
The captain swam past and headed toward Chase. Chase’s body stiffened. 
The captain turned. Chase leapt from his position. He grabbed him around the neck. His legs circled the captain’s waist like a wrestler. Bubbles flew, arms and legs collided.
My heart catapulted out of my chest, vaulting over my tonsils, and sticking in my throat. I had to help. Struggling against the seaweed, it tightened again. 
Chase was sacrificing himself for me. He must’ve known he only had a short time left. He didn’t realize I couldn’t help him or couldn’t escape.
“Plankson.” The captain called for help.
Floating in the cave, Chase had his arm around the captain’s neck in a choke hold. His face was red, his eyes bulging. He kept trying to swing his arms back to connect with Chase but he wasn’t accurate.
I held my breath watching the skirmish, flinching with every blow.
Plankson grabbed a rock from the ground and swam up behind.
Two against one wasn’t fair. I wiggled and twisted against the seaweed. “Watch out! Plankson has a rock.”
Plankson raised his arm to hit Chase on the head. At the last second, Chase maneuvered around showing his back to Plankson. The rock came down.
The pinging sound of rock hitting metal echoed through the thermal vent cavern. The rock hit the air tank, not Chase. 
I let out my breath in a whoosh. 
A waterfall of bubbles escaped from the tank. The rock had put a hole in the metal canister.
Air escaped into the water.
Air that kept Chase alive.
I choked, strangling myself. The tank had a hole. Chase’s air would run out even sooner. He’d die sooner. My heart would die with him.
Oxygen from the tank shot across the vent hitting me with unexpected force. The canned air sprayed my face, my body, the seaweed holding me prisoner.
The seaweed loosened. The plant disintegrated. The bindings flaked off like dead skin. The oxygen from the tank decomposed what ever magical force held the seaweed.
I was free. Exhilaration, like my own oxygen boost, filled me. I jumped off the rock and joined the fray. Chase had an advantage over the captain, so I went after Plankson. 
I leapt onto his back and pulled his long, grey hair jerking his head back. I wanted to whoop-whoop with triumph. Through surprise, I got the upper hand.
He spun around grabbing hold of my leg and pulled trying to dislodge me. Our super-strength counter-acted each other. Neither one of us had an advantage. We circled like a carousel, round and round and round and round.
I kicked out to loosen his grip. My heel contacted with his stomach. He doubled over but righted himself. I kicked again and again, using all my built up anger and frustration to punish him.
Plankson stumbled. He lost his balance. I stumbled with him. Together, we went down to the ground of the cave with him on top. He shifted his weight and used his legs to hold my legs down. His weight was too much for me to move, even in water. I was stuck.
Glancing over at Chase’s fight, I saw the captain sink to the ground. Dead or unconscious I didn’t know, but his limp body lay perfectly still. Chase had defeated him.
Pride spouted. Chase truly was my hero.
His arms dropped to his side. His eyes rolled back. He sunk down to the ground beside the captain, reminding me of the way the little boy Brandon had appeared when he’d been in the lagoon too long. 
Chase might’ve won the battle, but he lost his personal war with water. 



Chapter Twenty-Two
Awkward Accusation
No! My mind screamed. I struggled against Plankson. We’d come too far, fought too much for it to end now. Chase had beaten the captain. He couldn’t die.
I reached out to Chase, but Plankson’s body blocked my move. Bucking I tried to get Plankson off me. His arms scrambled, trying to pin mine down. My arms flayed like a windsock in a breeze trying to evade capture. My legs kicked and twisted beneath. 
But all of this took time. Time Chase didn’t have.
I swung my arms wildly. My hand encountered something solid. A rock. The rock Plankson had used on Chase.
Clutching the rough stone, I felt its weight in my palm. I glanced at Chase. He lay dying on the ground. No bubbles emitted from his breathing apparatus. No movement from his body.
A grief so strong quaked inside me. My internal organs quivered and collapsed. Chase would die. I’d probably die. Hundreds of Atlanteans on both sides of the war would die.
I couldn’t lay here and let that happen. I had to try. Gripping the rock, I wielded it with all my strength toward Plankson. The rock pounded into his head. My stomach heaved. I’d never physically hurt another person before.
Plankson’s body went limp. Forcing the upheaval of grief and fear and nerves aside, I shoved him off and slipped from beneath his body. I dove to Chase and ripped off the mouthpiece, placing my lips on his purplish ones. I breathed into him. 
Please breathe. Don’t die.
Another breath and then...
A slight movement in his chest. I eased away. His eyelids fluttered open and then widened. His skin warmed beneath my fingers. Color returned to his cheeks.
My earlier sadness and worry bloomed to light. Tears burned but they were happy tears. Tears of joy. 
“Chase.” I ran my fingers through his hair. “Are you okay?”
His lips weren’t purple. They’d returned to their same kissable selves. “I think so.”
I jerked my back straight and leaned away. He might’ve saved me, or helped me save myself, but he’d still betrayed me, telling his aunt about my abilities. Wanting to save Chase was one thing, wanting to kiss him again was completely wrong.
Pushing any warmth, any love, aside, I controlled the betrayal sure to taint my voice. I kept my jaw tight, my gaze cool. “We better get out of here.”
“Yeah.” Dazed, he undid the buckles holding the empty and useless tank.
I straightened and pushed off the sand. Chase was slow to follow. I wanted to reach out to him, to help him, but I needed to stand firm. I’d get him out of the ocean and then never see him again.
We came from two different worlds. We held two different sets of loyalties. We believed in two different meanings of love.
Like swimming out of a small, dormant volcano, I reached the top and used the edges for leverage to push through the hole. I bent down to check on Chase’s progress. He was so close we almost butted heads. Stepping back, I let him wiggle through the hole on his own. 
“This way.” I turned to swim forward.
“Halt.” The word came from everywhere.
A group of men advanced, circling around us.
My thoughts scrambled. I sought a possible escape. The rhythm of my heart picked up pace knowing that again we were in trouble.
Chase swam beside me and raised his hands in a cause-no-harm action. “We’re peaceful.”
The men wore blue swim trunks with gold stripes. Each of them held a weapon like a machine gun but with a sharp point. They were Royal Guards. And they were armed.
“Who are you?” A man with four stripes on his suit asked. He sported an orangish-red goatee on his chin.
My brain unscrambled. Maybe the Royalist side would listen. “We’re friends. We’ve come to warn you that a few air-breathers,” I shot Chase a look, “know about us and will soon tell the world. They will try to find us, hunt us down, experiment on us.”
At the moment, with the harpoon-like guns pointed at us, I felt hunted.
The man with the goatee jabbed with his weapon. “Why should we trust you?”
“Her information is false.” Chase grabbed my arm, squeezing painfully.
My heart crushed into tiny pieces. Pulverized by his betrayal and now calling me names. How dare he call me a liar? I tried to jerk my arm out of his grip. “Listen to me, he’s an air-breather from Mermaid Beach.”
The men gasped. Their disbelief obvious by their dropped mouths and sunken cheeks. “What is this about?”
I held my hand to my heart. “I recently discovered I’m an Atlantean. Down below, in the vent,” I pointed to the hole. “are two Free Atlanteans who held us both captive.”
“Free Atlanteans?” The Goatee-guard snapped to attention. He pointed at two other guards who edged around the hole and then swam inside to check out my story.
Trying to calm my voice, I explained. “I came to warn them, warn everyone, that soon the land-bound world would know about our underwater world.”
“That’s not true.” Chase’s voice had a you-have-to-believe-me tone. “Pearl, I never told my aunt.”
My heart stilled. My backbone wavered like seaweed in the surf. I so wanted to believe him, but I couldn’t. “Mrs. Fowler, or should I say your Aunt Sarah, told me everything. She knew about my abilities and wanted to put me on display.” Remembered pain stiffened my spine, made me stronger.
“Don’t make snap judgments. I didn’t tell her. She found out on her own. Researched you and your circus background.” The intensity of Chase’s gaze bore into me. His ocean-blue eyes appeared honest. Truthful. 
I’d been so careful. I remembered her saying that I’d be more famous than before, yet I’d never told Chase about my circus background. “How did she discover the truth?”
“I don’t know. I never would’ve betrayed you like that. I care too much.”
“Enough of this drama.” Goatee-guard raised his weapon. 
As Chase had talked, little pieces of my heart had slipped back into place, almost making it complete. He’d risked his life to come after me. He’d fought the captain knowing he’d have no chance of coming out of the ocean alive. 
“Who knows about Atlanteans?” The guard continued his questioning.
Chase raised his hand. His Adam’s apple bobbed in his neck. “I’m the only air-breather who knows about you.”
Goatee-guard’s eyes narrowed. “How can you possibly be an air-breather?”
“It’s a long story.” Chase took hold of my hand and squeezed sending me strength. “We need to talk later.” Meaning not in front of all these strangers.
I nodded. My emotions wavered between hopefulness and hopelessness. Between insecurity and rightfulness. Between love and hate.
The guards who’d gone into the vent surfaced. Alone.
“No one’s down there,” said one of the guards.
I glanced at Chase. His bewildered expression mimicked my thoughts.
“There must be another way out.” Chase jerked around, but the second guard stopped him.
Goatee-guard gave his attention back to us. “You called them Free Atlanteans which means you are not a Royalist.”
I shook my head trying to clear my brain. “I’m not on anyone’s side. I just discovered this world existed.”
“Why call them Free Atlanteans then? Royalists, people on the correct side, call them Separatists because that’s what they are. People who want to ruin our current form of government.”
“It’s what I was told by...” I didn’t want to get Finn in trouble. He might’ve tricked me, but he’d helped me out and showed me the world where I belonged. If he kept his word and was helping Princess Cordelia, I couldn’t endanger him, although I had my doubts about that, too.
“We’ll sort out who’s on what side later.” Goatee-guard snapped his fingers. “Take them into custody.”
*** 
Entering the Atlantean palace from the main entrance was much different than entering through the hidden tunnels. The guard house in front was cut from pinkish coral. The oversized gateway arched over our heads like a towering filigree barrier reef. The ornate walls of the palace were decorated with starfish and shells. And the varying colored anemone burst from the ocean floor in a mosaic pattern that would’ve put the Sistine Chapel to shame.
Except for the fact that we were captives and not guests, I would’ve been dazzled by the display of opulence.
Instead, I was overwhelmed with rolling emotions. Shock. Awe. Surprise. Fear. This should’ve been my home. Instead, it could become my jail.
Goatee-guard marched us through a grand foyer and then led us down a sloped hallway. The walls narrowed and became less decorative, more functional. Atlanteans passed in the other direction and stared. My skin prickled with their curiosity and disapproval.
Turning a corner, the hallway darkened. No coral decorated this area. The rooms were formed by large rocks cut into caves. Caves with bars for doors. 
A shiver traveled the length of my spine. The guard had promised to straighten everything out. How long would that take? By our accommodations, possibly never.
Chase squeezed my hand as if understanding my fear. “Why are you bringing us here? These are cells. We’ve done nothing wrong.”
Goatee-guard swiveled his head. He curled up his nose in distaste. “By being a supposed air-breather you’ve done something wrong by existing.”
I couldn’t let Chase take the blame. “I was trying to help by warning you.”
“There’s a war brewing.” Goatee-guard stopped in front of one of the cell-like caves. “We don’t know who to trust. Palace policy. Get inside.”
One of the guards opened the bars and pushed Chase and I in. I stumbled against him and he held me tight. I clung, not caring how I seemed so needy. The bars slammed shut on us.
“We want to see a judge.” Chase demanded. “A speedy decision.”
I swam up and gripped the bars with white knuckles. Even my strength couldn’t bend them. “How long will we be in here?”
“Until we determine whose side you’re on. And what to do with the air-breather.” Goatee-guard marched away.
His words sounded like a death sentence for Chase. My tattered heart bled. I’d believed he’d betrayed me, which led him to find me, which led him to die at least once. And possibly once again.
I squeezed my eyelids to shut out the image. We’d been through so much because of our mistrust. I should’ve confronted Chase about his aunt, not stormed off like a spoiled...princess.
Chase came up behind me and wrapped his arms around my waist. “I’m sorry.”
I turned to face him. “You’ve done nothing wrong. I’m sorry I suspected you of betraying me and my secret. I should’ve asked.”
“I understand why you might’ve thought that, especially with Aunt Sarah confronting you in that way.” He ran a finger down my cheek, reminding me of better times.
Reminding me of all he meant to me.
“How did she find out? What type of research did she find on me? I’d been so careful. Changing my name, traveling across the country.”
“She knew you’d saved that boy. She saw how you fixed the log ride.” Chase leaned his forehead against mine. “I guess I got my sense of curiosity from her, because you intrigued her as much as you intrigue me.”
“Oh?” I liked that I intrigued him.
“Aunt Sarah dug into your background and discovered internet articles about your circus act.”
My shoulders dipped. She knew about me, knew about my past. Chase now knew about my weird circus life. Warmth raced to my face. He’d think I was a circus freak.
“Why didn’t you tell me?” The hurt tone clashed with the softness of his hand on my face.
I bit my lip. I’d told Chase more about myself than anyone, but not everything. I studied the ground afraid to look at him. “I was afraid you’d think I was an abnormality. A circus freak. Or you’d want to take advantage of me.”
“Like my aunt.”
I lifted my head and stared at him directly, wanting him to see the painful truth. To know the real me, all of me, and to see his reaction. “Bill and Carlita, the circus owners, forced me to perform. They kept me away from other people, other kids. I was home-schooled and had no friends.” I kept my tone flat, unemotional, even as feelings bombarded me and tore up my insides. “I’d been thinking about leaving for awhile. What pushed me over the edge was learning I’d been adopted.”
Chase’s expression softened. “I’m sorry you’ve led such a hard life.”
I shrugged trying to shake off my own sadness. “I’m my own person now. Doing what I want, when I want. Except for the bars currently locking me up.”
“I’m sorry I made your life worse.” He twisted a strand of my hair between his fingers. “I never would’ve told anyone your secret. Since the moment we met I knew you were special.”
“Special as in freak or special-special?” I hated how my insecurities invaded, tainted my view.
“Special-special.” He leaned into me. Our lips were only inches apart. “Very special. So special, I couldn’t stop thinking about you. And when I found your tent empty and Plankson told me you were gone...”
I moistened my lips with my tongue. My heart swooned in my chest. My love for Chase exploded like underwater fireworks sparkling inside and probably shined from my eyes.
“I had to go after you, to tell you what you meant to me.” His lips touched mine in a slight caress. “And then Plankson grabbed me.”
I held onto his waist afraid I might slip beneath his grasp. We’d had so many near misses. Loved and lost so many times.
Chase held me tighter. “I care about you.” He kissed my cheek. “I want to be with you.” He kissed the tip of my nose. “No matter what happens, I love you.”
Three simple words set off the grand finale of my internal fireworks. Tingles of pleasure shot through my veins and exploded on my skin. Warmth wrapped around me like a comfy blanket.
His lips came down on mine again. Gentle at first and then the caress turned into an onslaught. I responded to his urgency. 
Heat flashed through my body. My knees weakened. My heart rejoiced. 
With light pressure, he opened my mouth with his tongue and dove inside. Our tongues tangled and twirled like a dance. He tasted like chocolate, and salt like the ocean we were beneath. 
His body pressed against mine and my tummy tingled. My heart thudded as if trying to reach outside my chest to be closer to Chase. I wanted him to feel all my love.
“Lovebirds and kidnappers.” Goatee-guard’s familiar voice interrupted.
We jumped apart like guilty schoolchildren. My breath hitched. Heat flooded my face.
Chase wrapped his arm around my shoulders. “Kidnappers? What’re you talking about?”
“Princess Cordelia is missing.” The last word was a whisper. “Obviously, the Separatists are behind it. Since you’re a Separatist, tell me what you’ve done with her?”



Chapter Twenty-Three
Royal Power Play
Finn, my half-brother, must’ve kidnapped Princess Cordelia. My instincts might’ve been right about Chase but they were wrong about Finn. But I wasn’t ready to fink him out yet. Not until I knew for sure. I’d jumped to a wrong conclusion with Chase, I refused to make the same mistake now.
“We’re not Separatists. And we didn’t kidnap Princess Cordelia.” Chase rushed to our defense.
“Maybe she ran away again,” I added.
“How do you know about that?” Goatee-Guard leaned against the bars, his accusation sharp.
I stiffened and glanced upwards. Unwilling to tell him about the tunnels because we might need them to escape later, my mind sought an excuse or a reason. “Um, um—”
A scuffle at the end of the hall caught all of our attentions. Two guards pushed a guy with curly blonde hair forward. The guy didn’t appear to be in custody but he wasn’t on friendly terms either. “Let me see. I know people from Mermaid Beach.”
Chase dropped his arm from around me and grabbed onto the bars. He squished his face against them. “Cuda?”
The guy broke away from the guards and swam over to our cell. Chase’s lifeguard friend, Cuda stood before us. 
And he was breathing underwater. 
First Plankson and now Cuda. Was anyone living in Mermaid Beach truly an air-breather? No wonder I felt so at home there.
Cuda’s mouth dropped open. “Chase? Pearl? What the heck? What are you doing here? I didn’t know you were a—”
“I’m not.” Chase shot a glance toward Goatee-guard. “But Pearl is.”
Cuda examined me with renewed interest. “I wondered about her, after the whirlpool incident.”
“What about you?” Chase’s amazed tone matched the expression of wonder on his face. “You never told me. I mean, I knew you were totally into the ocean but I didn’t realize how totally.”
“I’m on a mission. One of my duties is to patrol the coast for signs of war.” Cuda motioned to the guards. “Give us some space.”
The guards moved back to the doorway. 
“You need to explain to these guards that we’re not their enemy.” Chase must’ve been on the same wave length. “Pearl wanted to warn all of you—swimmers because she thought air-breathers, besides me, knew about your underwater world and were going to expose it.”
“Which side are you on?” The expression on his face was one of anticipation expecting a certain answer.
Funny, because even I didn’t know my own reply.
“I’m not on any side. I didn’t even know this world existed until a few days ago.” I was repeating myself over and over. “I recently moved to Mermaid Beach from Florida.”
“Were you always able to breathe underwater?”
I had to make him believe me. I had to tell the truth. He was the key to getting out of this cell. “Yes. Ever since I remember.”
“What about your parents? Siblings?”
My throat swallowed the fresh rawness of hurt. “I was adopted.”
Cuda pinched his lips together and then poked at Chase with a sharp finger. “What about you? I thought I knew you, that we were friends. If you’re an air-breather, how are you able to be down here without an air tank?”
“Pearl did it. She can breathe into people and—”
“How many times?”
“What?”
“How many times has Pearl breathed into you?” Cuda regarded me.
Chase shrugged. “Four or five?”
“Ok-aay.” Cuda crooked his finger at Goatee-guard. “These two are not Separatists. Let them go.”
Goatee-guard’s laughter sounded fake. “Why should I trust you? With your background.”
“Leave my family out of it.” Cuda sounded angry. “I’ve proved myself time and time again. Instead of treating them like prisoners, you should be educating them to our cause.”
“Children, this is not a school or a playground.” Goatee-guard spoke down to us. “We’re in the middle of a war.”
Cuda glanced at me. “Not yet we’re not. Should I inform Princess Cordelia of your attitude?” Cuda’s threat would’ve been more effective if not for the fact that the princess was missing.
“Obviously, you know where she is then.” A look of superiority passed over the guard’s face.
“What do you mean?”
“She’s gone.”
Cuda smirked with his own insider-knowledge. He bowed toward me. “Then, maybe you’ll listen to another princess and her command.”
*** 
A new realization hit. Hit so hard I almost fell over. 
I should have power. Not, underwater-super-strength-super-speed power, but real commanding power, political power. When I spoke, people listened.
Well, I hoped they would. Commanding the captain hadn’t worked.
“Release us.” My order echoed through the small chamber and reverberated up my spine. I stood taller and straighter with my shoulders pulled back. 
The guard shook his head. “I don’t think—”
“In Atlantis, aren’t the princesses the only royalty left? Aren’t the Atlantean people waiting for the princesses to return? For my return?”
Cuda smirked and nodded.
Chase stood further back. Because he respected my new position or was terrified of me, I wasn’t sure. I hoped the whole princess thing didn’t change our relationship. We’d been through so much, we had to work it out.
“I’ve proved my identity by turning an air-breather and Cuda concurs. Release us.”
“I’ll take responsibility for them.” Cuda’s confident-demanding tone showed he had some authority.
Goatee-guard’s right cheek spasmed, but he took out his keys and unlocked the cell. I swam past him and Chase followed.
I felt different, stronger, more confident. “Since Princess Cordelia is gone, take us to whoever is in charge.”
Chase and Cuda exchanged glances. They must’ve noticed the difference in me. I recognized a new feeling of power or status or someone deserving of respect. My chin tilted to a regal level. My shoulders pulled back. I stared straight ahead.
In the dark cave I’d accepted I was an Atlantean princess, but here in the palace I realized all that it meant.
We were led to the advisory chamber where the regent sat behind the desk. A silver-haired man, his maroon robes flowed behind him when he stood. “May I help you?”
The majesty of the room struck me, deep where my insecurities lurked. Maybe I was a princess by birth, but not by upbringing.
But I couldn’t show weakness. I swam-strolled into the grand room and lifted my chin to an even haughtier angle. Again, the acting skills came into use. “I am Princess Pelagia.”
The regent staggered back, disbelief stamped on his face. He put his hand to his chest. “Cuda, explain yourself. Who are these people?”
Cuda swam forward and bowed to the regent. “Regent Mollusk, she is one of the lost princesses. I’ve seen proof. He pointed at Chase. He is an air-breather she turned.”
The regent twisted his lips together. His face blanched white. “Preposterous.”
I almost laughed at the man’s incredulous expression. “King Atlas was my father. Poseidon, my grandfather. You’ve been waiting for my return.”
The regent’s gaze traveled between me, Cuda and Chase. “We will expect proof.” He studied me. His lips turned down in a frown. “You look like your mother.”
My heart lightened. He knew my mother and didn’t hate her. A million questions rushed to the forefront of my mind but I understood now wasn’t the time. “Thank you.”
He stepped around his desk and bowed. “Welcome Princess Pelagia.”
“You may call me Pearl.” A name I’d answered to all my life. “I need to take Chase to the surface. In the meantime, I’d like you to prepare a strategy for finding the missing Princess Cordelia. When I return, we will plot how to find the location of Princess Marisabel.” 
I portrayed confidence and calm, but inside I was happy dancing. Grooving to a new beat. An excited beat. A familial beat. A belonging beat.
Squee! I have sisters.
“Then we will approach the Free Atlanteans—”
The regent froze in place. His face whitened.
“I mean the Separatists, and show them the three lost daughters of Atlantis have returned. That we’re united. The legend is fact. We shall avoid war. And the three princesses shall lead all Atlanteans to peace and prosperity.”



Chapter Twenty-Four
Possession To Princess
With the setting sun at our backs Chase and I, guarded by Cuda, swam home to Mermaid Beach. It turned out, now that I was recognized as Princess Pelagia, a Royal Guard must be assigned for my protection. But since the regent insisted we keep the news of my return a secret, for my own safety, the regent decided that Cuda, since he already knew, would be most suitable for the role.
“I’m not sure I like the idea of strange Royal Guards following me around in the future.”
Chase wrapped his arm around my shoulders. Together, we walked up the beach toward the Boardwalk. “Neither am I, especially if it’s a guy.”
“I might have a solution.” Cuda followed behind us. “We need to test one last thing, but not in the ocean where there might be spies.”
The idea of spies and war curled my stomach. Now that I understood the consequences and how it related to me, I had to stop this war from commencing. We’d told Cuda all about Finn and our adventure under Atlas Island, how he’d followed Princess Cordelia. Cuda said he’d follow up on it which comforted me. 
Cuda kept walking. “Is there another water source nearby? Like at the Boardwalk?” 
“The lagoon at the mini golf course.” 
Where my underwater adventure had started.
If I hadn’t saved the boy I might never have met Chase. I never would’ve divulged my secret and exposed my abilities to Finn. I might never have learned there were others like me and that I was a princess. I might never have gained the confidence I needed to stop running and hiding, to be myself, to stand up for myself. 
Feeling good to be me, I danced to the mini golf course holding Chase’s hand.
He punched in the security code to unlock the building. “Now what?”
“Legend says that each of the princesses has a special talent.” Cuda pointed at me. “Yours is turning air-breathers.”
“I can confirm that.” Chase waved his hand.
I scanned the blue surface of the water. The edge of the pool still showed stains, but it was so much cleaner than before. “Now that the lagoon is scrubbed and refilled, I don’t mind diving in again.” It would be like coming full circle, like finding myself in myself.
“Not you.” Cuda jerked his head toward Chase. “You.”
“What?” Chase’s entire body jerked to an alert position.
“If an air-breather is turned five times, the change becomes permanent,” Cuda spoke with authority.
“Why five times?” Chase sounded a bit shaky.
“Poseidon wanted to confirm the air-breather he planned to turn was trustworthy with his secret before making the change permanent.”
“What. Are. You. Saying?” Rubbing the pearl hanging around my neck, I glanced at Chase. Had I permanently changed Chase? 
His face paled and his body wavered in place. His eyes were bigger than sand dollars.
“Poseidon bestowed the gift on humans he favored. We haven’t seen it recently because you haven’t been around.” Cuda peered at me and then switched to Chase, “Chase may be an honorary Atlantean.”
The curling in my stomach collapsed upon itself like a wave ending in a big wipe out. My entire body stilled before a spurt of sympathy drove me to action. I ran to Chase and grabbed his hands. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t know.”
“Why are you sorry?” A smile lifted the ends of Chase’s lips. His expression softened.
“I changed you.” Maybe he didn’t fully understand the repercussions. “I involved you in my world. In a possible war.”
“You involved me with you. With your new world.” He squeezed my hand and pulled me forward. “With our new world.”
His lips came down to mine sealing the deal. A deal that we would be together forever.
My tummy calmed but my heart sped up. I returned his kiss showing all my excitement and love and commitment with my lips. We didn’t need words. Our touch, our emotions, spoke for us.
At Cuda’s discrete cough, we pulled apart. “Sorry to interrupt but we should test the theory before making any promises.” 
“If this is for real,” Chase squeezed my hand again before letting go and walking toward the water. “I’ll be Pearl’s personal Royal Guard.”
“Really?” I squealed. 
My boyfriend. My bodyguard. My best friend.
Cuda nodded. “After training.”
Pure happiness floated through me. A lightness filled my insides. I had a boyfriend to protect me, a palace to live, and people to call family. More importantly, I found my true self.
I held my breath as Chase waded through the shallow end. He saluted before going under the surface. Cuda and I waited.
And waited.
And waited.
I edged closer to the lagoon. Peered in. 
Chase was swimming back and forth on the bottom.
Five minutes passed. 
“I need to check on him.” I moved to dive in but Cuda held me back.
Ten minutes. 
I was a wreck. I believed Cuda’s theory but Chase had risked his life so many times for me. He didn’t need to do it again. Not for this.
Finally, Chase emerged like a sea lion in a water show. Water splashing, a huge smile on his face. “I can breathe underwater! I can do it.” 
My lips jumped into a smile. We could be together all the time.
The door to the building banged open. I froze in place. Cuda didn’t move either. Chase sunk to the bottom of the lagoon.
“What is going on in here?” Mrs. Fowler stormed toward us, her heels clicking on the concrete. Had she seen anything? “I’d call the police for trespassing but Officer Clayton is already here.”
I leaned sideways searching behind her to where Clayton stood. Two other shadows stood by the open door. “I can explain.” Although I wasn’t sure how. 
Chase emerged from the lagoon, water dripping from his body. “Aunt Sarah, we were goofing around.”
“Chase.” Mrs. Fowler scowled. “I can’t believe you would break every rule you’ve known since you were a child.”
“I’m not a child anymore, Aunt Sarah.” The sympathy in Chase’s tone was edged by firmness. “I’m eighteen. It’s time I made my own decisions and my own rules.”
“I’ve raised you since you were eight-years-old.”
“And I appreciate all you’ve done.” Chase stood in front of her, his bathing trunks dripping onto the fake Astroturf grass. His chin jutted out in a firm position. “I love you, but I need to be my own person.”
“Do you plan to press charges?” Officer Clayton asked.
Mrs. Fowler took in me and Cuda, then stared at Chase. Love shown from her bright eyes. She opened her arms. “Of course not.”
Chase went into his aunt’s embrace and hugged her back, getting her wet.
I blinked a few times to get rid of the stinging sensation. Growing up, I’d never had that kind of affection with—
“I’d like to press charges.” 
Carlita. 
Dread wove its way around my chest, squeezing the air from inside. I took a step back. My adoptive parents stomped into the building.
“She’s a runaway,” Carlita’s voice shrieked. “Arrest her.”
My heart slashed. Panic and pain ran through me like I should be running. My muscles bunched, ready to break into a sprint. I could slip past them and dive into the ocean only yards away. They’d never find me, think that I drowned. I could escape forever into my new underwater world. 
Chase broke off the hug with his aunt and sidled over to my side in solidarity. “She’s eighteen and can go where she wants.”
Uh oh. My head dropped and I examined the ground. Fear ate away at the lining of my stomach. The sensation burned.
“She’s sixteen.” She advanced toward me like a jail warden. “And she’s ours.”
“Ours?” White, hot flashes exploded, punching a hole in my fear. “I’m not a possession. I’m a person.” I’m a princess, but I didn’t add the last bit.
If Carlita learned of my other world she’d find a way to take advantage of it.
Clayton raised his hands taking charge. “Everyone take a deep breath. Pearl, tell us everything.”
“I’ll tell you what happened.” Carlita waved her arms about, pointing at me like a madwoman. “She ran away from the circus. She’s the star attraction. Ticket sales are down. I’m taking her back.” She reached out to grab my arm.
“Don’t touch her.” Chase stepped in front of me and knocked Carlita’s hand away.
“If you put a hand on Pearl, I’ll arrest you for assault.” Clayton turned on Carlita. “I asked Pearl to explain.”
“I am sixteen.” I placed a soft frown on my mouth and angled my head begging Chase to understand. I searched for his reaction, hoping he’d still feel the same about someone two years younger. 
He reached for my hand. Found it. Our fingers intertwined. 
We were together. A couple. I didn’t need to know anything else right now.
I swallowed my fear of Carlita. Fear I’d kept inside for sixteen years. Fear that had controlled every move I made. I had to stand up for myself. “I did run away from the circus, from Carlita and Bill. I always wondered why they’d treated me so terrible when I did everything they asked.”
“Did they abuse you?” Clayton’s gentle tone encouraged confidence.
“No.” Carlita stomped her foot.
I stared her straight in the face, refusing to be cowed by her temper. I’d learned a lot about myself in the last few weeks. Grown as a person. Supported myself in the real world. Discovered my true home. 
I firmed my mouth determined to tell all. “Not physically with beatings, but emotional and psychological abuse.”
Carlita kneaded her hands together. “We’re a family.”
I slapped my chest outraged at her definition of family. “Family is in your heart, not your wallet.”
“She’s still under age. We’re her legal parents.” Carlita rummaged behind her for Bill’s hand. “We’re taking Pearl back to Florida.”
“You’re not my real parents.” I’d never let them take me. I belonged here, or at least under the ocean near here.
“I’ve been researching your background.” Clayton flipped through a small notebook. “Pearl, have you considered declaring yourself an emancipated minor? I’d be willing to support you in your claim.”
“So would I.” Tears glistened in Mrs. Fowler’s eyes. “If I’d known what these people put you through, I never would’ve contacted them, never would’ve asked...” She sobbed.
I understood. She never would’ve threatened me to perform at the Boardwalk. Chase was raised by a wise woman.
Carlita’s expression hardened. Her lips tightened into a mischievous frown. “But you can’t become independent. You don’t know the whole truth.”
A slight smile upturned my lips. A calmness settled in my veins. A streak of pride lifted my chin. “I do know the truth. My truth.”
And truth is power.
*** 
Later that night, after Officer Clayton hustled Carlita and Bill out of town, Mrs. Fowler had returned to her apartment, and Cuda had dived back into the deep, Chase and I sat on the beach staring at the waves.
The quiet of the night should’ve soothed my nerves but questions stirred in my brain like a tempest. I had to be sure Chase was doing the right thing.
“Will your aunt be upset when she finds out you’re going to train to be my Royal Guard and move under Atlas Island with me?” I knew Mrs. Fowler would never tell our secret.
“Not as long as I can visit her.” Chase wrapped his arm around my shoulders.
“What about college? Your dream of studying to become a reporter?” I wanted Chase to be happy with his decision. I didn’t want him to blame me for things he might’ve missed above the surface.
“Cuda tells me there are Atlantean schools. And what better way to learn the trade than reporting on a war?”
I angled my chin and arched a brow at Chase. “War?”
“Or the diplomacy required to avoid war.” He totally got me.
My heart floated like a helium balloon. Light, shining, and made for happy events. “Thank you.” 
He kissed my cheek. “You’re welcome.”
Those were the easy questions to ask. My stomach squirmed. I fidgeted with the sand between my fingers. “Are you upset that I’m only sixteen?”
His arm dropped from around my shoulders and he maneuvered in front of me. “No. You’re still the same person.”
“Does it bother you that I’m a princess?” With royalty came responsibility. And possibly danger.
He grinned in a playful way. “Does it bother you that I’m not royalty?”
I swatted him on the arm. “Of course not. I’m not a snob.”
He took my chin in his hands. His face grew serious. “Sixteen or eighteen. Princess or pauper. You’re still the same person I fell in love with.”
“I love you, too.” My chest hitched. My heart swelled. A smile as wide as the Marianas Trench grew on my face. “Are you sure you want to become my personal Royal Guard?” 
“I wouldn’t have it any other way.” He grabbed my shoulders and tackled me onto the sand. “Let me demonstrate.”
And then he kissed me, showing just how personal his protection was going to be.



ABOUT THE AUTHOR
Allie didn’t realize having so many jobs would become great research material for the stories she writes. She has been everything from a fitting room attendant to a bike police officer to a professional mascot escort. She has lived on three continents and in four states and has studied art, fashion design, marine biology, and advertising.
When her kids asked, “when are you going to write a story we can read?” she switched from adult novels to Young Adult and Middle Grade and hasn’t looked back. 
Allie is a member of the Society of Children’s Book Writers & Illustrators, Romance Writers of America including the Young Adult, Dallas Area Romance Writers and Heart of the Rockies chapters. She is also a member of Rocky Mountain Fiction Writers. Currently, she lives in Colorado with her husband and two children.
www.allieburton.com
www.twitter.com/Allie_Burton
www.Facebook.com/AllieBurtonAuthor
www.wattpad.com/AllieBurton
Also by Allie Burton
Atlantis Red Tide
Atlantis Rising Tide
Atlantis Tide Breaker
Soul Slam coming January 2014



Lash
Book 1
By
L.G. Castillo



Copyright © 2013 by L.G Castillo.
All rights reserved.
No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law. 
This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are a product of the author’s imagination. Locales and public names are sometimes used for atmospheric purposes. Any resemblance to actual people, living or dead, or to businesses, companies, events, institutions, or locales is completely coincidental.
Lash/ L.G. Castillo
Second Edition: September 14, 2013



Being deeply loved by someone gives you strength, while loving someone deeply gives you courage.
~ Lao Tzu



1
Thirty-five years ago
Lash peered at the arrivals board, confused, his hazel eyes scanning the list of flights going in and out of the Houston airport. 
“1724. 1724,” he muttered. Flight numbers, cities, and arriving gates flipped over as changes were made to the gate arrivals. “Damn it. How do you read this thing?” 
He brushed a hand over his dark hair with frustration. A seraph should be able to find something as simple as the arriving gate of his work assignment. 
Lash sighed as he glanced at the information that the Archangel Gabrielle, his direct supervisor, gave him. Lucky him, he was assigned to the one person who delighted in his misery. He didn’t put it past her to intentionally give him the wrong flight information and make him scramble at the last minute to find his charge. 
“Javier Duran, age eight. Flight 1724, arriving at 12:05pm,” he read. He flipped the card over and gazed at the photo of the little boy with light coffee skin, chubby cheeks, and big brown eyes. 
“Where is your plane, little one?” He looked back up, and the numbers “1724” popped onto the screen. 
“Finally.” He noted the gate number and made his way through the bustling crowds at the airport. 
“What? I can’t hear you?” Lash heard a young woman yell into the pay phone. “No, his plane hasn’t landed yet. It should be here in a few—” 
He turned to look at the woman who stopped midsentence, curious to see what happened. The woman squinted through her pink-tinted glasses straight at him.
Lash jumped back in surprise. It was as if she could see him. Most humans couldn’t when he took his angel form—except for small children or animals, but even that was rare. When an adult did manage to get a glimpse of him, they often dismissed it as a figment of their imagination. 
“Anita, qué paso?” the voice on the other end of the line asked. “What happened?” 
“Wait a minute.” Anita took off her glasses and wiped the lenses with her floral polyester blouse.
Lash stood motionless, waiting to see if she would say something about his presence. Anita placed her glasses back on. Brown eyes looked in his direction again. After a moment, she shook her head and continued her conversation.
“Never mind, I thought I saw something,” she said as she turned her attention back to the caller. “Give me the information again. I need to write it down.” She dug into her purse and drew out a scrap of paper. Candy and gum wrappers fluttered down onto the carpet along with a black pen. “Where’s my pen? I can’t find anything in this purse.”
“Say a prayer to St. Anthony,” said the voice on the phone.
“Good idea.” Anita closed her eyes. “St. Anthony, St. Anthony. Please come down. Something is lost and can’t be found. Help me find my pen so I can write down the information Gloria should have given me this morning before my eight-year-old son got on the plane all by himself. And while you’re at it, can you ask the Lord to forgive Gloria for her forgetfulness? She has to put up with my exhusband, and only the Lord knows how helpless that man is—especially when it comes to washing his underwear.”
“That’s enough prayer,” Gloria snapped from the other end of the line.
Lash chuckled. There was no St. Anthony—at least not in the airport. He picked up the pen and placed it on the edge of the pay phone shelf. 
Anita shivered. “Dios mío, I felt a chill. They keep it cold in here. They should—” Her eyes widened when she spotted the pen. “How did that get there?”
Anita turned, and Lash held his breath. She was nose-to-nose with him, so close that he could smell her minty breath and see a red lipstick stain on her front tooth. She took a deep breath, closed her eyes, and smiled. “Gracias, St. Anthony. I’m blessed.”
Lash blinked with amazement. It’d been a long time since he came across a human like her. He didn’t know the tiny dark-haired woman, yet an aura of peace surrounded her. It was as if she knew they were watching over her. 
He glanced at the clock and left Anita talking to her friend. The boy’s plane was scheduled to land soon. As he rushed down the hall, he wondered if his assignment was Anita’s boy.
When he got to the gate, he looked out the large window at the empty space where the plane should have been. Instead, Jeremy, his best friend, stood on the tarmac. He was dressed impeccably, looking more like a model off the cover of a GQ magazine than the archangel of death. His golden hair, brushed back off his face, glimmered under the Texas sun. Lash found it rather odd that he would care about his appearance, considering that he rarely appeared in his human form. Most people knew him only by his angel name, Jeremiel, and when he did appear to them, it was because they were dying. Jeremy, like Lash, decided to modernize his name a few years ago. Too bad he didn’t do the same with his clothes. Compared to Jeremy, Lash looked like the perpetual teenage rebel, favoring ripped jeans and fitted t-shirts.
Lash wondered why Jeremy didn’t mention he had an assignment in Houston during last night’s poker game. For the first time since they started playing decades ago, Lash was winning, and they were having a great time—smoking cigars and drinking whiskey. It wasn’t until Gabrielle showed up and handed Lash the assignment that Jeremy became unusually quiet. Jeremy appeared so uncharacteristically upset when he had asked Lash to have an IOU on his winnings—although Lash couldn’t think of when he’d ever have a need to call him on it. Gabrielle seemed to have been in a foul mood, too. Maybe he should have reconsidered puffing smoke directly into her face. She probably didn’t like that. 
Lash was about to join him on the tarmac when Gabrielle glided into view. She whispered something into Jeremy’s ear, and his ever-present smile froze. Whatever she’d told him, it couldn’t have been good. 
He followed Jeremy’s gaze and looked at the cloudless sky. In the distance, he saw a tiny speck, and instinctually he knew it was Flight 1724. Lash glanced at Jeremy and wondered if his assignment involved someone on the same flight. 
Jeremy gave Gabrielle a nod and, in an instant, vanished. Dread hit the pit of Lash’s stomach when Gabrielle lifted her arms into the air and swirled her slender hands in circles. Trees surrounding the airport swayed as the wind picked up and dark clouds began to form.  
Lash pressed his palms against the glass pane. What was she doing? He gritted his teeth, wondering if she was intentionally trying to make his job more difficult. He’d been told to watch over Javier and to make sure he returned safely to his mother. She conveniently forgot to tell him the boy would be in danger—or that the danger would be Gabrielle herself.
Lash watched as she continued to manipulate the wind and clouds, and the sky darkened. 
“Looks like a storm’s comin’,” said a woman sitting in the row of seats behind him.
“That’s Texas weather for you,” said the male companion next to her. “One minute it’s a sunny day; you blink, and then all hell breaks loose.”
A loud bang of thunder caused the glass to vibrate under Lash’s hands. He stepped away as a stream of ice pellets slammed to the ground.  
“Lord, have mercy,” the woman said as she pressed a hand to her chest. “That was a loud one.” She looked out window. “I hope it passes soon. Wouldn’t want to be caught up there in this storm.”
It was then that Lash knew why Gabrielle and Jeremy were there and why he received this assignment. Not all the passengers of Flight 1724 were going to make it into Houston—not alive. 
He closed his eyes and projected himself into the plane. When he opened them, he was standing in the aisle next to a pretty girl. Her pale blond hair was tucked behind her ears, highlighting vibrant blue eyes. She couldn’t have been more than twelve, yet something about her made her appear wise beyond her years.
Lash gazed out the window.  A fog of darkness surrounded the plane. The people sitting in the seats close to him muttered frantically as they looked out. They were scared. He quickly brushed away feelings that threatened to bubble up. He needed to focus. 
A whimpering sound from the seat behind the girl caught his attention, and he stepped toward it. Sitting in the seat was a small boy, his feet barely touching the floor. Javier.
“Mother, he’s scared,” the little girl said. “May I go sit with him?”
The woman, an older replica of the pretty girl, took a sip of her cocktail. “No, it’s not safe.” The plane gave a jolt, and she dropped her drink to the floor, the amber liquid splashing on her white linen suit. Color drained from her face as she clutched the armrest. “Oh my God.”
The girl leaned to the side and looked back at the little boy. “But, he’s all alone.”
“Do as I tell you, or I’ll have to tell your father when we get home,” the woman snapped as she dabbed her pants with a napkin. “The flight attendant will tend to him.”
Lash watched the girl blink rapidly and felt a tug in his chest as she wiped away her tears. She placed a determined looked on her face before turning her attention back to the boy. 
“It’s okay. Shh, don’t cry. We’ll be landing soon,” she said. “What’s your name?”
The little boy looked up. Brown eyes framed by long lashes locked with hers. Tears lined his chubby cheeks. “Ja—Javier.” He sniffed and wiped his nose with the back of his shirtsleeve. 
“Hi, Javier. I’m Jane.”
The plane dropped, lifting Javier off his seat for a split second before he slammed back down. He sobbed.
Lash knelt next to him and sent a wave of calm, hoping the boy could sense his presence. 
Javier wheezed in and out as if trying to catch his breath. A pale hand reached out toward him. “You’ll be all right, Javier. Don’t worry. I’ll hold your hand until we land. Okay?”
Javier looked at Jane. His black curls bobbed as he nodded. 
Lash ached as Javier reached out his hand and placed it in Jane’s. It had been a long time since he’d seen anyone act so selflessly. He glanced around the plane, expecting to see Jeremy. Since he wasn’t there, maybe there was hope for the little girl and the others.
The plane trembled violently, and the flight attendants ran down the aisle, ordering the passengers to buckle their seatbelts. They then rushed to their own seats and strapped themselves in.
There was a loud pop followed by a screech of tearing metal. Screams filled the cabin, and yellow oxygen masks dropped from the ceiling. 
Jane let go of Javier’s hand for a moment to put on her mask, and he cried. Lash leaned in and whispered, “Don’t be afraid. I’m here for you.”
Javier continued to cry out as Lash hovered over him. He looked over to Jane, whose trembling hands were placing the yellow mask over her face. When she was done, she leaned back, stretching her hand back to Javier. “Put on your mask,” she yelled.
Javier grabbed her hand and looked at her with a blank expression.
Jane gazed directly into his eyes and pointed at the floating yellow plastic. “Put it on.”
Javier nodded and frantically placed the mask over his head. There was a loud bang. 
Screams were swallowed as soon as they started. Javier’s eyes widened, and Jane turned around to see what he was looking at. She gave a high-pitched shriek. Flickers of orange and red reflected off Javier’s mask, and Lash stiffened. A wave of heat slammed his back, and he turned ready to fight off whatever was coming to harm the boy. His stomach dropped when a wave of flames rolled down the aisle toward them. 
*** 
Lash’s footsteps echoed in the Room of Offerings, a vast room where the archangels displayed the gifts that humans had offered to Heaven over the centuries. Paintings and sculptures lined the walls. He paused in front of a large mahogany case and stared at a tiny statuette, a likeness of Gabrielle, through the glass pane. His light eyes darkened as he took it out and brushed his hands over the smooth stone. He snapped off the head and crushed it between his fingers, turning it to dust. He placed the figurine front and center back on the shelf and smirked, knowing Gabrielle would go ballistic when she saw it.
He turned when the large oak door squeaked opened, and Archangel Raphael walked into the room, his solemn blue eyes resting on Lash as he neared him. “Lahash,” his voice was thick with disappointment. 
It wasn’t Raphael’s first time escorting Lash to the Hall of Judgment, a place where angels were disciplined for their wrongdoings and were judged whether they were worthy to stay in Heaven. It never worried Lash that he would ever be deemed unworthy—Raphael always saw to that.  
Glancing at the headless figurine, Raphael pursed his lips but didn’t comment on it. “Michael will see you as soon as he’s finished questioning Gabrielle.”
“It’s Lash,” Lash mumbled under his breath. He hated being called by his heavenly name, but Raphael, old-fashioned in his ways and adamant on keeping traditions, insisted.
Raphael ran a hand through his blonde waves of hair with frustration. He didn’t acknowledge that he had heard him. Lash knew he could. Some of the special perks of being an angel included amplified sight, hearing, and strength—the flying was an added bonus.
“Why did you do it, Lahash? Gabrielle gave you specific instructions. All you had to do was follow them.”
What answer could he give to his mentor, the one person who always defended him when he decided to go his own way? He wished he could tell Raphael the truth. When Gabrielle gave him instructions to save the boy, he was happy to do it. After years of helping humans who threw their lives away with frivolous pursuits, he thought at least with the child there was hope. There was something about children, with their open minds and unblemished hearts that felt so different from the jaded hearts of adulthood. Saving the boy was easy; leaving the little blonde-haired girl to her fate was not. 
“Gabrielle made a mistake. She must have overlooked that another young one was on the plane, so I figured what would be the harm of saving both of them?”
“There was no mistake,” Raphael said.
“The girl deserved to live.”
“It’s not for you to decide. You know that.”
“Yeah, yeah, the Boss makes the decisions.” Lash waved him off and sat down on one of the leather couches in the center of the room. He tried to follow through on his assignments, but lately it had become more difficult to accept them even though he knew Michael and Gabrielle received their instructions from God.
Raphael sat across from him and leaned forward. “Lahash, you care deeply for humans, and that’s what makes you a great seraph. But you must learn control. You cannot make decisions without thinking them through.”
“I know what I’m doing.” Lash sank into the white couch and leaned back, lacing hands behind his head. “I don’t agree with some of the decisions made around here.”
“You are young. You will grow to learn that the decisions we make are based on much more than what is set before us.” Raphael’s voice grew stern. “Every action has consequences that must be taken into account.”
“Come on. She’s a little girl.” Lash threw his hands up. “I gave her a chance to grow up and live out her life. What could be the harm in that?”
“More that you know.”
Lash rolled his eyes then his face turned serious. “You should have seen her, Raphael. There was a good in her I hadn’t seen in anyone in a long time.”
“I’m sure there was, but you have no knowledge of what she is to become.” Raphael sat back and a faraway look crossed his eyes. “There was a time when I followed my heart. I dared to defy Michael and the others.” Raphael’s eyes drifted down, a sad expression crossed his face. “I did so at great cost.” 
Lash had seen that expression from time to time and wondered what had happened to Raphael to cause him such obvious heartache. He wished he could remember the first time he met him. For some reason, there was a gap in his memory. All he could remember was waking one morning with Raphael sitting by his side. 
As Raphael stood up and walked to the door, Lash followed and playfully punched his shoulder. “Hey, don’t worry. I’ll get a slap on the wrist like last time.” 
Raphael shook his head. “Someday your rebelliousness will catch up with you.”
He grinned. “Not today. I’m sure of it.”
As they went down the corridor, a tall, slender angel approached them. Waves of flaxen hair framed a scowling face. “Michael is ready to see you.”
Lash smirked. “Well, good morning to you too, Gabrielle.” 
Gabrielle narrowed her green catlike eyes. “Do you not understand the ramifications of what you’ve done? Or is it that you just don’t care?”
He was about to answer when Raphael stepped in front of him. “Don’t answer that. Gabrielle, I believe it’s best to take this conversation to Michael. Shall we?”
Her eyes softened when she looked at Raphael and then turned cold. “You can’t protect him this time.” She turned to Lash, and her eyes looked him over with loathing. “Why do you even bother?” Turning on her heel, she walked toward the Hall of Judgment. 
At the door, she stepped aside and stood beside Raphael. As Lash walked in, he winked at him, trying to hide his growing anxiety. Strange. In all the times, he’d gotten in trouble before, he’d never been anxious. Something was different.
“Don’t sweat it, Raphael. I’ve got this covered,” Lash said. What’s the worst they could do to him?



2 
Present
Naomi Duran turned off her motorcycle and sat for a moment, watching the neighborhood kids play basketball. Three boys ran down the street while a couple of girls stood on the sidewalk, warning them of passing cars. She unbuckled the helmet strap and chuckled. 
She couldn’t believe she’d finally graduated from college. 
She’d come a long way from the scrawny girl who stood on her cousin Chuy’s shoulders and nailed the basketball hoop to the telephone pole. The scar on her knee and the smack on her bottom from her father were totally worth it, though. She’d won the bet against Lalo Cruz, Chuy’s best friend, and spent the ten dollars stocking up on Big Red soda. She couldn’t believe the hoop still hung in the same place. 
Naomi took off the helmet, and dark hair fell over her face. I need a haircut, she thought as she brushed back the tangled mass. The last time she had one was almost two years ago, when her mother lost her own hair during chemo. Without hesitation, she’d chopped off her waist-length tresses and had a wig made out of it. A year later, her hair grew back and her mother passed away. She wanted to cut her hair short again, but every time she went to the stylist, it brought back memories she didn’t want to recall.
It was painful to think about her mother, and Naomi avoided it whenever possible. She bought the used Ninja 250R motorcycle after her mom had died. The red bike screamed, “Ride me!” and she had to have it. Thanks to Chuy’s mechanical skills, he got the bike running like new. Only while riding was she able to push back the memory of her mother withering away on her bed or her father drowning his grief in alcohol after her mother died. 
“What are you doing sitting out here?”
Chuy emerged from the small white house, the screen door slamming shut behind him. He’d come a long way from the skinny kid with bad acne. He was all muscle, thanks to his job at the Cruz Moving Company. Lifting pounds of furniture on a daily basis filled him out nicely, though Naomi would never admit it aloud. He already had his ego stroked on a regular basis by a number of the neighborhood girls that flocked around him.
“I’m enjoying the silence before I have to face the loud mob we call family.” She tossed her leg over the seat and locked her helmet to the bike.
“Let me push that death trap for you.” He leaned over her motorcycle and flexed his muscled arms at her. “Check out my guns. They got bigger.”
She rolled her eyes and pushed him away. “Ew, Chuy. You need a shower.”
“What’s wrong? Is your nose too good for Ode de Mexicano? Some of us have to work for a living. Not all of us can be college graduates like you.” Chuy grinned.
Naomi snorted. He teased her whenever he was trying to hide his true feelings. He was like an older brother, always looking out for her, especially after things got rough with her father. Sometimes, she was jealous of the special father-son relationship Chuy and her father had, but she couldn’t blame her father for taking Chuy under his wing after his own parents were killed when he was five. Their grandmother raised Chuy, her hawklike eyes forever watchful that he wouldn’t fall prey to any of the neighborhood gangs. If Chuy ever had a problem, her father was there to put him in his place.  
“You could’ve had your own business by now if you hadn’t dropped out after the first semester.”
“Can you blame me? How does learning about Socrates help to pay the bills?” Chuy popped down the kickstand. 
She eyed him carefully. It was a sore spot for him. He had wanted to stay in college, but he couldn’t afford to cover tuition and support their grandmother, too. At the time, her father was struggling to keep his own job and couldn’t help out, either. “Okay, okay. I’ll give you that. You’re really smart, you know.” She poked him in the arm. “I couldn’t have gotten through Algebra without your help.” 
“Not so loud.” Chuy looked around nervously as they reached the front steps of the house. “I got a rep to protect.”
“Oh, the horror! I wouldn’t want anyone to think you’re intelligent.”
Naomi heard the booming music before she saw it. The neighborhood kids stepped to the side and watched the black mustang as it turned the corner. Mirrorlike rims turned slowly as the car rolled down the street. On the car’s grille, bright LED lights lined the horse logo like a bluish-white halo. 
“Really, Dad. Depeche Mode?” Naomi asked when her father, Javier Duran, stopped the car in front of her. 
“You know you like it. You used to dance to it all the time when you were little.” Javier took her in his arms and gave her a hug. “Congratulations, Mijita. You looked beautiful this morning in your cap and gown.” 
“Thanks, Dad.” Naomi loved it when he used the Spanish term of endearment. 
“Did you hear us? We clapped for you.” Javier opened the trunk of the car and took out a grocery bag.
“Yeah, Dad. I think everyone heard Chuy’s air horn.”
“Hey, I had to stir things up a bit in there,” Chuy said as he grabbed the remaining bags from the trunk. “It was so boring we were falling asleep.” 
“Mission accomplished. The chancellor almost had a heart attack.” Naomi walked to the front of the car and traced the light around running horse. “You finished installing the lights. Looks good.”
Javier beamed and patted the hood of the car. “You should see it at night. It looks like the horse is coming right at you.”
She laughed. It had been a long time since she’d last seen her father so happy. “Dad, you sound like a teenager.”
“Life’s hard, Mijita. You have to enjoy it when you can.”
“Yeah, we can’t all be serious bookworms like you, Naomi,” Chuy said. “Besides, you’re twenty-two not eighty-two. Live a little.” 
If only she could. There was a time when she was able to act her age. During the first couple of years in college, she went to a slew of fraternity parties. It all changed during her junior year when her mother was diagnosed. Unlike other girls her age, she had no interest in dating, even when her mother prodded her. She had a feeling that her mother was hoping she’d find someone that she could lean on once she was gone. 
After she died, Naomi didn’t have time to grieve because she was busy taking care of her distraught father. In fact, she wanted to drop out of college. If she hadn’t promised her mother that she’d graduate, she would have. 
Naomi smiled while Javier and Chuy talked excitedly about the car as they walked toward the back yard. It seemed like things were looking up for all of them. A few weeks ago, Javier started AA meetings and stopped drinking, placing all his energy into fixing up the mustang with Chuy. Naomi had a new job as a case-worker for Child Protective Services that started in a couple of weeks. With more money coming in, she might even be able to afford to help Chuy with their grandmother’s mortgage payments.
“Mijita! You’re here. What took you so long?” Naomi’s grandmother rushed down the porch stairs and wrapped a pair of thin brown arms around her.
“Ow, Welita. You’re squishing me,” Naomi said. 
Her grandmother—or Welita, as everyone lovingly called her—was tiny but strong. She wore her inky-black hair short, saying it was too hot to have it any other length. Years of hard work, raising her son, and then Chuy, had left her with little time to pamper herself, especially when it came to clothes. If anyone opened bedroom her closet, they would think they had been transported back in time to the seventies. Naomi had tried to convince her grandmother to upgrade from polyester to cotton and even offered to buy her a new wardroom, but Welita refused, saying that her clothes were perfectly fine and that someday they would be in fashion again.
“Ay, Dios mío. You’re still driving that thing. I told you, you could have my Buick.” Welita marched past her and gave the bike her best evil eye. “Chuy, can you put it for sale on that thing...on the computer?”
“What thing?” Chuy looked confused.
“Cómo se dice?” Welita muttered then snapped her fingers. “I remember. Put it on ebaze.”
“You mean eBay. Yeah, I can do that.” Chuy glanced at Naomi with an evil grin. “Or maybe I’ll keep it for myself.”
“No way! You’re not putting my bike on eBay.” Naomi slapped his arm. “I love my bike.”
“So much like Stacey,” Javier muttered.
“What?” Naomi eyed the beer that he carried and wondered if he had slipped. She didn’t want alcohol at her graduation party, she never cared for the stuff, but Chuy insisted, saying it wouldn’t be a party without it. Naomi was skeptical at first, but Chuy promised to keep an eye on Javier. 
“Your mother. You’re as stubborn as she was. Once she set her mind on something, there was no stopping her.” Tears glistened in his eyes, and he swallowed. “She would’ve been so proud of you today.”
“I miss her, too.” Naomi couldn’t count the times that she’d wished her mother was there to share the moment with her. She didn’t realize how much she looked like her mother until that morning when she’d placed the black graduation cap on her head. She looked into the mirror and saw the same image that she had as her cell phone wallpaper. The only difference being that in the photo, auburn hair spilled out of the cap rather than Naomi’s dark hair. 
“She would’ve loved to see you like this. So grown up. If only her family were able to drive down for the ceremony,” he said.
“I have all the family I need right here with me.” Naomi had never met her mother’s family, except through the annual postcard with a photo of the entire Hamilton clan sitting in front of a large Christmas tree. It wasn’t a secret that the Hamilton family, a well-to-do family from the Dallas area, didn’t approve of their daughter’s marriage to Javier. They must have conveniently forgotten the fact that if it weren’t for Javier’s tutoring skills, their daughter would never have passed her science courses. Naomi figured it must have been her unexpected arrival during Stacey’s senior year of college and the subsequent announcement that she was not going to graduate school that may have alienated the family from the Durans. 
Naomi placed an arm around her father’s waist as they walked into the back yard. When they rounded the corner, trumpets blared, and she jumped back with surprise. “Mariachis? You got me Mariachis?”
“It’s Mariachi Cascabel,” Welita said proudly. “They came all the way from Laredo. They’re the best.”
Tears pricked Naomi’s eyes as her grandmother and father beamed with pride. She knew a band like that was really expensive and there was no way they could afford it. It was only a month ago that Lalo’s father, the owner of Cruz Moving Company, had offered to hire Javier part-time to help him manage the business. As for her grandmother, the only income she had was from her social security benefits. 
“Welita, Dad, this is too much. You shouldn’t—”
“No complaining.” Welita patted Naomi’s hand. “Don’t you worry. It didn’t cost that much. Besides, everyone in the neighborhood chipped in.”
Naomi looked around at the neighbors sitting together, talking, eating, and drinking. Most of them she’d known since she was a little girl—like Lalo’s family, the Cruzes, who sat at one of the picnic tables talking to some of her Los Angeles relatives. The Durans also showed up in full force, traveling from as far as Laredo just to be there. College graduations were rare in her family, and it touched her that they wanted to be there with her to celebrate it. “I don’t know what to say.”
“You say thank you,” Chuy said as he placed the grocery bags on a nearby picnic table.
“I know that.” She kissed Welita and then her father on the cheek. “Thank you so much.”
“Chuy, over here, man. Bring the booze.” 
Naomi watched as Lalo squirted lighter fluid into the barbecue pit. He wiped a paper towel over his sweaty forehead and stuffed it into his pockets. Lalo was a big fan of 3X-sized Hawaiian shirts and fajitas. He was a sweet guy and extremely loyal. A person could trust him with anything—except flammable substances.
“You put Lalo in charge of the barbecue? Are you crazy? He’ll burn down the entire neighborhood.” She was about to rush to him when Welita stopped her.
“Wait a moment. I’ve got a present for you,” Welita said.
Chuy shielded his eyes as she stuck a hand into her blouse.  “Ugh, Welita. Don’t do that in front of everybody.”
“Ay, Ama! Why do you put stuff in there?” Javier stood in front of her, looking around the yard to see if anyone was watching.
Welita pulled out a folded envelope. “It’s the safest place I know.”
“You’ve got that right,” Chuy said.
“Go help Lalo, pendejo.” Welita swatted him.
“No, Lalo!” Chuy cried as he ran to him. “One can is enough.”
“This is for you, Mijita.” Welita placed the white packet in Naomi’s hand.
“I can’t take this. You’ve given me so much all ready.” Naomi attempted to put the envelope back into her grandmother’s pocket. 
“No, no. You take it. It’s a gift. You can’t turn away a gift. It would be an insult.”
Welita’s hands were on her hips, and her eyes dared Naomi to defy her. It would be like a slap on her grandmother’s face if she didn’t accept the present. It was a matter of pride that Welita managed to put together the small amount of cash. 
She bent down and kissed her cheek. “Gracias, Welita.” Somehow, Naomi vowed to herself, she was going to return it to her. It was better to do it without Welita knowing about it. She was stubborn that way. 
*** 
As the evening went on, Naomi settled back with Welita and the others, listening to the mariachis. At one point, Welita lead everyone in singing the popular ranchero song, Cielito Lindo. She was actually quite good. 
“Oh, Anita. You’re as good as the singer Lola Beltrán,” said Chela, their nextdoor neighbor, when Welita finished singing. 
Naomi looked at Welita, surprised. She was so used to everyone calling her Welita that she sometimes forgot her given name—Anita. She handed her grandmother a bottle of Big Red soda, taking in the twinkling eyes that crinkled when Welita laughed. Hands, weathered by the wear and tear of decades of hard work, patted Naomi’s knee as she thanked her for the drink. Naomi stared at her for a moment and caught a glimpse of the young woman Welita had once been and hoped she would be just like her when she got older.
A couple of hours later, Welita dozed off, and people started to leave the party. Naomi looked around for her father and waved him over when she spotted him talking to Mr. Cruz. 
“Is she sleeping?” Javier asked when he neared her. He looked down at his snoring mother and chuckled. “She looks so young when she’s asleep. It’s like she hasn’t changed a bit.”
“Mom.” He nudged her shoulder, attempting to wake her. “Mom. It’s time to go to bed.”
“What? No, it’s a party. I can stay up a little longer,” she said, rubbing her eyes.
“It’s almost midnight, Welita. I’m pretty tired myself.” Naomi faked a yawn and got up from her seat. “I’ll clean. You go to bed.”
“I’ll help you.” Welita slid herself to the edge of the seat. “Help me up, Javier.”
Javier set the bottle he was holding on the table and held out an arm. She pressed her weight against him as she pulled herself up. 
“Go to bed. I’ll help Naomi,” he said.
Welita turned to her son and patted him on the cheek. “You’re a good boy, and you raised a fine daughter. My college graduates,” she said as she took their hands into hers. “I’m so proud of both of you.”
Naomi glanced over at Chuy, who was still talking with a couple of his friends, as she and her father picked up the discarded cups and plates. Whenever Chuy glanced over at one of the girls, she’d bat her eyes and pretend that she was enraptured by every word that came out of his mouth. He rewarded them by flexing his biceps every time he brought the bottle of beer to his lips, or when he moved around the ice chest, which he was doing a lot. 
At one point, Chuy glanced over at Naomi and wiggled his brows when a girl named Rosie brushed against him. She was one of those girls—the type with impressive cleavage that made men drool. Rosie brushed her long wavy hair over her shoulder and gave Chuy one of her signature smiles. Naomi stuck her finger in her mouth and pretended to gag. She wasn’t impressed. Rosie had a reputation for hitting on anything that moved, and she had a couple of babies to prove it. If Welita were awake, she’d probably get her broom and shoo Rosie away. 
“Hey, Naomi, come over here,” Chuy called.
“What’s up?” Naomi waved off an offer of beer from Lalo.
“What’s wrong with your cousin, man? She too good to drink with us?” Mateo, one of Chuy’s friends, asked.
“I’m right here, Mateo,” Naomi said, placing her hands on her hips. “And to answer your question, I came on my bike, so unless I want to stay on the couch for the night with Chuy’s snoring shaking the entire house, no booze for me.”
“I don’t snore. You snore,” Chuy said. 
“Uh, huh. Yeah, right.” She rolled her eyes.
“Come on, Chuy, rub it already,” Lalo said. “If we leave now we can get in a couple of hours at the craps table and be back before our afternoon gig.”
“Rub what? And where are you going out this late? Don’t you have work tomorrow?” Naomi swatted Chuy’s hands as he brushed her hair off her shoulder. “What are you doing?”
“We’re going to the Lake Charles Casino in Louisiana,” he said as he attempted to fold down the back of her shirt collar. “Come Naomi. Let me rub it for good luck.”
Naomi hit his hands again. “Knock it off, Chuy. My freakish birth defects are not meant for your entertainment.” 
“I’ll give you twenty bucks if I win.”
“No.”
“Aww, come on.”
“It’s just a patch of freckles, Chuy.”
“They’re good luck.” 
“Are you talking about her freckles?” Javier called out as he walked past them, dragging a couple of filled trash bags. “They’re good luck,” he said before disappearing into the front yard.
“Dad,” she groaned.
“See? Even your dad thinks they’re good luck,” Chuy said.
“I’ve got to see this thing.” Mateo took a step toward Naomi.
Chuy got in front him and placed a hand on his chest, keeping him at bay. “No can do, man. It’s a family thing.”
“Seriously, Chuy, you’re getting as superstitious as Welita. Just because my freckles form the number seven, it doesn’t mean it’s lucky. If it was, do you think I’d let Welita live in this neighborhood...with you?” It was a weird mark on the back of her neck. She hadn’t noticed it growing up until one day, when she and Chuy went swimming. He had snuck up behind her and was about to push her in the pool when he noticed the odd-shaped mark. Welita had told them that Naomi was born with it and that she was meant for something special. Chuy took it to mean that it was a good luck charm. 
“It is lucky. Last week after I massaged your neck, I bought a lotto ticket, and I won fifty bucks.”
She fumed. “I thought you were trying to be nice because I was so stressed during finals week!” 
Chuy tried to touch her neck again, and she slapped his hands. “Stop it! I’m not some genie in a bottle.”
“What if I let you into my self-defense class?” 
Chuy volunteered to teach self-defense classes at the local community center. She’d been asking him for weeks to let her join. Living in Houston, especially in this neighborhood, self-defense was something every woman needed to know. 
Naomi sighed. “Fine.” She lifted her hair and tugged down the collar of her shirt. “Hurry and get it over with.”
Chuy gave it a quick rub. “There, that wasn’t so bad was it?”
“Ugh, go away. And take your friends with you.” She pushed him playfully and went to look for her father.
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Naomi tossed the last garbage bag into the trashcan and sat across from her father on the front porch steps. He was playing with a red coin, his one-month sobriety token, flipping it through his fingers. She leaned against the rail, gazing at the stars in the cloudless sky. They sat in comfortable silence, neither wanting to disturb the rare peaceful quiet of the night. Gunshots and sirens blaring in the distance were common. Even though Naomi lived only a few miles away, she worried about her grandmother and Chuy living in such a dangerous neighborhood. 
“Did you have good time, Mijita?” Javier asked. 
“I loved it, Dad.” Naomi glanced down at the brown bottle he held. She hoped he wasn’t drinking again. 
“It’s root beer,” he said, reading the expression on her face. “I know you’re worried that I’ll start drinking again. You have my word that I won’t drink again.”
“Do you keep in contact with your sponsor?”
“Every day.”
“Good.”
Her father grew quiet for a moment. He shifted and cleared his throat before he spoke. “There’s something I want to give you.”
“Dad—”
“Before you say no, let me explain.” He patted the spot next to him. “Come over here.”
“But—”
“Please, this is important.”
She slid across the step, and uneasiness swept over her as she waited for her father to speak. The last time he had made the face that he was making now was when he had to tell her that her mother died. 
He dug into his pocket and pulled out a delicate silver necklace. Sparks of blue and white shimmered off the tiny diamonds that lined the crucifix as he dangled it under the porch light—her mother’s necklace. Tears swam in her eyes as she remembered sitting on the hospital bed, her mother pale with pain, dark circles underneath her eyes, her cheeks gaunt. Whenever she traced the necklace, peace flickered in her eyes. Her faith was so strong; it was something Naomi wished she had too.  
She slid her fingers, feeling the cool touch of silver. When her mother died, her father kept it in a small, velvet pouch and always carried it with him. “I can’t.”
“It’s yours,” he said, his voice sounding loud in the quiet night, even though he spoke with a whisper.
Naomi dropped her hand. “It belongs to you.”
He picked up her hand and flipped it over. He dropped the necklace into her palm and stared at it for a moment before he curled her hand closed. Placing his hand over her closed one, he looked into her eyes with a steady gaze. “The future is in your hands.”
“Dad, I—”
“Did you hear what I said?”
“Yes, but—”
“I’ll feel better knowing you have this. You’re grown up and have a full life ahead of you. You need to go out. Meet someone special. When was the last time you went on a date?”
Naomi grimaced. There was something about watching her father lose the love of his life that put the dating scene in perspective. She thought back to all the guys she had dated before. She couldn’t think of one that she cared about as intensely as her parents had cared for each other.
“I’m not interested in dating, at least not for now.”
Javier shook his head. “Don’t close yourself off from love, Mijita. When the time is right, the person will find you. All you need is to have faith.” He took the necklace from her hand and placed it around her neck. 
Naomi studied his face and wondered why he was acting so strange. He seemed to want to tell her more, and she waited quietly, hoping he would. Instead, he sighed and stood. 
“Where are you going?” she asked, surprised that he was leaving.
“Work.” He took the car keys out of his pocket. “I’m doing some office cleaning at night.”
“You have two part-time jobs?”
“I’ve got a lot of bills to catch up on. Don’t look at me like that.” He tapped the frown line at the center of her forehead. “You’ll get wrinkles before you’re thirty.”
“Now that you’re better, maybe you could get an IT job.” She glanced away knowing that even his degree in computer science couldn’t erase the trail of reprimands he’d gotten from his previous employers. She couldn’t help but hold on to the hope that in a big city like Houston, he could find a job and that someone would give him a fresh start before the technology world flew by. 
“Maybe.” Javier turned the ignition, and the lights encircling the mustang flickered to life. 
“You and Chuy did a good job.” Naomi stood back to get a better view. “It’s really cool. You two should go into business together.”
“That’s not a bad idea. Although, knowing Chuy, he’d eat up all the profits.” He put the car in reverse. “See you tomorrow. Don’t forget to put on your helmet.”
“I always do.” She waved. 
He was half way down the street when, out of nowhere, she had a strong desire to run after him. She shook her head and berated herself for acting silly. 
“I’ll see him tomorrow.” She started the bike and rode in the opposite direction. 
*** 
Jane Sutherland leaned against the sink and slipped off her Jimmy Choos. After five hours of talking and hobnobbing with the Houston wealthy and the Who’s Who in Texas oil, her feet were screaming at her. She wiggled her toes as the floor cooled her aching feet. Much better, she thought. If only she could attend formal functions barefoot, it would make it much more fun.  
She looked into the mirror and applied a fresh coat of ruby lipstick. Her platinum-blonde hair slicked back into a chignon highlighted large sapphire-colored eyes. Forty-seven years of avoiding the sun—she burned easily—kept her face pale and wrinkle-free. 
There was a knock at the door. “Senator Sutherland? Mr. Prescott has a guest he’d like to introduce to you.”
“I’ll be right there.” Jane sighed and placed the lipstick into her Gucci clutch. Another guest. Another drink. 
When she had started her political career, she had no idea that most of her time would be spent fundraising. She had naively thought she’d be different from the others. She’d make a difference. Now, the only difference she made was whether or not her financial supporters would benefit from their generous donations to her campaign. 
She swung the door open to find a distinguished looking man standing in the hall.  
“Senator.” He broke into a glorious smile. “I was about to see if you needed my assistance.”
“I seem to recall that the last time you offered to help and came after me in the ladies room, I got water all over your silk tie.” Jane smiled at Luke Prescott.
He offered his arm, and she tucked her hand into it. “I was doing you a favor, lifting you up so you could wash your hands. I had no idea you would destroy my favorite tie.”
“That’s the risk of keeping company with a five-year-old.” Jane squeezed his arm affectionately. Her father worked for Luke Prescott, and he was a close family friend. Growing up, Luke was always present for the important events in her life, the lead in the school play, prom, graduation, even when her father wasn’t. Then when her mother died, he made sure to call at least once a day. He became her closest confidant. It was his idea for her to go to law school, and then after that, he encouraged and supported her run for congress. 
“Thank goodness I had a dozen more like it.” His grey eyes twinkled.
“And why wouldn’t you? I would think a billionaire would have at least a couple.”
“Now, now, Jane. Be nice to the super wealthy. We have feelings, too.”
Jane paused at the entrance to the ballroom. The room was packed with supporters of the American Federation party, all expecting great things from her. All she had ever wanted was to help give people a better life. When did that turn to wearing a designer gown and talking to people who paid the price of a small car just to be in the same room with her? If it hadn’t been for Luke insisting and purchasing her wardrobe, what he considered a necessary uniform, she’d wear something less ostentatious.
“I’m a bit tired, Luke. Let’s call it a night.”
“One more person,” he whispered into her ear. “The Conoleys are dying to meet you in person. They flew all the way from Oklahoma.”
“On their private jet, I’m sure.”
“It’s a small one.” 
“Oh, my apologies.” Jane feigned concern. “I didn’t know how much hardship they were under. Let’s meet them.” She might as well get this over with. As much as she hated fundraising, she was passionate about the American Federation party, believing that their core value of fiscal and community responsibilities would benefit the country.
After meeting the Conoleys and having a drink with them, Luke took her to another group of people to meet. Every time she tried to leave, Luke found an excuse for her to stay. It was strange that, as the evening progressed, she had the sensation of being drunk, even though she barely sipped from only one glass of wine. She glanced at her drink, wondering how it could still be half-full. It was as if she hadn’t been drinking from it at all. 
“I’ve had enough, Luke,” she said.
“Go and get your beauty sleep.” He waved to a tall man standing on the outskirts of the room. “I’ll have Sal follow you home.”
“That’s not necessary,” she said. Sal was Luke’s personal assistant slash bodyguard. Wherever Luke went, Sal was close behind, lurking in the shadows. He tried to blend in with others, which was difficult for a hulking six-foot-two mass of muscles to do, and the crocodile boots he always wore didn’t help, either.
Sal stood at Luke’s side, his face void of emotion. His black eyes glanced over Jane and, for a moment, they tensed and looked at her as if she was beneath him. A cold sensation hit the pit of her stomach. He’d never looked at her like that before and wondered what she did to earn a look like that.
Luke gave him a slight nod, and Sal gave Jane one final glance before he made his way through the crowd and disappeared out of the ballroom. “I’ll let you go for now, but you’ll have to get used to having people at your side at all times when you’re the president.” Luke took her by the elbow and walked her to the lobby.
Jane laughed. “You’re getting ahead of yourself. Let’s wait and see if I can survive my current term. I barely won my seat the first time.” When Luke and his friends suggested that she run for the senate under the American Federation party, she never thought she’d actually win since the party was new and had few supporters. Luke, on the other hand, had no doubts.
“I’ve never been wrong when it comes to situations like this. Mark my words, Jane. You will be the president of the United States.”
The words sent a chill through Jane. She should have been elated to hear those words, President Sutherland. Why did the chill feel like it was one of fear rather than excitement?
A light rain fell as she drove her silver Jaguar XF—a gift from Luke when she graduated from law school long ago—down the outskirts of Houston toward her home in the suburbs. Feeling light headed, she turned on the AC and directed the cool air toward her face. Grabbing her smartphone, she pressed a button and waited for the familiar beep.
“Play Mozart,” she instructed.
Eine Kleine Nachtmusik filtered through the speakers as she drove along a winding road. The car’s headlights bounced off the glass of the office buildings she passed. As she stared down the highway, fighting to keep awake, she saw a streetlight flickering in the distance. When she passed it, the light intensified and then went back to normal. She then saw another light doing the same thing—flicker, grow brighter, then back to normal—as she drove past each one. 
I must’ve drunk more than I thought. She slapped her cheeks lightly. 
The phone rang, and she jumped, startled. Glancing down, she saw the name “Luke Prescott” written across the screen. 
Everything seemed to happen all at once. A massive weight pressed down on her chest, and for a second she thought she was having a heart attack. The pressure spread as if enclosing her entire body into a cocoon, protecting her. It was the same feeling she had thirty-five years ago, just before the plane she and her mother were on crashed. There was a screech of tires, and a rush of adrenaline swept through her. The last thing she saw before blacking out was a dancing horse barreling toward her.
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Lash watched the tall redhead as she searched the smoke-filled room. The only illumination came from the string of lights that lined the stage, where a couple of her co-workers worked the pole. It was late in the afternoon, and business was slow, except for the group of retired old men that were the bar’s regulars. When her eyes wandered to the back corner of the room and locked with his, he smirked at the obvious lust written across her face as she took in the black t-shirt that molded his sculpted chest, faded, torn jeans hugging his hips, and wild, dark hair. 
Lash broke into a smile as she sauntered toward him. His eyes traveled over her body, taking in the long curves of her legs, leopard-pastie-covered breasts, and the dollar-lined thong that hugged her waist, leaving little to the imagination. He stood to meet her when a hand slammed against his shoulder and shoved him back down into his seat.
“Gabrielle,” he growled. “How did you find me?”
“Get away, sister. This one is mine,” the redhead said as she eyed Gabrielle.
Gabrielle looked at the redhead and frowned. Shaking her head, she took off her leather jacket and tossed it to the girl. “Leave this place and don’t return.” 
The redhead blinked, looking confused.
Gabrielle leaned in toward her and whispered, “You’ll find a better job tomorrow. I promise.”
Stunned, the redhead simply nodded, put on Gabrielle’s jacket, and walked out the door. 
“Michael doesn’t like it when you use your Jedi mind tricks on humans.” Lash wagged a finger.
Gabrielle yanked out a chair and wiped it down with a napkin before she sat. “Thirty-five years on Earth and the most you’ve accomplished is an indepth knowledge of George Lucas films. Nice.”
“Let’s call it an anthropological study of human nature.” Lash smirked as he lifted his drink.
Gabrielle frowned. “You defile your body as well as your mind.”
“I’d think you’d find it entertaining.” 
“I have more important things to do than watch you wallow in your self-created misery.”
“What? You don’t care if I fall to the dark side?” Lash feigned wide-eyed innocence. “I’m hurt.”
“I don’t know what Raphael sees in you. I’m wasting my time here.”
“If you don’t plan to take off those clothes and dance around that pole over there, then, yes, I would say you are.”
Her eyes turned cold. “Barbarian.” 
“Some women like it.” He grinned, unrepentant.
“Ugh, let’s get this over with. I have an assignment for you.”
“I’m out of the family business, remember?” Lash leaned back in his seat. “As I recall, you were there when I was unceremoniously tossed out the door.”
“It was the highlight of my century.” 
“I’m sure it was.” Lash looked into her cat-like eyes and wished he could wipe the smugness off her face. “Whatever you have, I’m not interested.”
Gabrielle arched an eyebrow. “Are you sure?” She pulled out a folded piece of paper from the back pocket of her jeans and waved it in front of his face. “Aren’t you the least bit curious why Michael would give you an assignment after all these years?”
He was curious, but by no means did he want Gabrielle to know it. He tilted the chair back, balancing himself on its hind legs, and placed his legs on the table. “I couldn’t care less.”
“I told Raphael not to waste his time.”
His chair wobbled, threatening to throw him off balance. He quickly adjusted. Without taking his eyes off her, he said, “For once, we agree on something.”
Gabrielle tossed the paper to the center of the table. “Whether you care or not is none of my concern. What you do with it is your choice.”
Lash glanced at the paper out of the corner of his eye. He knew she’d continue to watch him after she left to see if he’d sneak a peek. “Leaving so soon?” He dropped the front legs of the chair to the floor when she stood.
“I have better things to do than to watch you waste your gifts away. Michael should have stripped them all from you the moment he kicked you out.”
“Gifts? Please. Don’t make me laugh. I’m limited with what I can do in my human form, you know that.” His ability to see and hear was still better than a human’s, and he was much stronger than they were, but his flying distance was severely cut back. He hated it.
“Oh, poor you,” she said before she turned and walked toward the door. “I’m done here.”
“Wait,” Lash called out after her. “Why did Michael send you to deliver the assignment?”
Gabrielle turned, piercing eyes locked with his and lips turned into a wicked smile. “I volunteered.”
Her words were like a slap in the face. She knew that by delivering the message herself he would turn it down. It must be something really important for her to be desperate enough to make sure he wouldn’t accept it. 
Lash reached for the paper, and Gabrielle’s smile froze. He chuckled. “You really don’t want me to see this do you?” 
Gabrielle smoothed her features and shrugged. “As I said, I don’t really care.” She opened the door, letting the afternoon light filter into the dark club. As she walked out the door, she muttered under her breath, “Weakling,” and slammed the door shut.
“Bitch!” Lash yelled after her, knowing full well that she could hear him even if he had whispered it. Without thinking, he grabbed the paper, ripped it to shreds and tossed them in the air. As the white pieces fluttered down to the floor, he drained the last of his whiskey and slammed the glass on the table, shattering it. 
Damn human body and its sensitivity to pain. He winced when he opened his hand and plucked shards of glass from his palm. Blood oozed and dripped on to the table.
“Hon, are you—oh my, you’re bleedin',” a woman drawled. She ran over to the bar and came back with a dishrag. “Wrap this 'round your hand.”
Lash jerked the towel from her, angry that Gabrielle got the better of him.  
“Hey! You don’t have to be so mean,” the woman said.
Lash looked up and peered into a pair of green eyes similar to Gabrielle’s, except much kinder. She gasped.
“You’re beautiful,” she murmured, mesmerized. “Is there anything I can get you?” 
Lash smirked. In their human forms, all angels were seen as striking to humans, even the fallen. Luckily for him, every woman he ran into since he was cast out was desperate for his attention and did anything he asked of her. At first, he didn’t want to take advantage, but when he realized that he was left on his own, he needed to make a living somehow. Beautiful body or not, it needed to be clothed, fed, and sheltered. Humans were so high maintenance.
“No, I’m fine. It’s just a scratch,” Lash said as he wiped his hand and shoved it into his jacket pocket. He knew that within a couple of minutes the wound would be healed. It was one of the gifts he was allowed to have that came in handy over the years.
“Are you sure? It looked pretty bad.”
“Yeah, I’m sure.” He studied her as she picked up the shards of glass carefully and tossed them in a nearby trashcan. In the dimmed bar, she looked like a younger version of Gabrielle. When she returned, his eyes trailed the marks on her arms. His hand touched a baggie inside his pocket, and he smiled. A thought came to his mind as to how he could get back at Gabrielle and have a little fun at the same time.
He gave the women his most smoldering look. “What’s your name?”
Her eyes darkened. “Megan,” she said breathlessly.
He leaned over and tucked a strand of blond hair behind her ear. “Interested in a good time?” 
*** 
Lash concentrated on the pressure that grew in the pit of his stomach. His body swayed back and forth, relishing the heat on his skin—the only type of warmth that could give him respite from the numbness of the last thirty-five years. 
At first, he thought of it as an adventure, living among humans. He was honestly curious what it felt like to be on the other side. He thought he’d be forgiven and taken back into the fold. It wasn’t like he committed a deadly sin or anything like that. But months turned into years, and years into decades. When he realized he was never going home, his heart grew cold.
He squeezed his eyes shut, trying to erase the smug expression on Gabrielle’s face when he was ordered out, but it was seared in his mind. 
It bothered him that he was kicked out so easily. Didn’t they recognize how difficult it was for him to help people who were so ungrateful? It was to the point that many felt entitled to receive what he had to give. People believed that all they had to do was ask and they would receive. Yeah, there were times that he went against orders, but it all worked out in the end, and his assignments were left the better for it. When it came to the little girl who truly did deserve to live, he was going on pure instinct. He had been certain that Michael would be on his side about it. Well, fuck that and fuck his job. 
A moan distracted him from his thoughts, and he looked down at the source. Strands of bottled-blonde hair swayed in synchrony with his hips, brushing against his thighs. Hot, wet sensations engulfed him as he pressed into the slick depths of her mouth faster, desperate for heat, for release from the darkness that overwhelmed him.  
“Fuck!” he cried as the pressure within him erupted. In that small moment, he escaped from the invisible chains that tied him to the cold, and warmth spread across his body. He was home again, walking under the bright blue skies, the sun shining on his face. 
As quickly as it came, it disappeared and a chill slid up his back, causing him to shudder. The stench of rotten eggs and urine hit him abruptly, and his eyes flashed open. He was back in the hellhole that was his life now. Yesterday it was the Triple Leaf Motel; today it was The Lucky Seven Inn. They were all the same. So were the women who helped him find his escape, even if it was only for a minute.
Green eyes gazed at him. He imagined it was her face, the one that had condemned him to his fate to walk the earth, far away from family and friends. “Swallow it.” 
Megan gulped then stood slowly, rubbing her thin, naked body up against his. “Come on, baby, give me a hit,” she purred. 
He reached for his jeans, pulled out a baggie of clear crystal, and tossed it to her.
She squealed and ran to the other side of the room where her purse lay. She threw its contents on the floor, causing a scurry of roaches to run for cover. 
Lash walked to the kitchen, if you could call it that in a one-room studio. He poured a glass of whiskey as he watched Megan. Like a surgeon, her hands moved with precision, holding a lighter under a rusty spoon with one hand and a needle in the other. For a brief moment, his conscience pricked with guilt.
“Oh, baby, this is some good shit!” She loosened the band from her arm, crawled onto the bed, and looked at him seductively. “Why don’t you join me?” 
In the dim light, he saw a hint of the beauty she once was. It was obvious her drug habit had taken its toll—her hair hung limp and greasy, and her skin looked sallow. Needle-tracked arms reached out to him. “Come here. I’ll help you.”
“I’d need a lot more than that to get any kind of lift off.” He picked her clothes from the floor and tossed them to her. “Put them on.”
She tugged a faded, purple t-shirt down her head. “Why is that? Are you some kind of superhuman or something?” 
He snorted. “If I show you something, promise to keep it a secret?”
She crawled to the edge of bed. “Cross my heart and hope to die.” She made the sign of the cross over the left part of her chest.
Lash smirked and took a step back. He dropped his arms to his side, palms facing upward, and relaxed his shoulders. Then, he pushed. 
The girl gasped at the sound of tearing skin.
“What are you doing?” she cried as droplets of blood fell to the floor.
He smiled. “Wait. There’s more.”
Her eyes widened as two white objects emerged, lining the length of his back. He gave one final push and they expanded. 
“What the....” She rubbed her eyes. “Fuck me! You’re an angel.”
She jumped at the sound of someone knocking at the door.
“Lahash, it is I, Raphael. Open the door. I know you are in there.” 
“Go away!” Lash growled. 
The door swung open, and Raphael stepped in. Cold blue eyes glared at Lash. “I have had enough of your nonsense, Lahash.”
“Oh my,” Megan said, her eyes growing wide. “Are you Him? Are you”—she swallowed—“God?” 
Raphael gazed down at the half-naked girl. His eyes softened. “What is your name, my child?”
“Megan.” Glassy eyes stared into his in awe.
Lash took a step forward. “Raphael, you have no—” 
“I know what you are going to say. And you are wrong. I do have a right to be here.” Raphael’s lips pressed into a thin line as he glanced back and forth between Lash’s wings and Megan’s shocked face. “You should not have exposed yourself like that to her. It will only be a hardship for the poor girl.”
“Oh, I exposed parts of myself that you couldn’t even dream of.” Lash zipped up his jeans and smirked. 
“What has happened to you?” Raphael took a step forward, his face shifting from anger to worry. “You have never spoken to me with such disrespect.”
“Thirty-five years happened! What did you expect?” Lash folded his wings into his body and reached for his shirt. “She’ll probably think it’s a part of her high.” For her sake, he hoped she wouldn’t remember. Raphael was right—he should’ve never brought her here. He wasn’t about to admit it to him, though. Gabrielle may have been the one to get him kicked out, but he hadn’t heard from his so-called friend until now.
Raphael shook his head and then turned to Megan with a look of pity. “Come here, my child.”
Megan stumbled her way to Raphael and was about to fall when he caught her. He raised her head, studying her intently. “Do you know who I am?”
“God?” she whispered.
“I am Raphael, Archangel of Healing, Compassion, and Love. You have defiled your body to ease the pain that throbs deep within your soul. He knows what your heart desires. You only have to ask and it shall be given.”
She blinked, confused. “Who is He?”
“He is known by many different names: God, Lord, Allah, Yahweh...all are one and the same. Know this—He loves you.”
“What do I ask for?”
“Whatever you wish.” Raphael cradled her face in his hands.
She gazed into Rafael’s eyes, and her face crumpled. She dropped to her knees, wrapping her arms around his legs. “Make it go away, please. I don’t want to feel the pain anymore.”
Raphael squatted on the floor and took Megan’s hands into his. “The man who calls himself father will not hurt you anymore. You are not a sexual object or the personal sex slave that he made you out to be. You are a child of God, and with faith in Him, you shall find peace.”
Lash’s heart ached when he saw the tears spill down her cheeks, and guilt gnawed at him again. She wasn’t the first woman he’d used. It was easy moving from one girl to the next; it was only sex. They were happy—he was happy. What was the harm? As long as he kept to one-night stands and didn’t get to know them, he was able keep himself behind the wall he’d built. Deep inside, however, he knew what he was doing was selfish and wrong.
Raphael took hold of her arm and hovered his hand over the fresh needle tracks. Megan moaned as a ripple traveled along the length of her arm, like a worm trapped underneath her skin. The movement stopped at the small hole of the injection site and a white gel-like substance oozed out. 
Megan’s eyes widened, and she quivered as the white gel spilled to the floor. When it was over, she gazed at Raphael, her eyes clear and coherent. “Thank you.”
“Go now, and sin no more.”
Megan kissed his hands. Quickly, she put on her jeans and retrieved her purse, throwing its contents and drug paraphernalia into it. When she went to the door, her eyes met Raphael’s, and her cheeks flooded red with embarrassment. 
Raphael touched her cheek lightly. “Remember, what once was, now is no more.”
She broke out into a smile. Looking down at her purse, she turned and tossed it in the trashcan before walking out, head held high.
Lash walked to the trashcan and rummaged through the purse, taking out a lighter and a joint of marijuana. He glared at Raphael, daring him to do something as he lit it and took a puff. 
“Lahash, you can’t tell me that this...this stuff is actually doing anything to you,” Raphael admonished. “Our bodies do not react to foreign substances like human bodies do.” 
“Nope,” he said, holding his breath for a moment and then slowly expelled smoke. “I don’t feel a thing.”
Raphael grimaced. Lash was about to take another hit when—with a wave of Raphael’s hand—the smoke dissipated and the joint turned to ash. “Then why, pray tell, do you even bother sullying your body with it?”
“Because it drives you ape-shit.” He grinned.
Raphael’s eyes turned cold. He grabbed Lash by the neck and threw him against the wall. He leaned in close, his face less than an inch from Lash’s. “It is exactly this attitude that got you banished from Heaven.”
“Like hell, it was.” Lash struggled against him. “That bitch, Gabrielle, got me here. She didn’t have to rat me out.” 
“No, Lahash. It was you. It was all you.” Raphael’s face reddened as he pressed Lash into the wall, causing it to crack. “You interfered with her role and challenged her authority as archangel. All missions are given for a purpose and should be followed accordingly. The girl was not meant to survive the accident.”
“Gabrielle”—he spat her name as if it were something bitter—“was waiting for an opportunity to get me kicked out. She hates me.” 
“That is not true.”
He scowled. “She does. You’re just too blind to see it.”
Raphael closed his eyes, taking a deep breath. His anger was not helping Lash to see reason; it was doing the opposite.
“I know you two are not on the best terms.” 
“That’s an understatement,” Lash muttered.
Raphael ignored him and continued. “She has everyone’s best interest at heart, including yours. I’m sure of it.” He released his hold and stepped away. “You were reckless, disregarding those around you. I do not understand this kind of behavior from you.”
Lash sighed and sat down on the edge of the bed. “I don’t see the point. Why do we bother with what we do? People will do whatever they want to, anyway. Like Megan. She’ll probably be high again within the hour.”
“That’s the problem with you, Lahash. You have lost faith.”
“Faith?” Lash snatched a remote control from the nightstand and turned on the television, flipping through the various channels, pausing a moment between each tap of the button. His jaw clenched as he scowled at each image that littered the screen: men covered in blood, bodies lying on a dirt road, and women shrouded in black, crying out in anguish; a destroyed building with smoke and ash whirling in the air, and women and children spilling out of it, covered in ash; a dark-skinned little boy, no more than four years old, dressed in a pair of muddied shorts, his stomach swollen from hunger and face blank as he stood alone on the side of a road. 
He stopped at a channel that displayed a group of women primping and dressing toddlers to look like high-class hookers with the intent of winning a beauty pageant.
Lash threw the remote, shattering the screen. “Is that what you want me to have faith in? How can I put faith in them?” 
Raphael looked to the cracked television, his eyes glistening. “Lash, do you not think that I have felt the same way you do? I, too, have struggled with placing my faith in people, especially when it seems as though no one cares for anyone else but themselves.” Raphael placed a hand on his shoulder. “Michael has agreed to give you one more chance. He will allow your return if you prove your devotion and faith.”
“Why would I want to do that?” Lash asked, feigning disinterest. The wall he had built around himself, to protect him from getting hurt, was in full force. 
“You can’t fool me. I know you want to return.” 
Shit. He should have known that Raphael would see right through him.
“Fine. What do I need to do?”
Relief flashed in Raphael’s eyes, and he schooled his face as he took out an envelope from the inside pocket of his jacket. “This is the location and the photo of your next assignment.”
Lash sighed as he ripped the envelope open and took the card out. “Naomi Duran,” he read. “Duran. Wait, is she related to Javier Duran?”
Raphael opened his mouth then closed it. Lash could tell there was something important he wanted to tell him, but it looked as though there was also something holding him back. 
“All I can tell you is that it is of vital importance that you keep her safe,” Raphael said.
Lash cursed under his breath. They weren’t going to make it easy for him. He flipped over the card and looked at the photo. A pretty young woman with wide, pale blue eyes looked back at him. The room became still as he studied the photo. He glanced up and found Raphael leaning toward him expectantly. 
“What?” 
“Nothing.” Raphael diverted his eyes. He walked to the sole window in the room and pulled the curtain back. “Take another look. If you need a better quality photo, I can acquire one for you.”
Lash peered at Raphael suspiciously. He was acting strange. Lash glanced down at the photo again. There was something familiar about her that he couldn’t quite put his finger on. He traced a finger over her full red lips. He couldn’t have been assigned to her in the past; he would’ve remembered someone who looked like her. “The photo is fine. So, all I have to do is keep her safe. From what?”
Raphael glanced out the dirty window and then tilted his head as if listening for something. “Let’s make this quick,” he said and marched to Lash. He placed his hand against Lash’s temples, and a vision of Naomi appeared in his mind.
“What the...is she trying to get herself killed?” Lash yelled. 
Rafael withdrew his hand and headed toward the door. 
“You can’t just show me that and run,” Lash said.
“I shouldn’t have shown you that at all.” Raphael’s face lined with worry as he walked out.
Lash ran into the hallway. “Wait! Will Michael at least let me have all my powers back?” 
Raphael continued to walk, his image fading with each step he took. “No. You must do this on your own.” With those final words, he vanished.
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Jane wiped sweaty hands on the hem of her black skirt. She looked out of the tinted window of the Mercedes at the small cluster of people gathered around the closed casket. “This is wrong, Luke. I shouldn’t be here.”
Luke clicked off his phone and patted Jane’s hand. “We’ve discussed this. It would be worse if you didn’t give the family your condolences for their loss,” he said. “You’re perfectly safe. Sal will be right behind you.”
“That’s not what I meant,” she said. The last thing she needed was to intimidate the family with Sal’s presence. “Because of me, the poor man is dead. The last person they want to see is me.”
“It was ruled an accident,” he pointed out.
“The man is dead.” She closed her eyes and pressed a hand to her forehead. Now was not the time to get another migraine. “I wasn’t paying attention to the road and because of that a man lost his life.”
Luke took her hand and gave her an aspirin. “You were not at fault.” He handed her a bottle of water. “One of my sources on the investigation told me that there was alcohol in his system.”
“I’m sure they would’ve found that in mine too if they had bothered to check.” Jane popped the pill in her mouth and turned her attention back to the funeral. A small, elderly woman, probably the man’s mother, leaned against a young man and cried into his chest. 
“You have Sal’s quick thinking to thank for that.” Luke turned to the sound of crunching rocks as a news van pulled up next to the car. “Good. They’re here.”
“You called the media?” Jane gasped. “Unbelievable.”
“Look, Jane. We can’t take any chances with this incident tarnishing your impeccable reputation.”  Luke tapped the back of the driver’s seat. “She’s ready,” he said to Sal.
“I’d rather do this in private.” She loathed the thought of having her apologies broadcasted on the evening news. 
“Your run for political office affects more than you,” Luke said adamantly. “Think of all the manpower and money that went into making you who you are today. You owe it to the party.”
As much as Jane hated to admit it, he was right; too many people relied on her and in the game of politics, image was everything. 
Luke looked down at his watch. “It’ll only be a few minutes. You have the Houston Children’s Hospital fundraiser downtown in an hour.”
Jane’s stomach fluttered. She couldn’t think about leaving this poor family and then heading straight to a fundraiser where she would be giving her speech on the importance of a community supporting each other in times of need. She felt like such a fraud.
The door opened, and Sal extended his hand, waiting. She sighed as she placed her hand into his and stepped out. As they walked toward the gathering, she could feel their eyes looking at her curiously. She kept her distance and waited for the appropriate time to approach the Durans. She couldn’t help but think back to the little boy, Javier, who sat behind her on that fateful day when her flight from Los Angeles went down, killing everyone except for them. 
When she discovered that the man she crashed into was named Javier Duran, she had Luke check his background. The chances of him being the same Javier she was with many years ago were slim, but she couldn’t get rid of the nagging feeling that it was the same person. She was relieved when Luke told her it wasn’t but saddened when she learned that the Javier from the plane had died years ago from cancer.
“Senator.” Sal touched her elbow and led her closer to the gathering.
Jane looked at the news crew and pressed her lips to a thin line. The money shot, she thought. Make sure you get the poster child for the American Federation party in the photo consoling the family. 
As the ceremony drew to a close, Jane waited for the others to leave before she approached. Taking a deep breath, she wiped her hands against her skirt one final time and walked toward the grieving family. 
*** 
It took every ounce of strength for Naomi to stay where she was and not run away from the pain that threatened to overwhelm her. Over the past couple of days of preparing for the funeral, she was able to stave away the grief of losing her father. 
The sight of Welita crying into her black lace handkerchief tore at her heart, and she wondered what kind of god would do this them. Out of all the people in the world, why him? Why now? It wasn’t fair. Her father was finally turning his life around, rebuilding his life, only to lose it in an instant. 
She placed a rose on his coffin and wondered what she was going to do with him gone. It was then that she saw, from the corner of her eye, a svelte woman stepping out of a black Mercedes. Her eyes narrowed when she recognized who it was. Who in the hell does she think she is, coming here?  
She cursed under her breath when a couple of men with cameras followed close behind the senator. 
Chuy nudged her arm. “What’s wrong?”
“Over there.” She tilted her head in the direction of the intruders. “The gall of that woman. She brought her own personal camera crew.”
“We’re done here. I’ll tell Lalo to get the car. Welita doesn’t have to go through this.” Chuy hurried to Welita who was busy talking to the priest.
“Hurry.” Naomi watched the senator as she glided toward them, her heeled shoes crunching on the pebbles that lined the path. A hulking giant of a man trailed behind her. With his black cowboy hat and crocodile boots, he looked like the typical Texan, but the fierce look in his eyes screamed danger. She shivered.
“What’s wrong, Mijita?” Welita stepped up next to her. “Chuy says you want to leave.” 
“It’s getting hot, and the heat isn’t good for your heart condition,” Naomi said. “We need to get you home.”
Welita looked bewildered. “My heart is—”
“Mrs. Duran,” Jane called out.
“Shit,” Naomi muttered under her breath. 
Welita turned and recognition crossed her face. “Senator Sutherland.”
Naomi stepped in front of Welita. “Senator, we have nothing to say to you.” She took Welita’s arm and pointed her to the direction of their car. 
“No, please,” Jane said as she stepped forward. “Please, don’t take offense. I’m here to offer my condolences.”
Naomi whipped around. “You’re not here for us.” She threw a glance at the news cameras. “You’re here for your own benefit, you bi—”
“No seas grocera, Naomi!” Welita reprimanded. “Mind your tongue.”
“I’m sorry, Welita. This woman doesn’t deserve any kindness. She comes waltzing here with her fancy Mercedes like she owns the place, thinking that she can say ‘I’m sorry’ and we’ll fall all over ourselves and forgive her.” 
“That’s not my intention at all. Look”—Jane took a deep breath—“let’s calm down before things get out of hand.”
“Calm down? Calm down?” Naomi let go of Welita and took an ominous step toward Jane, her hands curling into fists. “Lady, you have no idea what I’m capable of.”
“Chuy, stop her,” Welita said, her eyes widening as she watched Sal reach into the inside of his suit. 
Jane touched Sal’s arm and shook her head. He hesitated and stepped back, his hand still inside his jacket. 
“Come on, Naomi.” Chuy grabbed her arm. “You’re making Welita upset.”
“Me? I’m making her upset? She”—Naomi pointed to Jane—“she’s the one that started it by showing her face around here.” Naomi struggled to get out of Chuy’s tight grasp, her voice turning into a fevered pitch. “She wants to be in the news. I’ll put her in the news. I’ll make her video go viral.”
“Naomi...stop.” Welita began to wheeze. 
“Let’s calm down,” Jane said. “I’m sure—”
“Shut the fuck up!” Naomi growled then glanced at Welita. “Look what you’re doing to my grandmother.” She then turned to the TV crew. “Are you getting this? Is harassing an old woman enough to get your ratings up or do you need some blood?”
“Knock it off. Now!” Chuy shook Naomi and then gripped her face. “Look at me. Get a hold of yourself. What would your father say if he saw you acting like this?”
Naomi looked at Chuy and blinked. In his brown eyes, she saw her father. Awareness filled her, and she heard Welita sobbing behind her, her soft voice begging her to go with them back to the house. She wanted to stay angry. Rage was the only thing that was holding back the dark sorrow that threatened to overtake her. She looked down at Welita and then back at Chuy. Pain came in full force as she realized how she was hurting the only family she had left. She had to let go—for now.
Tears pricked her eyes, and she swallowed hard as the fire within her grew cold. The last thing she wanted to do was to give the world a view of her bawling.  
Without another word, she went to Welita, kissed her cheek, and wrapped an arm around her thin shoulder as she led her to the car.
“Mrs. Duran. If there is anything I can do....”
That woman won’t give up. Naomi gripped the door handle in response to Jane’s words, but she didn’t turn. She took a deep breath and vowed that she would find a way to make sure that the senator would pay for what she did. One way or another, she’d find justice for her father.
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Hidden in the shadows behind Welita’s house, Lash peeked through the open window hoping he’d find Naomi. He had gone to the address that was given to him, but when he found she wasn’t there, he searched the apartment for clues as to where she might be. Given the vision Raphael had shown him, he obviously needed to keep careful watch and couldn’t wait until she returned. 
While searching her apartment for clues to her whereabouts, he found nothing unusual: a small and sparse bedroom, a living room with textbooks lining book shelves, a kitchen that was spotless, except for the stack of papers on the table. He glanced at the newspaper placed on top of the pile. It was opened to the obituary pages, and a photo of a middle-aged man smiled out at him. Underneath the photo was a name: Javier Duran.
Lash snatched the paper and read it closely. There were a few sentences stating that Javier was a graduate of the University of Texas and that his wife was deceased. What caught his attention were two of the names listed as surviving family members: Naomi and Anita Duran.
He recalled the young women with jet-black hair and pink tinted glasses talking on the phone. Anita was Javier’s mother. The same little boy he’d been assigned to years ago, and now, he was dead. Lash threw the paper back on the table and ran his hand though his hair, frustrated. What was going on? The kid he’d saved didn’t even get to live out his life. 
He paced the floor, thinking. There had to be a reason why Michael specifically had him assigned to Naomi, and it would be more than just proving his faith and loyalty, but what? 
Lash eyed a laptop on the coffee table in the living room and picked it up. Whatever the connection was, he’d find out soon enough, but first he needed to find Naomi. He did a quick Google search and found Anita’s home address. He thought that Naomi might be there, given that today was the funeral, and headed straight to Anita’s house. 
When Lash approached the small white house, he heard muffled voices arguing. He snuck into the backyard and saw movement behind an open window.
“Don’t deny it, Naomi. It did cross your mind that your father was probably drunk,” said a deep voice.
“He promised me, Chuy. He said he hadn’t touched the stuff in over a month,” Naomi said heatedly.
“The newspapers said—”
“Screw the papers. I know my father.” 
Lash was taken aback with the strength of Naomi’s voice, so different from the sweet smile in the photo he was given. He moved into a better position to try to get a look at her. He was curious to see how someone who looked so delicate could sound like that. Once he leaned in, however, all he got was an eyeful of Chuy’s broad shoulders covered in a white tank top.
“Come on, Naomi,” he said. “You had doubts.”
Naomi held her breath and then exhaled slowly. “Yes, I did. When I saw him near the beer, I admit I was a bit nervous. Before he left for work, we talked. He was sober. I know it. There was no way he would’ve had time to stop somewhere and—”
“Shh, Welita’s coming.”
Welita shuffled into the kitchen. “Why do you act like I can’t hear? I can hear you all the way down the hall.” 
“You should be resting. Why are you up?” Chuy moved away from the window.
Lash’s breath caught as he finally saw Naomi, leaning against the refrigerator. His eyes traveled up her long legs, one foot pressed against the door. The sleeves and neckband of the black rock band t-shirt she wore were cut off, leaving her pale shoulders bare. Dark lashes framed intense pale blue eyes that danced between Welita and Chuy. A strange sensation swept over him, and his heart pounded. There was something about her eyes. He’d seen them somewhere before, but he couldn’t put his finger on it. 
Welita walked toward the pantry. “I came to get some food for...what’s that?” 
What the hell? Lash ducked as Welita turned to the window. How could she see me? It was dark outside, and there was no light to give his presence away. 
“What’s wrong?” Naomi asked.
“I thought I saw something by the window,” Welita said.
Bare feet padded across the floor, and Lash heard the window pane being shoved higher. He held his breath as Naomi peered out. The wind blew and the scent of jasmine and vanilla intertwined with musk wafted through the air. She smelled as sensual as she looked. 
“I don’t see anything.” Naomi drew back into the kitchen. 
“I wonder if it’s her again.” Welita opened the pantry door and took out a can of dog food.
“Her who?” Chuy took out a can opener from the drawer and handed it to Welita. 
“Rebecca,” she said. 
“Who’s Rebec—ow! Bear, stop jumping on me. I’m not the one with the food,” Naomi said. 
There was movement and what sounded like paws clicking on the floor. 
“Welita you need to get Bear’s nails trimmed. She’s scratching my legs.”
Damn, a dog. As much as Lash liked furry little creatures, he’d yet to meet one that liked him. It’s as if they could sense something was off with him. He wondered how long he had before the dog would pick up on his scent. Would Bear attack him like the others in the past had tried? He fought back the urge to sneak a peek to see the size of the dog. Being bitten wasn’t a problem since he healed quickly, but he’d rather not deal with the pain. If Bear picked up on his scent, it would make it difficult to look after Naomi from a distance.
“Bear. Stop bothering Naomi and come over so I can feed you. Silly dog,” Welita said. She placed a bowl on the floor and tossed the can’s contents in it. “Don’t you remember? I told you about Rebecca.”
Chuy chuckled. 
Welita frowned. “It’s not funny.”
“What, Chuy?” Naomi asked. “Who is she?”
“She thinks Rebecca is her guardian angel.”
“I don’t think it. I know it.” Welita walked to the trashcan and dropped the can into it. “She came to me the night Javier died.”
“She thinks she had a vision,” Chuy explained to Naomi.
“About what?” 
Lash was curious, too. He went through the angels he knew. There were so many of them. Because they were always working in various locations, there was no way that he could know all of them. The name Rebecca didn’t ring any bells. 
“She told me that Javier was a good boy and that he was set up,” Welita said.
Naomi pushed herself off the counter. “What do you mean, set up?”
“She said that Javier didn’t drink anything that night and that someone staged it so that everyone would blame him for the accident instead of the senator.”
“Uh, Welita, maybe you’re confused with something you saw on TV?” Naomi’s voice was hesitant. “Maybe a reporter was doing some undercover work on the senator?” 
“I’m not confused. It was Rebecca.” Welita sounded adamant.
Naomi turned to Chuy. “Do you know a Rebecca? Maybe she’s one of the neighbors?”
“There’s nothing wrong with my mind,” Welita said vehemently. “I have a guardian angel, and her name is Rebecca.”
“There’s no one by that name in the neighborhood,” Chuy said.
“How about church?”
“Hmm...” Chuy furrowed his brows deep in thought. “I know she talks to a Raquel sometimes. You know, the lady that makes the tamales and sells them out of her home.”
“Oh, yeah, those are good.”
“Stop acting like I’m senile.” Welita huffed. “There’s nothing wrong with me. Rebecca warned us to stay away from the senator. She said that the people who helped her with the cover up were dangerous.”
Lash wondered who Rebecca was and why she was there. If she was sent on an assignment to look over the family, then why did Michael send him, too? It was highly unusual for a family to have more than one angel assigned to them. He’d have to remember to ask Raphael the next time he saw him—if he bothered coming back. 
“That doesn’t surprise me,” Naomi said. “They were able to make the entire city of Houston believe that my father was driving drunk and make it look like it was his fault that he died.” She paced the floor growing angrier by the second. “I’m getting sick and tired of people like that taking advantage of others. Just because our family isn’t rich, it doesn’t give them the right to run all over us.”
“I bet that billionaire dude had something to do with it,” Chuy said. “I saw him sitting in the car, waiting for her.”
Naomi hit the side of her thigh with her fists as she continued to pace. “There has to be a way to expose them. Maybe some type of function with a lot a media.”
“The news said there’s a fundraiser at the Plaza tonight. She’s the guest speaker.”
“What time is it?” Naomi asked as she rushed out of the kitchen.
Lash bolted up, wondering what Naomi had in mind. By the tone of her voice, she was up to something that sounded like trouble. How was he going to stop her without revealing himself? He groaned. It would be much easier if he could go back to his angel form.
“Where are you going?” Welita went down the hall after Naomi.
“The Plaza,” Naomi yelled back. 
“Didn’t you hear what I said? It’s too dangerous,” Welita said. 
“Chuy will go with me.” Naomi emerged with a backpack and helmet in hand.
“I will?” 
Naomi scowled. “Yes, you will. Pick me up at my apartment in an hour. It’ll look too suspicious if we drive up in my bike.”
“Yeah.” Chuy looked out through the screen door at the beat up ’78 Buick Electra parked on the street. “We’ll definitely blend in with that thing.”
“Just do it, Chuy. I need to go home and change.” She took in his paint-splattered jeans and wife beater. “You should put your suit back on.”
“I don’t have to dress up for them.”
“You need to so we can blend in. Everyone’s probably going to be in tuxes or evening gowns. You don’t by any chance have a tuxedo, do you?”
“I have a tuxedo t-shirt.”
“Never mind,” Naomi said, exasperated. “Put your suit back on.”
“Please, Naomi. Be careful,” Welita said.
Bear barked.
“Calm down, Bear. I’m opening the door.” The door squealed open as she spoke. “Welita, we’ll be in public the entire time. I’m just going to have a few words with her. She was the one who came to us, remember?”
Lash stopped listening to the conversation when he heard a high-pitched growl around the corner. He stepped away slowly, wishing again that he had some of his powers back.
He heard the sound of the motorcycle starting up and cursed. There was no way he’d be able to keep up with Naomi without flying. 
He needed to get back to his apartment and try to find out the location of the Plaza. He carefully took a step and a blur of reddish-brown fur headed straight to him. The Chihuahua yapped and jumped at his feet, and Lash looked wide-eyed at the tiny dog. 
I was worried about that? He chuckled. Despite all the jumping and annoyingly high-pitched sounds she was making, Bear was a cute dog. 
Lash bent down to pet her, and she bit his finger. “Shit.” He jerked away his hand and sucked on his finger. The dog gave him a funny look like she was laughing at him. 
“I guess that means we’re not going to be friends,” he said to her.
“Bear? Bear! Come back inside,” Welita called out.
The dog turned its head in the direction of her owner’s voice, looked at Lash, growled, and barked. She then turned and ran back into the house.
He sighed. This was going to be a long assignment. Gazing into the evening sky, he said, “And thirty-five years wasn’t enough laughs for you?” 
*** 
Lash tugged at the collar of his tuxedo as he stood in the corner of the ballroom. It took him two hours to find a place that rented tuxedos and grab a taxi to drive him to the Plaza. He thought he’d be too late when he arrived, but Naomi and Chuy were nowhere to be found.
He walked around the periphery, taking in the number of people dressed in their finest. Toward the front, the podium was set off with at least a dozen microphones ready to pick up every single word uttered. 
A short woman in a long flowing pink gown walked to the podium and stood for a moment, waiting for the room to silence. “Ladies and gentlemen, the Houston Children’s Hospital thanks you for your donations. I’d also like to give a special appreciation to Mr. Luke Prescott for the Prescott Foundation’s generous donation.”
The room broke into applause, and Lash saw a distinguished-looking man standing next to a woman he assumed to be the senator. The man bowed slightly to the woman at the podium.
“As you know, the hospital is near and dear to Senator Sutherland,” the woman continued. “The senator and the Prescott Foundation have been our biggest supporters. Every penny spent provides quality health care for impoverished children in the city. Please help me welcome Senator Jane Sutherland.”
The senator shook the woman’s hand and stood behind the podium, waiting for the applause to die down. “Thank you, Lilith.” Her soft voice echoed through the room. “It is an honor for me to be here tonight. We all know the fine work that you do for the children of Houston.”
Lash looked around the room as the senator continued with her speech. He expected Naomi to step forward. Minutes passed, and she was nowhere in sight. He wondered if she had changed her mind. He was about to leave when he heard a commotion in the back of the room. He didn’t have to turn to know who it was. 
High-heeled shoes clacked on the floor as Naomi marched toward the front of the room. Lash stood slack-jawed at the sight of her. This did not look like the girl in the torn shorts and t-shirt he saw a few hours earlier. Her black dress hugged her hips, accentuating her curves. She wore her hair up, curled wisps falling down her neck and along her forehead, framing a pair of blazing eyes. She was breathtaking.
“Senator,” Naomi called out when she reached the front of the room.  
Lash mentally slapped himself to attention. This wasn’t the time or place to be noticing stupid things like how the dark curls around her temples highlighted the sheen of her skin or how his fingers itched to trace the little patch of freckles on the base of her neck.
He was jolted to reality when he saw a menacing-looking man in a cowboy hat and crocodile boots step up next to Luke Prescott. 
He watched Crocodile Boots carefully, curious as to what he would do. Even from where Lash stood, his enhanced seeing ability allowed him to see Crocodile Boots’ face clearly as if he were standing right in front of him. 
As Naomi approached the podium, the man’s eyes turned dark, and he took a step toward her. Lash immediately pushed his way through the crowd to get closer. Even though they were in a crowded room with hundreds of witnesses and cameras, instinct told him that Crocodile Boots wouldn’t hesitate to stop Naomi from what she was doing—at any cost.
Lash was about to position himself right behind Naomi when he heard Luke Prescott take a sharp intake of breath. His eyes locked with Luke’s and recognition crossed them. Lash blinked, wondering what Luke saw when a blinding pain stabbed behind his eyes. He clutched his head, and a vision of rolling hills and a pretty woman calling out to him flickered across his mind. As quickly as it came, the vision disappeared.
What the hell was that? Lash rubbed his temples at the lingering dull ache. He looked back at Naomi, who was arguing with a couple of security guards near the stage. He then glanced over at Luke, who smiled and placed a hand on the giant’s arm. “Not here, Sal.” 
“Isn’t she the one?” Sal murmured as he glanced down at Naomi.
“Yes, she is.” Luke placed a finger over his mouth, deep in thought as he glanced between Lash and Naomi, who was now making a spectacle of herself. 
Lash furrowed his brow. It was as if Luke knew who he was. If only this damn headache would go away. He couldn’t focus on anything. He knew it was possible to get headaches; after all, his body was still a human body. He couldn’t recall the last time he had one, though. 
“Make it quick,” Luke said. 
Sal nodded and made his way toward Naomi.
Lash attempted to intervene when the pain in his head intensified and black dots blurred his vision. He groaned and pressed his hands against his head.
“Are you okay, son?” 
When he looked up, all he could see was a blur of a man with salt and pepper hair. The room swayed, and he felt sick to his stomach. 
“You don’t look well. Let me get someone over here to help you,” the voice said. 
Lash struggled to push away the pain. He had to get to Naomi. Where was she?
“Let me go,” he heard Naomi’s yell. There was a murmur that rippled through the crowd, and he knew Crocodile Boots got her. 
“No,” Lash groaned. “There’s somewhere I have to be.”
“You won’t get away with this senator.” Her voice sounded farther away. 
He’s taking her. I have to get to her, Lash thought.
A cool hand brushed his temple, and his head felt like it was about to explode. He stumbled, trying to get out of the room as if he could escape from the pain. A hand caught him and through his blurred vision, he saw a silver ring with a red stone. 
“Come on, son. Let me help you,” the voice said, its owner gripping his shoulder.
Lash opened his mouth, about to tell the voice that he didn’t need any help, but quickly shut it. He swallowed hard to keep down the bile that was searing his throat. What was going on? What was happening to him?
“Hizaher,” the voice whispered into his ear.
For a moment, the shock of hearing Hebrew made him forget about the stabbing pain in his head.
“Remember,” the voice repeated his command in English.
The pain intensified as another image seared through his mind. This time, the woman was out in the fields, carrying a basket, and her beautiful hazel eyes gazed lovingly at him. 
He felt the hand on his shoulder lift, and the vision and pain vanished. Lash blinked. He was back in the room. He looked up, and the strange man was gone. It was as if nothing had happened. 
He quickly looked to the podium. The senator appeared to be shaken and wore a forced smile. Everyone in the room was looking at her, laughing at a joke she had just made. There was a loud applause as she stepped away from the podium. Luke held out his hand to assist her, and Lash saw a flash of red on his finger. 
Impossible. He couldn’t be on stage and with Lash at the same time. And the language he spoke, he hadn’t heard it in centuries. Lash shook the thoughts away—he didn’t have time to dwell on it. He had to go after Naomi. 
He pushed his way through the crowd, listening intently, hoping to hear her. When he ran out into the foyer, he heard her cussing up a storm.
“This guy giving you trouble?” Chuy and another guy stepped into the foyer. 
Lash ducked behind a pillar. He didn’t know whether to be relived or laugh at the sight of the pair. Chuy looked normal in his navy suit compared to his companion, a heavy-set guy wearing a faux tuxedo t-shirt. He had a scowl on his face as if trying to appear tough, but Lash could tell from the way his eyes moved side to side nervously and the sweat on his brow that he was scared.
“Chuy. Lalo.” Naomi breathed with relief.
The room was tense for a moment, and Lash looked to see what was going on. Sal appeared to be sizing them up. Chuy looked like he could handle himself, but Sal had the look of a well-trained assassin. Lash was about to step up when he heard a loud whirling noise. 
“Perdóname,” the janitor said when he bumped into Sal with the floor polish machine. 
“You need to leave,” Sal growled. “This is a private matter.”
“Qué?” the janitor asked looking confused.
“Leave.”
“Qué?”
Sal looked down at him suspiciously and then over at Chuy and Lalo. He let go of Naomi. “Leave the premises at once and don’t come back,” he told her. With that, he glared at the janitor before disappearing back into the ballroom.
“Yeah, that’s right. You better leave,” Lalo threw up his arms, yelling out after him. “When you see brown, you best not come ‘round—ow! Why’d you hit me?” He scowled at Naomi, rubbing his side.
“Because you’re acting like a fool,” Naomi hissed. “What took you guys so long?”
“They charge twenty bucks for valet parking,” Chuy said. “I couldn’t find a place nearby to park.”
Naomi rolled her eyes. “Come on. I’m going back inside.”
“I don’t think that’s a good idea. That Dwayne ‘The Rock’ Johnson look-a-like let you off easy.” 
“Ooh, he does look like The Rock,” Lalo said excitedly. 
“Knock it off, Lalo.” Naomi slapped a black clutch against his chest. “I’m going back in there.”
Chuy grabbed her arm. “They might call the cops on you.”
“I don’t care.”
“Welita will.”
“She’ll understand.”
“She’ll bail you out. You want her to do that. She’ll use all her savings to do it, whether you like it or not.”
Her face fell, changing instantly from fury to sadness. 
“Look, I know you want to do something, but let’s face it,” Chuy’s voice grew soft, “no one’s going to bother listening to people like us. We’re a blip to them, a number.”
Lash’s heart broke as he saw Naomi struggle to hold back the tears that glistened in her eyes. The fire that has lit her up, making her face glow with fiery beauty, was now gone, and he ached for her. It was a feeling he hadn’t felt for anyone in a long time.
“Señorita,” the janitor said timidly. “Are you okay?”
“You speak English?” Naomi asked, surprised.
“Of course.” He grinned. “I worked with your father on the night shift cleaning offices. I recognized you from the picture he always showed to the crew. He was so proud of you.”
Naomi blinked rapidly. “Thank you,” she choked.
“He was a good man.”
Naomi smiled sadly. “Yes, he was. If you’ll excuse us, we need to go.” She turned and walked toward the exit. Placing her hand on the door handle, she paused. 
Chuy gently put a hand on her back. “It’s over, Naomi.”
She nodded, and as she walked out the door, her body sagged with defeat.
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Lash pulled a small plastic baggie from his pocket and looked at his watch, wondering what was taking so long. A door squeaked open, and then he saw a reddish-brown bullet fly around the corner of the house, heading straight toward him. 
Bear bounced up and down, her little pink tongue hanging out. 
“Oh, so now you’re happy to see me,” Lash said. “Or are you happy to see this?” He waved the bag filled with Vienna sausages. 
Bear barked. 
“Shh.” He went to the corner of the house to see if anyone had heard her. Over the past couple of weeks, he managed to keep a low profile as he watched over Naomi. It wasn’t difficult to do. Most of the time she stayed at Welita’s house, and when she wasn’t there, she was at her apartment or at work. The only time he wasn’t able to keep as close tabs on her was when she went on her evening rides. At first, it was easy to keep up with her. Since she went on her rides at night, it was easy to fly without being caught, and she never rode too far. Today, Lash had to turn back before he went too far and wasn’t able to get back on his own. He cursed the fact that he was limited in the distance he was able to fly. Why bother giving him an assignment if he couldn’t use all of his gifts?
Lash tossed a sausage to Bear. Naomi was getting more reckless. Lately, she started to ride the bike faster, and he worried that she would get into an accident. It was as if she was hoping something would happen. 
Bear gobbled the morsel with two bites and looked at him, panting for more. He tossed her another one and sat down on the grass, watching her as she ate. When she was done, she curled up on his lap. “I guess we’re friends now.”
Bear licked his fingers in response. 
Lash chuckled. During the days that he’d spent watching Naomi, he figured that he had to find some way to keep the dog quiet. There was no better way to win a person’s heart—or a dog’s—than food.
He scratched behind Bear’s ear, something he’d seen Naomi do whenever she was visiting. After one of her rides, she’d sit in the living room and stare off into space. Bear would get a sad look in her eyes as if sensing her owner’s pain. The dog would lick her fingers cautiously until Naomi would snap out of it and place the dog in her lap. 
Bear’s ears perked up.
“You hear her coming, too, huh?”
Bear wagged her tail.
“Okay, go back inside. You know how she gets after her rides.”
Bear barked in response and ran to the front yard. Lash peeked around the corner to watch. A mass of dark hair spilled out of Naomi’s helmet as she took it off. Her eyes looked puffy and her nose red. Tear streaks stained her cheeks. Lash shook his head and wished he could do something to take away her pain. He couldn’t understand why he cared. He’d been on lots of assignments where he had to watch people struggle with grief, but there was something about Naomi that touched him. She was like a wild bird, full of life and fire, that had her wings clipped, no longer able to fly. The girl he first saw ceased to exist.  
“Hey, Bear,” Naomi said sadly as she bent down and patted her head. 
The porch door swung open, and Chuy jogged out barefoot. “It’s about time you got back. Where were you?”
“None of your business.” She pulled the key from the ignition and got off the bike.
“Welita is worried about you riding that thing.”
“She’s always worried.”
“It’s different this time. A friend of hers saw you a couple of days ago on your bike. She said you were doing eighty, maybe even ninety.”
“So?” She crossed her arms.
Chuy scowled. “So Welita doesn’t want to wake up one morning and find out you’re splattered all over the highway. Neither do I.”
“Don’t worry about it. I know how to ride.” Naomi headed for the front door. 
Chuy blocked her. “Give me the keys.” He held his hand out.
“What?”
“Give. Me. The keys.”
“Screw you. I’m not giving you anything. Get out of my way,” she said as she attempted to walk around him.
Lash clenched his hands into fists as he watched Chuy grip her arm. He’d never seen Chuy manhandle her. Family member or not, Lash was ready to do him bodily harm if he did anything to hurt her. 
“Stop it, Chuy. I’m not giving you my bike.” She wrapped her fingers around the keys and held them behind her back.
Chuy grabbed her fist and attempted to pry her hand open. “I’m taking them whether you like it or not. I don’t want Welita worried about you every time you get on that thing.”
Bear ran around in circles, barking, as Naomi tried to pull her hand away from him.
“You’re hurting my hand.” Naomi hit his muscled brown arm. 
Lash was about to risk his hiding place and go after him when Bear growled and lunged at Chuy, biting his big toe.
“Damn it, Bear. Knock it off.”
Lash grinned as he watched Chuy hop on his other foot while trying to rub his injured toe. He was beginning to really like that dog.
Naomi threw back her head and laughed. “Are you okay?” 
“Do I look okay?” He sat on the porch steps and examined his toe. “I think she broke the skin.”
Naomi sat down next to him and examined his toe. “You big baby. She can barely make a dent with all those callouses.”
Chuy dropped his foot on the ground, and his face turned serious. “Look, Naomi. I’m all for you having your own ride. I was the one who fixed it up for you, but I’m worried about Welita.”
Naomi sighed. “I know. It’s just that”—she swallowed—“it’s the only thing that’s keeping me together.”
“Please, Naomi.” Chuy looked at her sadly. “Do it for Welita? Give her some peace of mind. It’ll only be for a while.”
Naomi looked sadly at her motorcycle and then back at Chuy. “Okay,” she said as she dropped the keys into his lap. 
“Aren’t you coming inside?” Chuy asked as Naomi walked away from the house.
“I’m going home.” Naomi ran a hand over the bike as she passed it.
“Wait. I’ll give you a ride.”
“Don’t bother. I’ll catch the bus.”
Chuy jogged to her and stopped her by placing a hand on her shoulder. She turned to face him. “Hey, you’re not mad at me, are you?”
“No, I’m not mad,” she said. “I just want to be alone.” 
“It’ll only be for a while. You’ll get your bike back soon,” he said. “I promise.”
Lash saw the look on her face as she turned away from Chuy and walked down the street to the bus stop. He caught a glimpse of her face as she passed underneath a streetlight, and he was overwhelmed with trepidation. Most of the time, he went to his own place when she settled in for the night. This time he had a feeling that he should stay near her apartment—just in case. 
*** 
The pounding of the drums and the screeching of the electric guitar reverberated throughout the dark room and into Naomi’s chest, a daily ritual since she had lost hope she could ever find justice for her father. The fire within her was dead. Who would ever listen to or even believe someone like her? She wasn’t rich or powerful. She was nobody. She turned up the bass as far as it would go.
Thump. Thump. Thump.
She immersed herself into the wall of sound, desperate to shake off the numbness, hoping the pulsations of the music would substitute for the lively heartbeat that should be beating inside a girl who just graduated from college and starting out in life. Instead, her heart and soul were slowly dying. 
Thump. Thump. Thump.
The music, the woman’s voice crying, pleading to be brought back to life, it had helped before. Maybe it would again. Naomi waited, not knowing if she could snap herself out of it this time. She tried. Every day, she tried to live the life her parents had wanted for her. And after they died, only her grandmother and Chuy could lift the darkness from her. After a while, even that stopped working.
She knew it would.
She hoped the music would help her to feel something, anything but the overwhelming numbness. It wasn’t enough. 
Naomi sighed as she pulled out a notepad and pen from her desk drawer. She clicked the pen and paused, thinking about what she wanted to say to Chuy. There wasn’t much she needed to tell him. He and Welita would know why she did it, but she wanted to make sure that they understood that there was nothing they could do about it. She had tried. She really did try to find a little bit of the happiness she once had. Even the job that she was so excited to have, connecting impoverished families in the community with resources, couldn’t fill the emptiness in her heart. 
She scribbled on the pad, the words flowing out of her, about how much she loved them. She left her bike to Chuy. He loved that bike as much as she did. He took so much pride in fixing it up for her. 
“Please don’t think it was your fault because you took it away from me,” Naomi said to the empty room. He was right to take it away. Welita read her like an open book. Nothing got past that woman. The rush of adrenaline Naomi got when she came close to skidding out of control was the only thing that made her feel alive anymore, and even that was fading. She’d been pushing herself closer and closer to the point of losing control and finding herself splattered on the road, as Chuy had put it. 
She had thought about getting a gun. Given the bad neighborhood they lived in, she could’ve used the excuse that she was getting it to protect herself. If it weren’t for Chuy’s following her every move, she would have. Ever since the day of her father’s funeral, she could feel someone’s eyes on her. She knew it was him. Who else was insane enough to follow her, especially when she went down the most crime-ridden streets in Houston?
She folded up the notes and placed them in two envelopes. She laid them on the coffee table. There was one more thing she had to do. Naomi grabbed her laptop and sat on the floor. Clicking on the keys, she logged into her bank account. Whatever happened, she had to make sure that Welita was taken care of. Chuy would watch over her and be there for her but, financially, things were tight for them. Welita could stretch out what little money Naomi left to her. With a click of a button, she transferred all of her savings to her grandmother’s account. She then shut the computer off and pushed it aside. 
One more thing to do and she was set. She brushed her hair to the side to take off the crucifix necklace her father had given her. As she took it off, she recalled the look on his face as he gave it to her, and a wave of guilt hit her. 
“I’m so sorry.” 
Sorry she couldn’t live the future her parents had dreamed for her. Sorry that she didn’t have the power to make things right for her family. She was tired of fighting. Why bother when there was always someone bigger, stronger, and more powerful to knock you down every time you try to pull yourself up?
She picked up the razor, her fingers gliding over the cool blade. A simple trip to the local drug store was all it took to acquire the instrument that she prayed would be a release for her frozen soul.
One. Two. Three vibrant red slashes appeared as she slid the blade across her wrist. Tears pricked her eyes as the pain ran up her arm. She rocked back and forth as she watched the blood drip onto the floor. 
As much as it hurt, it felt good to finally feel something—anything. Pain. It was the only thing that made her feel like she was still alive. For a moment, she thought of Welita and she questioned what she was about to do. It wasn’t too late. The cuts weren’t deep. But the pain faded, leaving her cold and empty again. There was nothing left. Not for her.
Wiping her hand on her jeans, she gripped the blade, flipped her left hand over, and touched the tip to the darkest point of the blue vein.
“Forgive me.” 
Gritting her teeth, she slid the blade downward. She cried out, and the razor clinked on the ground as it fell out of her hand.
Blood streamed down her arm, and she watched as it splashed on the floor. There was more pain now, but there was also a sense of peace. This would be over soon.
As the room began to spin, she let herself collapse to the floor, pressing her cheek against the coolness of it. “It’s almost over.” She prayed that she’d go quickly.
Time ticked by, and her hands slowly began to numb. Her vision blurring, a heavy wave of exhaustion washed over her, and Naomi closed her eyes. From a distance, she could hear knocking on her door.
“Naomi, open up!” The doorknob rattled when she didn’t respond. “Damn it, Naomi!”
Through a haze of white noise, Naomi heard a loud crash and the splintering of wood.
“Open.” 
Bam.
“The.” 
Bam.
“Door!”
A shadow loomed over her as Naomi slipped into the darkness, and strong hands lifted her. 
“No,” she murmured and passed out.
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Naomi opened her eyes to white mist. Her legs felt heavy, and she tried to move them. Nothing. She pressed her palms on a damp hard surface and pushed herself into a sitting position. 
What is this? She brushed her hand against the wood’s bleached texture. She expected to find herself in a bed or still on the floor of her apartment. She looked around and blinked, trying to see through the thick mist. Where am I?
A tingling sensation spread through her legs as she slapped them awake. A cool breeze sent a shiver through her. She was outside, somewhere. The mist slowly began to dissipate, and she heard seagulls flying overhead. She looked up as one bird spread its white wings and soared through the sky. The tips of its wings were black as if dipped in ink. The sky began to spin, and she gripped the wooden floor to keep her balance. When the dizzy spell passed, she noticed that she sat on the bottom step of a platform facing a mass of water. 
Waves tossed the grey waters, and seagulls dove in, catching their early morning meal. That is, she thought it was morning. It was hard to tell with the thick fog. She eased herself up and shuffled across the wooden platform, her legs still feeling wobbly. There was something oddly familiar about this place. 
To her right, a flash of red caught her attention, and she blinked several times with disbelief. That’s the golden gate bridge! 
She pressed her hands against her temples. Her head felt like it wanted to explode.  What’s going on?  
She tried to remember the last thing she did: the music, the letters, the razor blade. “I guess I did it. I’m dead. So is San Francisco Heaven or Hell?” 
“That would depend on you.” 
She spun around and yelped when she saw a tall figure glide toward her as if it were as weightless as the mist that surrounded them. Her eyes scanned the area, looking for something to protect herself with, even though logic told her if she were in Hell, it would be useless to even try. As the figure grew closer, she felt a strange sense of calm fill her. Then she saw him. Cornflower-blue eyes held onto hers as he approached her cautiously. His porcelain skin was flawless, yet the way he carried himself, it seemed like he was older than his appearance let on. 
She tore her eyes away from his unearthly face and mentally slapped herself. Her father taught her that looks can be deceiving and always to be on guard with strangers, especially other men. Her fight-or-flight response came into full gear. She clenched her fist and straightened up, attempting to make herself look bigger than she was. Growing up in Houston, if you didn’t look like you could take care of yourself, you were toast.
“Who the fuck are you?” Naomi tilted her head up, hoping she sounded tough. 
The man flinched. “Please do not use that type of language in my presence.”
This was a first. Naomi looked at him suspiciously. Normally, she would have been offended by having someone scolding her about her colorful language. No one, except Welita and her parents, could get away with it. For some reason, this stranger’s reprimand made her feel extremely guilty.
“Uh, sorry. You caught me by surprise. Who are you?”
“My name is Raphael. I’m here to help you.”
“Well, you can help me by telling me how I got here.”
“I believe you have the answer to that.”
“If I did, I wouldn’t be asking.” This man was strange. Beautiful, but strange. There had to be something wrong with him.
He frowned at her. It was the type of frown that made her feel guilty again. What was it with this guy and guilt?
“A little help would be nice...please.” She added when he looked at her expectantly. It was the same look Welita gave her when she didn’t remember her manners. 
He smiled and approached her, extending his hand. “May I?”
She nodded slowly. He looked harmless, but she still went over the few self-defense moves Chuy had taught her, just in case. She knew she should have crashed Chuy’s class. 
He placed a hand on her head. She felt a jolt and then heard a humming sound. A series of images flashed through her mind: her parents, smiling, and posing underneath the Pier 39 sign; her ten year-old self tugging on her mother’s hand and pointing to the sea lions sunbathing on the platforms across the pier; her father kissing her mother as the sun melted into the ocean. 
She jerked away, the pain of the memory hurting more than the physical pain in her head. “What was that?”
“You didn’t recognize it? They are your memories, are they not?” His voice was low and gentle.
“Well, yeah. That was me with my mom and dad.” Her parents didn’t have much money so they rarely went on vacations outside of Texas. Somehow, her mother was able to save enough money for them visit San Francisco. It was a dream come true for her father, a big football fan and a die-hard Forty-Niner.
Naomi walked down the steps of the platform and looked at the empty docks. “This is Pier 39.” She turned to him. “How did I get here? And how did you do that head thing that you did?”
“There’s little time to explain. I ask that you search deep inside yourself and find your strength again. Your life is precious, Naomi. Have faith, and you will find happiness again.”
“I’m still alive? Am I dreaming?”
Instead of answering, Raphael looked off into the distance for a moment, as if hearing something. Naomi gazed in the direction he was looking, but saw nothing. “I apologize for my abruptness, but I have information that is of vital importance to you. Quickly, come here.” He rushed to her, his hands reaching out.
Naomi took a step back and ducked her head. “Keep away from me.” Her head was pounding and she feared that if he touched her again it would get worse.
“Forgive me, Naomi. There is no time.” Raphael took hold of Naomi and placed his hands along the sides of her temples. He leaned down and gazed intently into her eyes. “Remember,” he breathed.
For a moment, Naomi saw nothing except for his clear blue eyes, then a brief flash of an image. She was on a hilltop looking down at sheep, and a slender young man stood in the center of the herd. Although his back was to her and she couldn’t see his face, a sea of emotions washed over her at the sight of him. Who was he? Did she know him? 
The sound of a bird caught his attention, and he turned to look at it as it soared overhead. Naomi’s breath hitched as she caught sight of his profile. There was something about his square jaw and aquiline nose that was familiar. She felt a strange pull to him. 
As if he could sense her, he turned. When she was about to see his full face, a bird swooped down and the vision vanished. She fell to the ground, scraping her palms on the wooden deck. 
“Remember, Naomi. Remember.” Raphael repeated the word as his body faded into the mist. “Remember, iiiit’s—”
Naomi woke with a start as the word “time” echoed the room. Across the room, the TV blared as the announcer introduced two athletes, who glared at each other from across the circular cage. 
She fingered the thin white sheet and felt something clinging to her arm. Attached to it was a small tube that led to a bag hanging on a pole next to the bed. To her left, the sound of a loud chainsaw came from an entity known as Chuy. She sighed. She was in the hospital. He fell asleep before the UFC match even started. He must’ve been really tired. 
She tried to sit up but fell back into the pillow when the room spun. She closed her eyes and waited for the dizziness to pass as she recalled what happened. She’d wanted to die. Now she was having crazy dreams, probably a side effect of some drugs they had pumped into her veins. Why did Chuy have to come looking for her?
She grabbed her pillow and threw it at him. “Wake up.”
“What? What?” He jolted up and then looked over to her. “You’re awake.” 
He clicked off the TV and sat on the edge of her bed with a serious expression on his face. “What happened?”
Naomi dropped back into bed. “You know what happened. You were there.”
“I meant, why? Why did you do it? I could’ve helped you.”
She turned her head and sighed. Chuy took life in stride. Nothing ever got him down. How could he understand that she wasn’t as strong as him? “I don’t know how to explain it. I just don’t feel anything anymore. It’s like I’m numb. You wouldn’t understand.”
Chuy placed a finger under her chin and tilted her head back to him. “Believe it or not, I do. I’ve been there.”
She couldn’t believe her ears. She’d always known Chuy to be a glass half-full kind of guy—always smiling and teasing. She gazed into his eyes and saw that he was serious. She wanted to tell him, to share with him why she didn’t have the energy to go on anymore, but she couldn’t. He already had a lot of responsibility to carry on for a twenty-three-year-old. He didn’t need her problems, too. 
“You’ll be more comfortable with the pillow.” His voice was gentle as he tenderly lifted her and tucked the pillow behind her head. “You’re not always going to feel this way.”
Naomi’s eyes pricked with tears, and her throat grew thick. As much as she and Chuy fought, she knew he loved her, and it pained her to know she’d hurt him. She wished that he wasn’t the one to find her that way. 
“I want to believe that,” she said softly.
He brushed her hair off her face and kissed her forehead. “Then do. Have faith, Naomi. We’re family. I’ll always be here to help you, no matter what.”
She blinked. It was the same thing she’d heard in her dream. What were the chances of that happening? 
“Where’s Welita?” She hated that she was putting her grandmother through this. Though now reflecting on it, it would have been worse for Welita if she had died. She was so focused on her own misery; she wasn’t able to see how it would affect others around her. 
“She’s in the chapel, praying for you,” he said. “She should be back in a few—”
“My granddaughter is not crazy! No, I don’t want to talk with anyone about putting her in a crazy house.”
Naomi and Chuy looked at each as they heard Welita arguing in the hall.
“Oh, boy. Welita sounds like she’s in full form.” She wasn’t sure whether to be relived or afraid that her grandmother was taking charge.
“You should have heard her earlier. She kept looking over the nurse’s shoulder whenever she wrote into your chart. She told the nurse that she saw something on the news about medical mistakes and wanted to make sure that she didn’t make any.”
“Great. Now the nurse will have it in for me.”
“Or pity you.” Chuy grinned, trying to lighten the mood. He moved back to the seat near the window. “For once, I’m not the one in the hot seat.”
“Thanks a lot.” She didn’t know how he did it, but somehow Chuy always found a way to make her feel better.
The door swung open and Welita marched into the room. A woman with short chestnut hair, dressed in a navy skirt suit followed close behind her then stood off to the side.
“Ay, Mijita. You’re awake.” She dropped her heavy purse in Chuy’s lap.
Chuy grunted. “What do you have in this thing?”
Welita ignored him and headed straight to Naomi. “I prayed so hard for you.”
“I’m sorry, Welita.”
Welita wrapped her arms around Naomi. “Mijita, you know your family is always here for you.”
“I know.” 
“You need to let us help you. If you’re sad, don’t keep it to yourself.”
“I know, Welita.” It felt so good to be with her and Chuy. She hated being in that dark hole she’d placed herself in since her father’s death. Part of her was glad that they knew she was having a difficult time. She felt a burden being lifted, knowing that she wasn’t alone in her grief. 
Welita pulled back and kissed her cheek. “Don’t ever do that again.” 
She gazed into Welita’s eyes and saw that she had really scared her grandmother. It was not an expression she had ever seen on Welita. Silently, she vowed she wouldn’t do it again. 
“Excuse me, Naomi. I’m sorry to interrupt.” The woman stepped beside the bed. 
“Who are you?” Naomi asked.
“I’m Mrs. Cynthia Watson, a psychological intern assigned to you by the hospital.”
“Maybe now is not the best time.” Naomi knew what the woman was there for. She’d been flagged as mentally unstable. 
“I’ll make this quick. Perhaps your family would like to step outside for a moment? Give us some privacy?” Mrs. Watson glanced at Chuy and Welita.
“I’m her grandmother,” Welita said. “I’m staying.”
“Naomi is a legal adult. She has a right to her privacy.”
“We don’t keep secrets in this family.” Welita stood and placed her hands on her hips.
Naomi glanced over to Chuy nervously. Mrs. Watson didn’t know what she was up against when it came to Welita. Chuy shrugged his shoulders.  
“Mrs. Watson, whatever you have to say, you can say it in front of my family,” Naomi said.
“As long as you give your consent, I guess that’s fine. In most cases, I like to talk to the patient first and then bring in the family. It helps with building trust and rapport in the therapist-client relationship.” 
“Her relationship is with her family,” Welita huffed.
“I know.” Naomi patted Welita’s shoulder, trying to calm her. “Mrs. Watson, can we move on with this?”
“Of course. The psychiatrist will be here in a few minutes to ask you some questions and determine whether or not you should be detained—for your safety.” 
“I already told you, we’ll watch over her,” Welita said.
“I’m sure the psychiatrist will take that into account.” Mrs. Watson pulled out a pamphlet from the folder she was carrying and handed it to Naomi. “After your release, we recommend that you seek psychological treatment.”
“She’s not crazy.”
“I’m not crazy.”
Naomi and Welita spoke in unison.
Chuy took a breath and was about to say something, but he shut it when Welita threw him a glare.
Mrs. Watson pursed her lips. “As I mentioned to your grandmother, you can benefit from receiving psychotherapy. We have some good therapy groups in the city. In fact, I know of a fantastic psychologist not too far from where you live,” she pointed to the pamphlet Naomi held. “His information is in there.”
“I have my own plans for healing her,” Welita said.
“And how is that?” Mrs. Watson eyed her skeptically.
“She is going to start going to mass with me every Sunday, and Rebecca will help me watch over her.”
“And who is Rebecca? A psychologist?”
Oh, boy. Here we go. Naomi leaned back into the bed. She knew her grandmother’s faith was important to her, but she doubted anyone else would understand or believe that she had a guardian angel named Rebecca.
“Uh, Welita.” Chuy got up from his chair and placed an arm around her. “I think it’s a good idea for Naomi to see someone.”
Naomi blinked with surprise. One, he dared to interrupt Welita, and two, he was challenging her. She’d never seen him do that.
Before Welita could say anything, he continued, “I mean, she can still go to mass with you, but she needs someone to talk to who can help her work out her troubles. It doesn’t mean that she’s crazy if she goes. Isn’t that right, Mrs. Watson?”
“Of course, Mr. Duran.” She turned to Welita. “Think of it this way, Mrs. Duran. When a person has a tooth pain, they go to the dentist. Well, when a person has emotional pain, they can go to a therapist.”
Chuy took Welita’s hand in his. “We don’t want her to be in pain anymore, and Naomi’s willing to go.”
Welita looked at Naomi. “Are you?”
Naomi looked at both of them, at the concern on their faces. Although she didn’t feel like going, she knew it would put their mind at ease if she did. “Yes, I’ll go. And I’ll go to mass with you, too. Mrs. Watson, I’ll look into this”—she glanced down at the brochure and read the name of the psychologist—“Dr. Ryan Dantan.”
Mrs. Watson let out a breath and smiled. “Wonderful. I’m sure you will find him most helpful.” 
*** 
In the waiting area down the hall from Naomi’s room, Lash paced in circles, stopping every time he heard someone walking down the hall. From where he was, he should’ve been able to hear if Naomi was awake, but the beeps of the machines and various noises of other equipment muffled any noise coming from her room. When he saw Welita marching down the hall and into the room, he felt a bit of relief. He doubted that she would look so fierce, arguing with the woman in the navy suit, if Naomi was close to death’s door. 
Lash sank into the chair and dropped his head into his hands. How could he have missed it?
When he saw Chuy banging on Naomi’s door, it took every ounce of self-control for him to not run across the street, push him aside, and knock the door down himself. There had to be something terribly wrong for Chuy to lose his cool like that, but he couldn’t figure out what. No one had gone inside the house, he was sure of that. He hadn’t smelled smoke so there was no danger of fire. 
When two paramedics jumped out of the ambulance and sped into Naomi’s apartment, Lash felt sick to his stomach. How could he have messed this up? His assignment was simple: Watch over the girl and make sure nothing happened to her. Yet, in less than a couple of weeks, there she was, being carried out on a gurney with blood-soaked bandages wrapped around her wrists.
A door creaked open, and Lash’s head popped up. The woman in the navy suit walked out and then down the hall. She looked around, making sure no one was watching before knocking on a closed door. A man with crocodile boots stepped out into the hall. 
Sal! Lash jumped to his feet and got as close as he could to the pair while trying to stay hidden. 
“It’s done,” the woman said. “Ms. Duran has agreed to meet with Dr. Dantan.”
Sal nodded, stuck a hand into his jacket, pulled out a small, thick envelope, and handed it over to the woman. Before she could touch it, he drew it away. “Don’t forget our agreement.”
“Of course. I’m a woman of my word,” she said as he placed the packet in her hand. She opened it and sifted through its contents.
Sal touched her hand. “Don’t count it here.”
She looked at him, and Lash saw her shudder slightly before jerking her hand away from him. “You do realize that I took a risk with my job for this.”
Sal smirked. “And you were well paid to do it.  Don’t forget, if any word of this gets out, you’ll lose more than your job.” With that, Sal turned and exited to the stairwell.
As soon as the woman was out of sight, Lash hurried after Sal. He flew into the stairwell expecting to at least hear Sal’s footstep echoing in the corridor. There was nothing. It was as if he had disappeared. 
Lash sped down ten flights of stairs, stopping to listen for Sal at every floor. When he got to the first floor of the hospital, he rushed outside. There was no trace of him. He had a funny feeling that Sal was more than a man working for Luke Prescott.
Shaking his head, he looked into the cloudless sky. “Are you trying to make my life difficult?” First, there’s Rebecca whom he’d never met, and so far had not seen, assigned to someone in the same family Lash was assigned to. Then there was Luke Prescott and his bodyguard, Crocodile Boots. Something about them both just rubbed Lash wrong. He wondered if they were fallen angels. He knew there were others, but it was hard to tell since most didn’t use their powers out in the open. If they were of the fallen, why were they so interested in Naomi?
He sighed. There was only one he could think of to get more information—he had to find this Dr. Dantan and the connection between him, Sal, and Luke Prescott. He was going to figure this out, even if it meant showing himself to Naomi.
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After checking out of the hospital, Welita insisted that Naomi move in with her and Chuy. Naomi didn’t resist and was happy to move in with them. Over the next few weeks, she went to mass with Welita as she’d promised. It wasn’t that bad. Standing and squatting throughout the mass was annoying, but the murmurs of prayers echoing through the large church were actually quite soothing, even if it was in Spanish and she had no idea what they were saying.
Naomi walked past the glass door of the office building for the fifth time that afternoon. She was feeling a lot better and had put off going to the psychologist, thinking she wouldn’t need him after all. However, when she’d asked Welita if she could have her bike back, Welita told her it was time to visit the psychologist. Chuy pressed her even more after Mrs. Watson kept calling in to see if Naomi had met with Dr. Dantan.
Naomi sighed and pressed her face against the glass, trying to see inside. Chuy had dropped her off ten minutes ago, and she still couldn’t force herself to walk in.
“You could see better if you actually went inside.” 
Naomi jumped at the man’s voice. She turned around to tell him off. “Why don’t you mind your own—”
She was at a loss for words as she looked into a pair of the most beautiful hazel eyes she’d ever seen. 
“Is something the matter?” Lash asked.
Her tongue felt like it was stuck on the roof her mouth. Her brain kept telling her to say something—anything. He was just a guy who happened to be drop dead gorgeous. Nothing special. She’d seen attractive men before. 
“Habla inglés?” Lash winked.
She didn’t know much Spanish, but she understood that. Who was he to make assumptions about whether or not she could speak English? “I was going to say you should mind your own business.”
“I was minding my own business, but you’re blocking the door.” He pointed to the glass door behind her.
Her face warmed. Please don’t let him be Dr. Dantan. 
“If you don’t mind”— Lash gestured for her to move away from the door— “I don’t want to be late.” 
“Are you—” she squeaked. Damn it. She cleared her throat and lowered her voice. “Are you Dr. Dantan?”
Lash placed a hand on the door and leaned into her. “What would you say if I was?”
Naomi balked at his brashness. “I’d say screw this. I’m leaving.” She stepped under his arm and walked away.
Lash laughed and ran after her. “Don’t go, Nao—, uh, don’t go. I was kidding.” 
A strong hand touched her arm, and a thousand butterflies somehow found their way into her stomach. She looked at him warily, hoping that her body would behave and not do anything embarrassing. It didn’t. 
Her legs wobbled as she stared at his lopsided smile, perfect white teeth and the smattering of stubble along his strong jawline. 
She shook her head trying to clear it. Good grief, what was wrong with her? She didn’t even know the guy, and her body was acting like a hormonal teenager. 
He was long and lean, his long-sleeved black t-shirt emphasizing the muscles on his chest. That was it. She knew there was something suspicious about him. No one in his right mind wore long sleeves in the middle of summer in Texas. That little flaw made her feel better.
“Hey, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to offend.” Lash pulled his hands up and looked at her wide-eyed. “Would it help if I told you I was getting treatment for my apparent personality disorder?”
Naomi couldn’t help but smile at the way he looked when he said it. “No need to apologize. I’m not normally like this. I guess I’m not looking forward to meeting Dr. Dantan. So, you’re a patient, too.” Oh, God, now I’m rambling. Focus, woman. Focus.
“Yep. I’ve been coming to this group for a few weeks,” Lash said as he pulled the door open, and a gust of cold air rushed out. “After you,” he said, holding the door open for her. “It’s the second door on the left.”
Naomi took a breath and regained her composure. After walking through the waiting room, she stepped into what she assumed was supposed to be an office, but instead looked like someone’s living room. It was not at all what she’d expected. The walls were lined with bookshelves. Curtains covered faux windows that had painted sceneries with rolling hills covered in blue bonnets. In the center of the room, there was a beige sofa with at least half a dozen pillows, a matching love seat, and several wingback chairs. A brown leather chair completed the circle.
“Come on,” Lash said. “They won’t bite.  Well, except maybe for Tori over there. She looks like a biter.” He pointed his head toward a girl sitting on the floor next to the brown leather chair. Her head was bent over a sketchbook; dark blue hair hid her face.
Tori flipped him the finger.
“Tori’s just a ray of sunshine, isn’t she? And this here”—Lash pointed to a boy on the sofa who pounded away on a smartphone— “is Andrew.  Gamer extraordinaire. Where’s the doc?”
Andrew continued to stare intently at his phone as he shrugged his shoulders.
“He said he was going to run a little late today,” a soft voice spoke from behind them.
Naomi turned to see a petite girl with large dark eyes. 
“Oh, hey, Ellen. I didn’t see you back there,” Lash said.
“No one ever does,” she mumbled as she passed by Naomi and sat down next to Andrew. “He had to check a patient into the hospital, but he’ll be here as soon as he can.
“You owe me twenty bucks,” Lash called to Tori. “I told you Caleb was the next one to visit the padded room.”
Without looking up, Tori dug into her bag and threw a bill at him.
“Are you a friend of Lash’s?” Ellen asked Naomi. 
“Lash?”
“That would be me.” He extended his hand to her. “It’s a pleasure meeting you...?”
“Naomi,” she said as she placed her hand in his. Again, she felt that strange sensation. She looked into Lash’s eyes and saw them darken for a moment before he quickly pulled his hand away. For a moment, he looked confused. 
“Whoa, static electricity. Be careful with these rugs,” Lash said quickly, turning away from her. 
Naomi looked at him skeptically. With Houston’s humidity, there was no way that feeling was static electricity.
“So, did you get your DSM label yet?” Lash plopped himself on the chair next to the sofa. Acting as if nothing happened, he gave her another one of his dimpled smiles.
“DSM?” 
“Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders.” Ellen pointed to a grey book on the bookshelf. “It’s the book that shrinks use to diagnose you.”
“Oh, uh, no. Not yet. At least, I don’t think so.”
“Everybody has one. I got mine yesterday,” Lash said proudly. “I’m schizoid.”
“What’s that?”
“It means he has problems with emotional intimacy,” Ellen said, looking sadly at Lash. “He’s not interested in personal relationships.”
“Yep. No baggage for me.” Lash placed his hands behind his head. “You can guess what Andrew has.”
She glanced at Andrew and saw that he was just as absorbed with his phone, staring at it glassy-eyed, as before. She nodded. She’d heard about video game addiction.
“And Tori over there is just all kinds of messed up.” 
Tori flipped him the finger again. 
“She has borderline personality disorder,” Ellen said softly. “Do you want to know what I have?”
Naomi sat down in the seat across from her. She thought it was strange that everyone was so open about their problems. She hoped that when she was given a diagnosis she wouldn’t have to share it with everyone else. “What is it?”
“Dependent personality disorder and dysthymia,” she said, her eyes watering. 
Naomi felt bad and wondered why Ellen looked like she was going to cry. “I’m sorry.”
Ellen blinked. “What are you sorry for?”
“I’m not exactly sure. It looked like you were going to cry.”
“She’s always crying.” Tori slammed her sketchbook shut and looked at Naomi. “She cries in every single session.”
Ellen’s lip quivered, and Naomi felt a rush of heat. “That’s a bit rude, don’t you think? I thought this was a place to get help with problems, not get more problems.”
Tori glared at her.
Great. The group hadn’t officially started yet, and here she was already making enemies. 
“Don’t mind her,” Lash said. “Rude is her middle name. She’s not happy unless other people are miserable.”
“Screw you, Lash,” Tori spat. “You don’t know anything about me. You’ve only been here for three sessions.”
“Being here for twenty-four doesn’t make you an expert, either,” Lash snapped back.
“Enough,” a deep voice said from behind them.
Naomi turned in her seat. Standing in the doorway was a man, whom she assumed to be Dr. Dantan. She was taken aback at the hateful glare he directed at Lash. She blinked, and the expression on his face was now one of kindness. 
“Ah, Naomi,” he said, extending his hand out to her. “I see you found your way here. Welcome.”
“Yes, thank you.” She swallowed as she placed her hand in his. His hand was soft, too soft for someone who looked like he kept himself in such good shape. There was something about him that she couldn’t quite put her finger on. She didn’t know what to make of him. He wore a vest over a collared striped shirt, and a suit jacket, making him look like the professional that he was, yet he matched it with a pair of jeans and tired looking loafers. His smile appeared to be sincere and lit his beautiful, angelic face, yet his eyes were hollow. Naomi shivered.
“Dr. Dantan.” Tori stood and sauntered toward him. “You look devilishly handsome.” She traced a black-painted fingernail down and around his open shirt collar. “No tie. Nice.” Turning away, she went to sit between Andrew and Ellen. 
Naomi studied Tori with surprise. Tori’s sullen expression vanished, replaced by a sensual look. Andrew didn’t seem to be aware that Tori came to sit next to him. Ellen, however, was visibly uncomfortable.
Dantan brushed a hand through his dark-blonde hair and cleared his throat. “Thank you, Tori. Let’s get started, shall we?” He pulled out a cell phone from inside his jacket pocket, tapped on it a few times, and laid it on the coffee table face down.
“Since we have a new member, let me remind everyone about the limits of confidentiality within this group. Everything that is said in this room, stays in this room,” he said. 
“That means no blabbing to your twitter peeps, Ellen,” Tori said. 
Ellen’s faced turned red. “I don’t do that.” She looked at Lash as if wanting him to rescue her. “Really, I don’t.”
“Tori, please,” Dantan reprimanded. “If I may?” 
Tori waved her hand as if giving him permission to continue.
“There are limits to confidentiality. By law, I’m required to call the authorities if I suspect any of you of—”
“Abusing a child, harming yourself, or harming others,” Andrew, Tori, and Ellen completed Dantan’s sentence in unison. It was obviously something they’d heard more than once.
Lash chuckled but stopped when Dantan scowled.
“It’s good to know some of you are paying attention.” Dantan turned to Naomi. “Do you have any questions? We want to make sure that you feel comfortable sharing in the group.”
Naomi bit her tongue, struggling to keep a straight face. Comfortable? She glanced over at Andrew staring intently at his phone. She doubted he would remember anything that was said in the group. Tori continued to glare at her, obviously jealous of Dantan’s attention to her. Ellen was busy looking at Lash with love-struck eyes. And Lash slumped back into his seat, relaxed. For some reason, it irked the hell out of her. 
Naomi plastered a fake smile on her face. “Nope. No questions.”
The next hour and a half went by quickly. Naomi was relieved that, as the new member of the group, she wasn’t expected to share too much about herself. She explained that she had been depressed after her father’s death and her grandmother was worried about her, which was why she came for therapy. Surprisingly, everyone was polite, even Tori, who simply nodded, rubbing her own wrists as she eyed the bandages around Naomi’s. 
Naomi was surprised to find that Lash was fairly new to the group. He had walked in like he owned the place and appeared to be comfortable with the other members of the group. Unsurprisingly, Ellen leaned forward, captivated, glasses sliding down her nose, when Lash shared a story about his family. He told the others how he was kicked out of the family business for a mistake he had made and how they practically disowned him. 
“Tell me, Lash. Who do you miss the most?” Dantan asked. 
The room became quiet for a moment, and all eyes turned to Lash. His cocky attitude faded, and the energy in the room shifted.
“Raph”—he cleared his throat—”My uncle, Ralph.” His eyes grew sad. “I guess you could say he’s like a father to me. Well, he’s really the only father-figure I ever had.”
“Is there anyone else you miss?” Dantan’s voice was soft and melodic. 
Naomi glanced around the room, surprised how everyone was entranced by his words. It was as if his voice compelled them to listen.
He looked at Dantan, his face seeming to show a struggle between holding back and wanting to share his innermost thoughts. “My best friend, Jeremy. He works in the family business. I don’t get to see him as much as I would like.”
“Lash, I’m going to ask you a miracle question.” Dantan reclined back into his chair and tented his fingers under his chin.
Lash blinked, and the smirk on his face returned. He appeared to find the statement amusing, and Naomi wondered why.
“Let’s say you woke up tomorrow and a miracle had occurred. How would you know something was different? How would you know that your miracle happened?” 
Lash glanced at Naomi, and the dormant butterflies in her stomach came to life. She held her breath as he kept his eyes locked with hers and said. “I would be home.”
The spell was broken when an alarm from the cell phone went off. 
“Well, my friends. That’s it for group for today.” Dantan picked up the phone and clicked the alarm off.
The sigh of relief from everyone was audible. 
Andrew powered up his phone and stood. “Laters,” he said, walking out the door.
“Ryan, uh, Dr. Dantan,” Tori said. “I was wondering if you had time for a private session this evening.” She eyed him expectantly.
“Not today, Tori. Call me later this week to schedule an appointment if you need it.” He dismissed her with a wave of his hand then turned to Naomi. “Would you mind staying for a moment? I need to do a diagnostic assessment...for insurance purposes.”
Tori glared at Naomi, grabbed her things, and stormed out of the room. 
Naomi looked after Tori and then back at Dantan. “Uh, sure. Do you think I’ll be done before dark? I need to catch the bus home.” 
“I’ll wait for you,” Lash said. “I wouldn’t want you to walk alone in the dark.”
“Thanks. That’s nice of you.” Naomi didn’t like the idea of coming across as a helpless female, but walking Houston’s city streets alone at night was not a good idea. Normally, she’d walk down a few blocks to Chuy’s self-defense class and hitch a ride with him, but he was between classes and his next class didn’t start until next week.
Dantan frowned. “There’s no need for that Lash. I’ll escort her—”
“I can give you and Naomi a ride home,” Ellen volunteered.
Dantan’s nostrils flared. “Aren’t you expected at home, Ellen? I believe you mentioned that your mother tended to get nervous when you were out and about after dark.”
Naomi looked at him, surprised. It was as if he wanted her to be alone with him. The eerie feeling that she’d had when she first shook his hand returned.
“I-I-I’m nineteen years old. I c-c-can stay and give a ride to my friends,” Ellen stammered. She pushed her glasses up and straightened her back, standing tall. “You said I should learn to be more independent.”
Dantan’s eyes narrowed briefly, then his face smoothed. “Yes, I did. Good for you, Ellen. Perhaps you should call her first so she won’t be worried. Naomi, please give me a moment, I need to make a phone call before we get started.”
“What did you think of our first group session?” Lash asked as Dantan stepped into his private office. 
“It wasn’t as bad as I thought,” Naomi said as she watched Ellen go to the corner of the room with her cell phone.
“Wait until it’s Tori’s turn. That’s when group is really exciting.” Lash wagged his eyebrows. “Now, I don’t know if it really happened or not, but she tells this story about a time when she was in a confessional and the priest...” 
Lash trailed off and furrowed his brow. He cocked his head to the side as if he were listening to something.
Naomi strained to hear what he was listening to, but all she caught was Ellen arguing with her mother over the phone. “What’s wrong?”
Lash flicked his eyes toward Dantan’s office. “I knew it,” he mumbled. 
“What? Knew what?” 
Lash scowled then schooled his face and turned his attention to Naomi. “Uh, Tori’s story. I remembered that I heard it somewhere else before. She made it up.”
Naomi eyed him suspiciously. There was something he wasn’t telling her. 
When Dantan opened the door to his office and called her in, Lash took hold of her hand briefly, sending a tingling sensation up and down her arm again. He looked at her intently, sending another flurry of butterflies to her stomach. She wondered if it had anything to do with the burrito Chuy dared her to eat earlier from the new mobile food truck in the neighborhood. It was the only rational reason she could think of for feeling so strange. 
“I’ll be here for you,” he murmured quietly. Then he glowered at Dantan and spoke louder, as if he were directing his words to him instead of Naomi. “Ellen and I will be here waiting for you. We won’t go anywhere until you come out.”
Naomi gaped at Lash and then at Dantan. They were both behaving oddly. One minute Lash was spilling his heart out to the group, and the next he was acting protectively, as if Dantan was out to hurt her. She sighed. She had no idea what to expect from Dantan, but he was a well-respected psychologist and had given her no indication during the group session that he was anything but polite and professional. She might as well get this over with. As she walked into his office, she saw Dantan glare at Lash one last time before he closed the door.
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The weeks in group therapy flew by and it wasn’t as bad as Naomi thought it would be. It took a while to get comfortable talking about her father and when she did, she didn’t tell them how the Sutherland camp had framed him. Surprisingly, when she shared her story, the others were polite and supportive, even Tori managed to find a kind word to say to her. 
She anticipated that the others would take time warming up to her. Not Ellen though. Ellen spilled her entire life story during the ride home after the first session. At the following group session, Ellen had hugged Naomi tightly, as if she were her best friend. Naomi had the funny feeling that Ellen had few friends in her life. 
What Naomi hadn’t anticipated was that she would actually look forward to the sessions. She found herself taking extra care in selecting her clothes and applying her make-up. At one point, Chuy teased her about having a crush on her shrink. Naomi simply rolled her eyes and said making herself look good made her feel better, and that there was nothing wrong with that. An image of Lash crossed her mind when she said it, but she quickly dismissed it. 
Naomi had to admit that she wondered about Lash from time to time. He shared little about himself, but what little he did share was profound. He obviously cared about and missed his family deeply. At the same time, it was as if he wore a chip on his shoulder, as if he expected someone to hurt him. It was at those times, when he was most vulnerable, that Naomi felt drawn to him. He would say something that was clearly difficult for him to say and then glance at her. They would lock eyes, and she’d feel an intense connection with him that she couldn’t explain. But then, as quickly as the moment came, he’d say something humorous and break the connection.
Ever since her first group session, Ellen had offered Lash and Naomi a ride every week. It was obvious that Ellen was infatuated with Lash. To his credit, he was the perfect gentleman to her and never teased or took advantage of her feelings. Still, Naomi worried Ellen would mistake his kindness for something else and be hurt when she discovered that Lash did not think of her in that way. 
Naomi wasn’t sure, but she thought that Lash might be interested in her. The thought of it sent chills of excitement through her, and she’d promptly chastised herself for being silly over a man she hardly knew. Against her better judgment, she couldn’t stop thinking about his lingering glances during their group sessions, not to mention the times she caught him looking at her reflection in the rear view mirror when Ellen drove them home.
“Good group today, you think?” 
Lash touched Naomi’s arm, and the bottled water slipped from her hand. Why did her body have to go into stupid mode whenever he touched her? 
“Uh, yeah. It was good.” Naomi was all thumbs as she tried to pick up the bottle from the floor. Why did it keeping slipping from her hands? She felt like a moron.
Lash chuckled, bent down, and grabbed the bottle. “Slippery little sucker. Let me wipe off the condensation for you.” He lifted his t-shirt, exposing a sliver of muscled stomach. Naomi couldn’t take her eyes off him. Her fingers itched to touch him, wondering how it would feel. 
“Here you go...Naomi?”
Naomi blinked, and her eyes shot up to meet his. He wore an amused expression. 
Oh, God. Her face felt hot. “Sorry, I was thinking about...something.”
Lash leaned into her suggestively and raised an eyebrow. “I would say so. Anything...interesting?”
“Get a room,” Tori said as she passed them on the way out the door.
Naomi was mortified. “I-I-I was thinking about calling Ellen to see if she needed anything,” she spluttered. Before the group session, Ellen had texted both her and Lash that she was at home with the flu.
“That’s nice of you. But don’t you have to get to your self-defense class in a few minutes?”
Naomi looked down at her watch. “Crap, I gotta go.” The community center was several blocks away. If she ran it, she might make it on time. 
“It’s getting dark. I’ll go with you.” Lash opened the door. 
“You really don’t have to.” Naomi rushed out the door, hoping he wouldn’t follow. When Ellen dropped her off, she didn’t have to worry about Chuy meeting Lash; Ellen always drove away before Naomi walked through the door. She dreaded the thought of her nosy cousin meeting him. 
“No problem,” Lash said, chasing after her. “I could use the exercise.”
Naomi was outside for less than five minutes, and she could feel the sweat oozing from her pores. She panted as she pushed her way through the thick humidity. Even though it was late in the evening and the sun was starting to set, the heat continued to engulf the city. Her bangs were plastered to her face, and she just knew her hair had frizzed up. It probably looked like she stuck her finger in an electric socket. Lash, on the other hand, had well-behaved hair that waved back off his face and not a spot of sweat in sight. 
Lash jogged ahead of her and ran backwards—his eyes twinkled with amusement. “Want me to carry your bag for you? You look like you could use the help.” 
Naomi scowled. Why did he have to look so perfect? “No...thank you. I...got it,” she panted.
“Are you sure?” Lash glanced at the street sign as he continued to jog backwards. “We’ve got four more blocks to go.”
Naomi nodded. If it wasn’t for the damn humidity and heat, she wouldn’t be so out of breath. She groaned when she thought of what Chuy was going to say when he saw her. She’d been meaning to start working out again. Yeah, right. Who was she kidding? She hated exercise.  
“Here we are.” He held the door open for her. “After you.” 
Naomi leaned against the wall and took a drink of her water. “Give me a minute.” 
She dug into her bag and pulled out a rubber band. Tossing her head down, she gathered her hair into a ponytail and twisted the band around it. She flipped her head back and immediately felt a breeze on her neck cool her off. 
“That’s better,” she said, smiling. Lash stared at her, the cocky expression on his face gone. 
“What’s wrong?” Naomi wondered if the heat had gotten to him. That would serve him right for teasing her.
“I’m not sure. I have this funny feeling—like déjà vu.” 
Naomi gazed into his eyes, mesmerized by the soft tone of his voice. The only time he sounded like that was when he was talking about missing his Uncle Ralph. In that moment, she forgot where she was and what she was doing. An image from the deepest recesses of her mind surfaced, a river and eyes like Lash’s staring intently at her. 
“It’s about time, Naomi. Who’s this?”
Naomi jumped at sound of Chuy’s voice.
“Hey, you mind closing the door? You’re letting out the cool air,” Chuy said to Lash.
“Sure, no problem.” Lash was about to step into the building when Naomi moved in front of him.  
“Thanks for walking with me, Lash. See you next week,” she said, grabbing the door handle and attempting to pull the door closed. 
Lash looked at her, surprised. 
“Lash? That’s an interesting name.” Chuy extended a hand to him. “It’s nice to meet you. I’m Naomi’s cousin, Chuy. Why don’t you come in and join us?”
Dear Lord, help me, she thought as Lash shook Chuy’s hand.
“I’m sure you have other things to do,” Naomi said to Lash. “You don’t have to stay.”
“Nope. I don’t have any plans. I’d love to stay,” he said as he walked past her and into the building. “Maybe I’ll learn something.”
“Great, we could use the extra help. Most of the time, I pair up with Naomi to provide the demonstrations.”
Oh, no. He’s going to ask Lash to partner with me. Don’t do it, Chuy. Naomi stood behind Lash waving her arms at Chuy, trying to get his attention.
“If you don’t mind pairing up with Naomi, it would make it easier for me...to teach...the...” Chuy glanced quizzically at Naomi. “Why do you keep shaking your head?” 
Naomi froze when Lash turned to her. “I don’t mind at all,” he said with a mischievous gleam in his eyes. “Anything to help out.”
She smiled weakly and wondered how she was going to handle having his hands on her body. 
*** 
Raphael is right. I’m an idiot. Lash rubbed his hands against his jeans. He was so busy thinking about how he wanted to be near Naomi, so wrapped up in his desire to touch her and feel the soft curves of her body underneath him that he didn’t think about what would happen if he actually acted out his desires. As it was, it was getting more difficult to pretend he didn’t care. He did. More than he should. He closed his eyes and groaned. How did he get himself into this mess? 
He was attracted to Naomi. She was beautiful. What was there not to like? He’d thought that it wouldn’t go further than that surface level of attraction, that he’d have his fun flirting with her. He’d done it with other women before. It was harmless fun. Then he’d gotten to know her. The more she talked about herself in group and the more he watched how she protected her family and even Ellen, whom she hardly knew, the more drawn to her he found himself to be. To top things off, there was the strange physical attraction he felt every time he touched her. He’d never experienced it with anyone else. Now here he was, volunteering to place his hands on her. In front of her cousin! 
“Okay, people.” Lash’s eyes flashed open when Chuy clapped his hands. “We have a guest who is going to help us out with today’s demonstration. Everyone, say hi to Lash.”
Six pairs of eyes turned in his direction. “Hi, Lash.”
Lash felt his face grow warm as he waved. He took a deep breath, trying to calm himself. It was so unnerving. He’d never felt embarrassed before. 
He looked at the members of the small class. There was a woman in her early thirties and what appeared to be her teenage daughter with her. The girl wore her hair in a long braid and watched Chuy’s every move. Two other girls were paired up and wore matching sorority shirts. An older couple, who looked like they were in their fifties, completed the class. Lash’s gaze lingered on them, taking in the matching Journey concert t-shirts and grey jogging pants. They were one of those couples who had been together so long they had started to look like each other. 
“Today, I’m going to show you how to get out of a back choke hold. Lash, you stay right there. Naomi, come over here and stand in front of Lash.”
Good. Back choke. I can do that. Better than seeing her front. Lash stifled a moan when Chuy placed Naomi inches from him. His eyes took in the graceful arch of her neck and traveled down the small of her back to the firm roundness of her bottom. This was a bad idea.
Lash’s hands seared with heat when Chuy placed them onto Naomi’s shoulders. 
“When you have someone coming from behind, you’re going to want to swing your arm around like this.” Chuy took hold of Naomi’s left arm. “Go ahead and swing it.”
She swung her arm out and behind, hitting against Lash’s forearm. As she twisted toward him, her hand slammed into his neck and his hand slid down, brushing against the fullness of her breast. He moaned.
“Did I hurt you?” Naomi looked wide-eyed at him. “I didn’t mean to hit so hard.”
Right, my neck. 
“A little. I can take it.” He rubbed a hand along his neck. He barely felt her hit him. What he couldn’t take was touching her like that again.
“Good job, Naomi,” Chuy said before he turned to the rest of the class. “Get into your pairs and practice this move and if we have time, we can work how to defend yourself when someone has you down on the ground.”
Lash balked. There was no way he’d be able to control himself if he had to have his body pressed against hers. 
As Chuy left to help the others, Lash turned to Naomi. “Uh, did you want to practice?”
Naomi bit her lip, and Lash diverted his eyes. He wished she wouldn’t do that. “I guess so.”
Lash let out a rush of air. “Okay. Turn around, and we’ll try the move again.”
After ten exquisitely torturous minutes, Chuy called Naomi to help him demonstrate the move to the mother-daughter pair. Lash sighed and sank to the floor. 
He watched the older couple as they practiced. The woman swung a little too hard and turned so fast that she bumped into her husband, sending him to the floor. 
Lash rushed to his side. “Are you okay?”
The man gave him a wink and then looked at his partner. “Couldn’t wait to get me on my back, could ya, Deborah?”
Deborah rolled her eyes and held out a hand to him. “He’s fine. Mind helping me to get him back on his feet?”
Lash bent down, and the man clutched his hand. “You got a grip there, son. Do any wrestling?” 
“Good grief, Nathan. Not everyone we meet is going to want to hear about your college wrestling days.”
“No, sir. I haven’t,” Lash said as he followed the couple to the row of chairs that lined the walls of the room.
“I was on the Texas Tech wrestling team in—”
“1977,” Deborah said, interrupting him, “was the year I started college at Tech. We meet at the—”
“Texican Café.” Nathan pulled out a chair for her. “You should have seen her. She had her hair in all these little braids like—”
“Bo Derek.” She sat and patted the chair next to her, inviting Lash to sit. “That was the rage back then.”
Lash nodded politely as the couple continued to talk about their college days and how they met, amused as they continued to complete each other’s sentences. 
Deborah placed a hand over Lash’s. “Goodness. Look at us just talkin’ away. We haven’t even introduced ourselves. I’m Deborah Taylor, and this handsome devil is my husband, Nathan.”
“It’s a pleasure to meet you,” Lash said. “I’m Lash.”
“Ooh, that’s an interesting name,” Deborah said. “It suits you.”
“Watch out there, Lash. The cougar is on the prowl,” Nathan teased.
She kissed him on the cheek. “You know I have eyes only for you.” 
“So, when did you start the class?” Lash really liked them. 
“A couple of weeks ago. We’re new to the city. Just moved here from Gardenville. It’s a small town in North Texas. Nathan was out of a job for a while, and we thought we’d never find work. Then Prescott Oil moved in with all this fracking business, and they hired Nathan right away. He’s so good they wanted him working in their Houston office, so here we are. Got my purse stolen the first day we moved in.”
“It’s not like Gardenville. You got to keep your eyes and ears open ‘round here,” Nathan chastised, wagging his finger.
She grabbed his hand, kissed it, and placed it back on his lap. “I know. I thought I was being careful. Well, that’s why we’re here. How about you?” Deborah asked Lash.
Lash glanced over at Naomi and caught her staring in their direction. She turned a vibrant pink and suddenly found her fingernails very engrossing. 
“I walked Naomi here from a group meeting we had earlier. I didn’t want her to walk alone at night. Chuy asked if I could help out. Since I didn’t have anything else to do, I figured, why not. I’ve never done this before.”
“That’s so sweet of you. You and your girlfriend did a good job,” Deborah said. “Don’t you think so Nathan?”
“Yes. Good job, son.” Nathan patted him on the back. “Your girlfriend’s a looker too.” He winked at Lash.
“She’s not my girlfriend.”
“Really?” Deborah looked over to Naomi and then back at Lash. “I assumed by the way you two have been looking at each that you were together.”
“I don’t think she’d be interested in a guy like me,” Lash said. 
“Oh, she’s interested.” Nathan opened a bottle of water, took a sip, and handed it over to his wife. 
“She sure is,” Deborah agreed. “Why don’t you ask her out on a date?”
Lash thought about it and quickly pushed the thought away. Was he out of his mind? Naomi was an assignment, not someone that he could become romantically involved with, and then there was the problem that she was human. 
He glanced back at Naomi. He ached at the thought that he could never be with her in the same way Nathan was with Deborah. “No, I don’t think that would be a good idea.”
“Mr. and Mrs. Taylor. Good job today,” Chuy said as he approached them.
“Nathan and I were telling Lash here how nice it was for him to volunteer to help us out,” Deborah said. 
Lash smiled. “It was my pleasure.” 
“Actually, Lash reminds me of you, Chuy,” Deborah gave Lash a devilish look. “He’s polite and helpful. I heard he walked Naomi here to make sure she was safe. Such a gentleman.”
“Yeah, thanks for watching after her,” Chuy said. “I know Naomi can be a handful sometimes.”
“Are you talking about me?” Naomi stepped up beside Chuy. 
“Yeah, I was thanking Lash for walking you over.”
Naomi scowled. “I can take care of myself.” 
“There’s safety in numbers, dear,” Deborah said. “Come on, Nathan. It’s time we get you home.”
Nathan stood up and groaned. “I definitely heard my knees pop that time. You’re going to have to pull out the liniment tonight.”
“Come on, Chuy, let’s get going. I’m starving.” Naomi tugged on Chuy’s arm. 
Chuy looked curiously from Naomi to Lash. His expression changed, as if he realized something. With a silly grin on his face, he turned to Lash. “What’re you doing tonight?”
“He’s busy,” Naomi answered quickly. 
Lash raised his brow and caught her eyes dart between him and Chuy. She was nervous. “Nothing.”
“Come over to our house for dinner,” Chuy said.
“I don’t think that’s a good idea,” Naomi said. “Welita isn’t expecting anyone else. There may not be enough to go around.” 
Chuy snorted. “Welita cooks for ten every night. There’ll be plenty.”
“Great! I’d love a home-cooked meal. Beats the Ramen noodles I planned to eat,” Lash said.
“Ramen noodles, Naomi. Don’t let the poor man eat that stuff when he could have some of Welita’s tamales.”
Naomi sighed. “Oh, all right.” 
Lash decided that he was a glutton for punishment. As much as he knew that he shouldn’t get so involved with Naomi and her family, he couldn’t seem to help himself.
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“Okay, this is far enough,” Naomi said, shifting the car into park. 
Chuy threw himself to the ground, panting. “We need to get Welita a new car.”
Lash collapsed next to Chuy, feigning exhaustion. When the car broke down about a mile from the house, he knew they were in for a long walk. The car wasn’t heavy to him at all. Alone, he could easily have pushed it without breaking a sweat, but with Chuy and Naomi there, he couldn’t push faster without raising suspicion. They were moving so slow, he was tempted to throw Chuy back into the car and push it himself. 
When Chuy had climbed out of the car, Naomi sighed and made her way to the front seat as if they had done it before. She gave Lash an expectant look, and when he didn’t move, she said, “Well, don’t just sit there. Help Chuy push.”
How was he to know that they actually wanted to take the car with them? He climbed out of the car and shook his head as he eyed the clunker. By the looks of it, the gas in it was probably worth more than the car.
Naomi slammed the car door shut. “It isn’t that far. We pushed it all the way from downtown last year.”
“Why don’t...you...have it...towed,” Lash said. His chest rose and fell as he faked being breathless. He was starting to feel dizzy from being over oxygenated. He’d never had to simulate physical exhaustion before.
Naomi hovered over him, hands on hips. “What’s wrong with you? I thought you were like Mr. Fitness or something.”
Lash stiffened. He’d better reel in the acting a bit. 
“You didn’t have to push four thousand pounds of steel in the heat.” Chuy propped himself up on his elbows. 
“Come on, you big baby.” Naomi held out a hand to Chuy. “You two look like you could use something to drink.” She inhaled and smiled. “It smells like dinner is ready.”
Lash took a deep breath and smelled a delicious aroma. In thirty-five years on Earth, he’d had his share of fine cuisine—when he was able to get his hands on cash. But, the wonderful aroma wafting across the front yard was something he’d never smelled before. His stomach rumbled.
Chuy slapped a hand on his back. “Ever had tamales?”
“No.”
“Seriously?” Naomi asked as she reached the steps of the house. 
“Yeah. I’ve seen tamales in a can. They smelled nothing like this,” Lash said. He shuddered as he recalled the repugnant odor of the slimy goo. 
“A can? You’re missing out man.” Chuy pulled the screen door open and yelled as he walked in. “Welita, we’re here! I got Naomi’s boyfriend.” 
Naomi turned red and scampered after him. “He is not my boyfriend!”
Lash chuckled and followed her into a quaint house that had seen better days. The cream-colored sofa, yellow with age, was covered with a knitted blanket in bright, cheerful colors. A bedroom dresser, looking out of place in the living area, served as a stand for a small TV. He was surprised by the lack of modern electronics most households seemed to have. 
Naomi and Chuy went into another room, while Lash stayed in the living room looking at family photos on the dresser. He picked up a photo of a little boy wearing a red plaid shirt and black corduroys. Large brown eyes emerged from beneath black curls. Javier.
He felt his eyes prick as he stared at the little boy. Javier didn’t even have the chance to live out his full life. He could only imagine the pain Naomi felt for losing him.  
Lash heard a scratching at the door, and he put the photo down.
“Lash, would you open the door and let the dog in,” Naomi called from the other room. “Be careful though, she doesn’t like strangers.”
Lash grinned at the thought of how surprised Naomi was going to be. Over the past few weeks, he and Bear had become good friends. “Sure, no problem.” 
He opened the door, and Bear scurried into the room. Seeing Lash, she ran around in circles, excited. 
“Sit,” he instructed. 
Bear barked and sat, her tail pulsed against the linoleum floor.
“That’s strange,” Naomi said as she stepped into the living room.
Lash squatted and scratched behind Bear’s ear. “What’s strange?”
“She usually barks non-stop at strangers until they leave, and she really doesn’t like anyone petting her, except for us.”
Naomi reached out to pet Bear. 
Bear growled. 
Naomi snatched her hand back. “Crazy dog. No table scraps for you.”
Lash chuckled as Bear let out a huff, turned her attention back to him, licking his fingers. “I think Bear and I are going to be great friends.”
Naomi rolled her eyes. “Come on, dinner is ready.”
“There you are,” Welita said, as Lash followed Naomi into kitchen. She wiped her hands on her apron. “You must be Naomi’s boyfriend. I’m Naomi’s grandmother, Anita, but everyone calls me Welita.”
He placed a hand into hers and shook. “Lash. Nice to meet you, Welita.”
“He’s not my boyfriend,” Naomi said. 
“No?” Welita turned to Chuy. “You told me he was.”
Chuy chuckled, and Naomi threw a potholder at him. 
“I said there was a guy that Naomi was hanging out with after her group thing she does every Monday night,” Chuy said.
“You failed to mention that I was with another girl, too,” Naomi said. “Her name is Ellen. She’s in the group.”
“Is Ellen your girlfriend?” Welita asked Lash.
“Welita! That’s private,” Naomi said. 
“Why should that be private? If he has a girl, he should be proud to show her off.” Welita turned to Lash. “Well?”
“No, ma’am.”
“Really? Such a handsome fellow like you is single? And you’re so polite, too.” She patted his arm. “Take a seat here,” she pulled out an old wooden chair. 
Lash sat down across the table from Naomi. “I know you didn’t expect me for dinner, Mrs. Duran—”
“Welita,” she said, pulling a lid from a huge black pot.
“Welita, I really appreciate you allowing me to have dinner with your family.”
“I knew you were coming.” Welita plopped a heaping scoop of beans onto a plate. 
Lash glanced questioningly at Naomi.
She shrugged and eyed Chuy suspiciously. 
“I didn’t say anything. It was a last minute decision,” Chuy said.
“How did you know, Welita?” Naomi asked.
“Rebecca told me.” Welita dipped a large spoon into a pot of Spanish rice. 
Rebecca? The other angel? Lash thought. Did the guardian angel know about him? Maybe he could get more information about her from Welita.
“Who is Rebecca?” Lash painted an innocent expression on his face.
The room fell silent. Chuy and Naomi looked at each other. 
“Well, uh, she’s kind of...she’s...” Naomi sputtered.
“She’s my guardian angel.” Welita placed a plate of food in front of him and sat in the seat next to him. 
“Oh, I see,” Lash said casually. He picked up his fork and dug into the beans. “Umm, this is delicious.” 
“Let me explain that,” Naomi said. “Welita is religious and—”
“There’s nothing to explain. Rebecca said an attractive young man would be coming for dinner tonight, and he did.” Welita ruffled Lash’s hair and he grinned. He was really starting to like Naomi’s grandmother.
“Rebecca has good taste.” He winked at Naomi and placed a forkful of rice into his mouth.
Welita studied him for a moment. “You know, you look like her. You have the same perfect skin, and the same almond-shaped eyes—almost an exact duplicate of her.”
Lash coughed as a grain of rice went down his windpipe. Welita didn’t let anything get past her, and he feared he was close to being discovered. Although, based on Chuy and Naomi’s reactions, it didn’t seem like they believed her. Though many have claimed to see angels, or even to have their own guardian angel, most unbelievers dismissed these claims as side effects of drugs or religious wishful thinking. 
Naomi snorted. “Yeah, Lash is an angel.”
Welita scowled. “I didn’t say that. I said that he looks like Rebecca.”
Lash picked up a corn-husked wrapped package. The conversation was getting too close for comfort.
“Lash, you need to—ow, stop kicking me Chuy,” Naomi said.
Lash looked curiously at Chuy.
“Don’t mind her. Go on. You’ll like it,” he encouraged.
Lash bit down on the husk and gagged.
Welita threw Chuy a glare. “Lash, you’re supposed to take the husk off.”
Chuy dramatically demonstrated the unwrapping of the tamale. 
Lash did the same with his own tamale and bit down into the meaty pastry. “Umm, this is good.”
“Told you,” Chuy said.
As they ate their meal, Lash wondered how often Rebecca came around. He didn’t notice her while watching over the house during the day. If he could somehow manage to run into her, maybe she could give him more information about what was going on with the Duran family. He shuddered to think that something bad would happen to any of them, even Chuy. 
He looked around the small table. It was clear that Chuy and Naomi loved and respected Welita, even if they didn’t hold the same beliefs as she did. As much as Chuy and Naomi pretended to be annoyed with each other, Lash could see the familial love between them. 
Bear started to bark, distracting him from his thoughts.
“What’s wrong, Bear?” Naomi asked.
The light above the table flickered and Bear barked again.
“That’s her.” Welita got up from the table and began to gather the dishes.
“What are you talking about?” Chuy handed her his plate.
“The light.” Welita placed the dishes into the sink and turned around. “It flickered.”
“And?” Chuy looked confused.
“It’s a sign.”
“A what?”
“A sign.” 
Lash wondered if Raphael was using the light to contact him. He concentrated on the bulb and listened for any sounds that were out of the ordinary. 
The light flickered. “See? There it goes again. It’s a sign that Rebecca is here.”
“It’s a sign that it’s time to change the light bulb.” Naomi got up from the table. “I think there’s a pack in the hall closet.”
If it was Raphael, he needed to act fast. He didn’t know how much time Raphael would be available to him. “I need to be going now. Thanks for the meal, Welita,” he said as he watched Naomi disappear around the corner.
Welita shuffled to him and patted his arm. “You come over any time.”
Naomi came back into the kitchen. “Leaving?”
“Yeah, it’s been a long day.” He faked a yawn.
“Let me walk you to the door. Chuy, you wash the dishes.” Welita threw Chuy a dishtowel and took Lash’s arm. “And do them right this time. Last time you left spots,” she said.
Chuy looked over to Naomi. “We need to buy Welita a new car and a dish washer.”
Naomi unscrewed the light bulb and set it down on the table. “She already has a dishwasher—you.”
Chuckling at their banter, Lash walked with Welita to the front door. He was glad he accepted Chuy’s invitation and he hoped he’d be asked back again soon. As much as he knew it would be painful to leave them when his assignment was completed, it felt good to finally feel something other than anger and hate. 
When Lash stepped out onto the front porch, Welita looked back to make sure that Naomi and Chuy stayed in the kitchen, then she quietly shut the door. “Lash, you look like a good boy. I know you’re in that therapy group with Naomi. She had a hard time trying to deal with losing her father so soon after her mother’s death. I know you can help her.”
Lash was stunned. Did Welita know who he really was? “I’m not sure what you mean.”
“Rebecca told me you could help her.” Welita held his gaze for a moment before she continued. “After meeting you, I know she’s right. My Naomi needs someone like you.”
Lash was floored. She knew nothing about him, except what Rebecca had told her. How could she put so much faith in someone she hardly knew? “I’ll do what I can, but I’m not sure how I can help.”
“Keep doing what you’re doing. Ever since she started that group, she’s been happier. I thought it was because the psychologist was doing a good job. Now that I’ve met you, I see there’s another reason.” 
“I don’t think I’m the reason. I think she just got better with time. You know what they say, ‘time heals all wounds’ and all that shi—uh, I mean, stuff.”
“No, it’s you. I see the way she looks at you. She hides it. But, I know. A grandmother always knows.”
She likes me! Naomi likes me. For a fleeting second, Lash allowed himself to feel elated with the thought before he shut it out of his mind. 
“I like Naomi, and she’s fun to be around. I can definitely see us being great friends.” What was he supposed to say? Sorry, but I’m an angel like Rebecca, and I’m not supposed to fraternize with the people I’m assigned to?
Welita smiled slyly as if she wasn’t totally buying what he was telling her. “You have that look in your eyes, too, when you’re with her.” She opened the door and stepped inside the house. “You’ll be more than friends. A grandmother knows.” 
*** 
After Welita closed the door and he heard her conversing with Naomi and Chuy, Lash ran to the back of the house, looking for Raphael. There was no sign of him. It’d been a while since he last heard from Raphael, and he really wanted to see him. He was so afraid he’d mess up his assignment, and he needed Raphael to give him some direction on what he should be doing. 
Lash’s suspicions about Dantan were confirmed when he overheard him talking to Sal during Naomi’s first group therapy session. Dantan was paid off to keep an eye on Naomi. Lash didn’t know for why or what purpose, but it couldn’t be good. If there was some way Lash could make her stop going to the group, he would. He hated to admit it, but Dantan was a good shrink—too good. He was able to draw out his group members’ secrets. There were times when Lash almost started to talk about the plane crash and, consequently, reveal himself. He wondered if Dantan knew about Luke and Sal’s real identity. Maybe that was how Dantan got his powerful gift of persuasion. 
“Raphael, where are you?” Lash whispered out into the darkness. He peered through the window into the empty kitchen. The light above the table flickered.
“Raphael,” he whispered again
A woman’s voice drifted through the air. “Leave with her soon. You are in danger.” 
“Who’s there?” A warm breezed fluttered over him and his head started to pound. Then he remembered. He heard the voice before—a long time ago. An image flashed across his mind: a woman with dark hair, beside a fire, stirring something in a small pot. She turned to him, and a warm smile lit up her face. And then, she said a name he heard from only one other person. “Lahash.”
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As Lash talked, Naomi fingered her necklace and kept her eyes trained on Dantan’s phone at the center of the table. Don’t do it. Don’t look at Lash. 
She looked and found herself being drawn to him again. Over the last few days, she couldn’t get him out of her head. She kept replaying the feel of his strong hands on her shoulders; the way his chest moved when he was out of breath after he and Chuy pushed the car; the way his eyes sparkled whenever he teased her. But what really got to her, what drew her to him like an ocean to the moon, was when he talked about his family. He tried to brush off the hurt by being cocky, but Dantan used his magic on him and pulled strong emotions out of him whether he wanted to or not.
It was Ellen’s turn to speak in the group this week, but since she was still sick, Lash volunteered. Dantan had him talking about his past relationships with women. At first, she was both annoyed and relieved by his cavalier remarks. He claimed to be at no loss for female companionship—when he wanted it. It was easier for her to keep her distance from him when he acted that way. The problem was it wasn’t real—it wasn’t who he really was.
“I still remember the look on her face.” Lash, sitting cross-legged with ankle on knee, twirled and untwirled the lace of his hiking boot, avoiding eye contact.
“You mean, your aunt”—Dantan glanced down at his notes—“Gabie? The look on her face?”
Lash nodded. “It was like she enjoyed seeing me get kicked out of the house. We aren’t always on the best of terms, but I didn’t think she hated me that much.”
Dantan stared intently at Lash. “You previously mentioned that you thought she manipulated your uncle Ralph by telling him things that were untrue about you, hoping that he would see you as a bad seed.”
“Yeah, she did that. A lot.”
“Then tell me, why would you care what someone like that thinks about you?”
Lash’s head jerked up. An emotion Naomi couldn’t identify flashed across his eyes before he placed that signature smirk on his face and crossed his arms. “I don’t care what she thinks.” 
“So, remembering the look on her face for—how many years has it been?”
“Three.”
“For three years, is not considered caring?” Dantan held on to Lash’s gaze. 
The energy in the room shifted. She glanced at the others, wondering if they noticed. Dantan had everyone transfixed: Andrew’s mouth hung slightly open, eyes wide with curiosity; Tori stopped chipping off the black nail polish from her fingers and tilted her head toward Dantan; And Lash’s light eyes darkened as he struggled to keep an appearance of indifference.
Dantan’s voice was hypnotic.  “What do you want from her?”
“Respect,” he said softly. 
“And as you wait for something that may never happen, you’ll continue to hide behind a wall of your own making. You’re afraid that if you show a woman who you really are, she won’t love you. So, you choose to hide your true self behind a mask of arrogance.”
Lash jolted his head up and looked at Dantan wide-eyed. His eyes flicked to Naomi and locked with hers for a second. One second was all she needed. One look at the raw emotion on his face, and she melted. 
Dantan leaned forward. “Tell me Lash. Who are you really?”
The alarm went off and everyone jumped.
Dantan tensed his jaws and then grabbed the phone. “And that is time,” he said as he turned off the alarm.
“Well, that was intense.” Lash picked up Naomi’s backpack and handed it to her. “I could use a good work out. Do you think Chuy will mind if I crash his class again?”
“I, uh, no, I think he’d be alright with it.” Chuy was covering how to escape when the victim is penned to the ground. She felt her face grow warm as she thought of Lash’s body pressed against hers.
“Oh brother,” Tori said as she and Andrew passed them on their way out the door.
Why did Tori also seem to catch her gawking at Lash? She berated herself for having such thoughts. Self-defense was serious business and should be treated with respect. 
“Lash, I need to speak with you for a few minutes,” Dantan interrupted.
“Next week, doc. I’m going with Naomi to her self-defense class.” Her stomach started doing flip-flops as Lash placed a hand on the small of her back and directed her to the door.
“I’m afraid I must insist you stay a moment. My assistant needs to submit all my financial information to my tax accountant soon and there appears to be a problem with your insurance.” 
“I don’t use insurance. I pay cash.”
Dantan looked puzzled and flicked on his smartphone. “Hmm, that’s not what the email from my assistant says.”
“That’s okay, Lash. I’ll tell Chuy that you’ll be a few minutes late,” Naomi said as she opened the door.
Lash had a torn look on his face as he looked at her and glared at Dantan. “Let’s make this quick, doc,” he snapped. Turning to Naomi, he said, “I’ll be right behind you.”
For the first time in weeks, Naomi felt more like her normal self and happy. Being with Lash did have something to do with it and she debated whether or not it would be wise to take their relationship further than the growing friendship. Maybe he wouldn’t be able to even if he wanted. If Dantan was right, Lash wasn’t capable of being close to someone. 
Who am I kidding? She couldn’t be in a relationship. She had Welita to watch over and needed to get a better paying job to help Chuy with the bills. Her stint in the hospital had only grown their debt. 
Half a block from the community center, Naomi saw Deborah and Nathan outside the entrance. 
“Tie your shoelaces, dear. We don’t want you tripping over them again.”
Nathan looked down. “Dad-burned laces. These suckers keep getting undone.” 
“Hi, Mr. and Mrs. Taylor,” Naomi said as she neared them.
“Hey, there Naomi. Where’s your boyfriend?”  Nathan grunted as he kneeled down. 
“Here’s not my boyfriend.” 
Deborah patted her arm. “Give it some time, dear.”
“I don’t know about that,” Naomi mumbled.
Nathan looked up and flashed a smile. “If Deborah says it’s gonna happen, it’s gonna happen.”
In that moment, everything moved in slow motion. Naomi turned at the sound of a loud engine. A black pickup rounded the corner and rolled down the street. She caught a glimpse of a shadow shaped like a cowboy hat, and she blinked curiously. Black metal edged out of dark tinted windows, and she froze as the gun drew closer to them. 
Gunshots broke through the still air, one after another, after another. 
The first and second bullet hit Deborah in the chest. Nathan leaped up in his attempt to block her from the gunfire. He was a second too late and the third bullet flew through his head.
Naomi screamed and another bullet whistled beside her forehead. A sharp sting followed by warm liquid slid down the side of her face, and she crumpled to the ground. 
*** 
Lash looked at the clock on the wall. He couldn’t believe he was still in Dantan’s office. He spent the last five minutes watching Dantan click through excel files in his computer. Then he heard it—a series of cracks in the direction of the community center. 
“That sounded quite near.” Dantan looked up from his computer at Lash. “I hope no one was injured.”
Lash’s heart fell to the pit of his stomach. There was no way Dantan could hear that unless...He cursed at his stupidity when the pieces to the puzzle finally connected. He tore out of the building at full speed, not caring who saw him. Please don’t let it be her.
From a block away, he saw Chuy yelling into his cell phone. People were lined up and down the street, talking to each other and pointing at the circle of people huddled around three bodies.
No, no, no! Lash felt as if someone punched him in the gut, and he struggled to breath. He ran as fast as he could to the scene trying not to draw attention. Please don’t let it be her.
As he neared the scene, Lash began to push people out of the way. He had to get to her.  
“Hold it right there.” 
Jeremy appeared in the center of the crowd dressed in a black suit. The light from the streetlight danced on his golden hair forming a glow behind his head. He seemed out of place among the montage of bodies that swarmed around him, pushing and shoving, trying to get a look. No one noticed him. Instead, everyone had their phones pointed to the ground. 
Then Lash noticed he could see through Jeremy. He was not in his earthly body, and Lash understood what that meant.
“Don’t do it, Jeremy. Please.” Lash took a step forward and in an instant Jeremy appeared by his side. 
“Stay back, Lash. I’m here to do my job.”
“No, you can’t. You can’t take her. You can’t take her from me.” His eyes were wild.
“You have feelings for her,” Jeremy said, surprised.
He glanced at the growing crowd. It took every ounce of his strength to keep from plowing through them to get to her. 
“Yes,” he croaked. Jeremy still had use of his gifts maybe he could heal her injuries. He would do anything Jeremy asked in return. Jeremy would help her. This couldn’t be the end for Naomi. He couldn’t have been sent here to watch over her, just to have her be killed on the street. “Please help her.”
Then he heard Naomi calling out Deborah’s name. “Wait, she’s alive? Naomi’s alive?” For a brief moment, he was filled with relief. Then he felt a stab of guilt that he was glad it was someone else, anyone but her. 
Lash looked at Jeremy confused. “Why are you here?”
A squad car pulled up and two uniformed officers pushed their way through the crowd. As the people moved out of the way, Lash caught a glimpse of Naomi with Deborah in her arms. Nathan lay motionless next to them.
“No,” Lash sobbed, taking a step forward.
“There’s nothing you can do, Lash. I know you want to go to them, but you need to stay with your assignment,” Jeremy said. “Wait here for a moment and then go to her.”
Lash nodded. He stepped off to the side and leaned against the building. He watched Jeremy carefully for any signs that he might change his mind and go after Naomi. 
Jeremy held his hands in front of him, palms facing upward, and slowly raised them up. A translucent replica of Nathan’s body floated through the crowd and settled down outside the circle. Jeremy walked through the crowd and people shivered as he passed through them. With a wave of his hand, a bright sphere of light appeared in the middle of the street.
“Time to wake up, Nathan,” Jeremy said, his voice low and soft.
Nathan’s eyes fluttered open. He shot up and glanced around, bewildered. “Wh-what happened? Where’s Deborah?”
“Everything will be fine, Nathan. You’ll find the answers to all your questions over there.” Jeremy pointed to the light.
Nathan looked to the crowd and then back at Jeremy confused. His eyes widened when he realized what happened. “Deborah was shot! We were shot. Deborah!” he screamed. He ran toward the crowd and stopped abruptly. “Deborah! Deborah!” He banged his fists in the air as if hitting an invisible barrier.
He turned to Jeremy. “What’s happening? Why can’t I get to her?”
Jeremy’s face with filled with empathy. “You’re on the other side.”
“I”—he swallowed—”died?”
“Yes.”
“What about Deborah?” 
“She’ll be fine. I promise.”
“How do you know? Who are you?”
“I am Jeremiel.” Jeremy answered, giving his heavenly name. “I’m one of His”—he pointed to the sky— “workers. My job is to help guide you to your destination.”
“You’re an angel?” 
“Yes. I am.” 
Jeremy’s lips thinned at the sound of blaring ambulance sirens. “Nathan, I need to help Deborah now. You need to walk through that light and all will be well, okay?”
“She’ll be behind me, right?”
“She will be fine. I promise.”
“Okay. I’ll walk through the light. You go help her.” Nathan swallowed as he walked to the middle of the street. He hesitated at the entrance of the light and an ambulance rolled through him and came to a stop near the crowd. He looked back at Jeremy, shocked. 
“Whoa, that was strange. I actually felt that.” 
Jeremy smiled. “Go on, Nathan.”
He nodded and turned to the light. Taking a deep breath, he took a step forward. For a moment, the light flickered and he vanished.
“Deborah, hang on. The paramedics are here,” Naomi said as the paramedics pushed themselves through the crowd.
“He’s so...beautiful,” Deborah gasped. “Who are you?” 
“It’s the paramedics. They’re here to help you.”
“No. The man in the suit behind you.” Deborah stared up past Naomi’s shoulder.
Naomi turned. “There’s no one behind me.”
“He’s right there. He’s so beauti—” Her eyes glazed over.
“Deborah?” Naomi shook her gently. “Deborah!”
One of the paramedics helped Naomi up as the other began CPR on Deborah.
Jeremy stopped abruptly when he caught sight of Naomi. Lash saw the look on his face, and a low growl rumbled deep in his chest. Lash took a step forward, elbowing his way through the crowd. “Naomi.”
Naomi took one look at Lash and burst into tears. Lash drew her to him. It felt so good to have her safe in his arms.
“She’s wounded,” Jeremy said.
Lash nodded at him then said to Naomi, “You’re hurt. Let the paramedics look at you.”
“Deborah? They need to help Deborah.” She sobbed into his chest.
“They are looking after her.” Lash motioned to one of the paramedics. “Sir, would you take a look at Naomi?”
“Ma’am? Let me take a look at your forehead.” 
Lash stood to the side as the paramedic examined Naomi. When the paramedic explained that it was a grazing injury and not life threatening, he relaxed and turned to watch Jeremy work on Deborah just as he had with Nathan.
“You’re Jeremiel,” Deborah said when she woke. She furrowed her brow. “How do I know that?”
“Because you’re one of the chosen. You’ve been given special knowledge in order to serve Him,” Jeremy said. “That includes knowing who I am.”
Deborah looked thoughtful for a moment. Her eyes darted to Nathan’s body. “He won’t be with me.” 
“No, he won’t.”
She winced and closed her eyes. After a moment, she took a deep breath and opened them. She watched as the paramedic worked on Naomi. “Will she be okay?”
“Yes. She’s in good hands” Jeremy glanced at Lash with a sly smile. 
Deborah turned to look at Lash. “I had a feeling he was special,” she said, keeping her eye on him. “Can he see me?”
Lash nodded.
“Take care of her,” she said. “She loves you, you know.”
“It’s time for you to go,” Jeremy said.
“I’m ready,” she turned to face him.
Jeremy placed his hands on her head. The streetlight brightened and a breeze blew through the air. And then, she was gone.
Jeremy walked toward him smiling and a surge of fear went through Lash. He missed his best friend, but he didn’t want him anywhere near Naomi. One day, when it was her time to die, she would have to see him. A sudden thought entered his mind. Deborah had seen him before she died.
“Jeremy, I thought humans couldn’t see you in your heavenly form until after they passed. How was Deborah able to see you?”
“You caught that didn’t you?” Jeremy glanced down at the ground. “Well, she’s not the norm.”
“She’s not going with her companion to the other side?”
“No.” Jeremy brushed a hand through his hair. “She’s going somewhere else.”
Lash raised his brows. He didn’t know Deborah very well, but she didn’t exactly look like the type to lead a life that would warrant Hell.
“No, no. She’s not joining Lucifer.” Jeremy laughed. “Michael has a special job for her. Look, I can’t say anymore, and I really need to be going.” He turned to look at Naomi who appeared to be finishing up with the paramedic. “I think you have a job to do too. We’ll see each other soon, my friend.” 
When the ambulence left and the last of the gawkers finally went away, Chuy went down to the parking lot for the car and left Naomi with Lash. 
She stared at the spot where Deborah and Nathan died, clutching her mother’s crucifix between her fingers. “Come on,” he said. “Let’s wait around the corner.” 
“Why would anyone want to hurt them? They were good people.”
“I don’t know.” What could he tell her? Fallen angels were, for some reason, after her and her shrink was one of them? He hated that he couldn’t tell her the truth. She would be devastated, thinking she was the cause of their deaths even though something bigger was at work. He just didn’t know what it was.
“I wish there was more we could do,” she said as she started to look back in the direction of the center.
Lash placed a hand on her cheek and turned her to him. “Sometimes, all you can do is take care of yourself and your family—be prepared for the worst and hope for the best.” He wished he could give her more than just words. Without all his powers, or knowledge about what was really going on, he felt totally helpless. He did the only thing he could think of—he pulled her to his chest, holding her tight as if by doing so he could squeeze away her fears. 
“I’m sorry, Naomi. I’m sorry I wasn’t there,” he said softly.
“I’m not. You-You could have gotten shot too, and I...I can’t...” She bit down on her lip, and a fresh set of tears spilled down her face.
She cried into his chest, and his heart ached for her at the sound of her sobs. After a moment, she collected herself and looked up at him. His breath hitched as wet blue eyes met his. He took in her pale face, red runny nose, and swollen lips. She looked so vulnerable, her eyes begging him to take the pain away. Without thought, he pressed his lips to her forehead and a blaze of fire rippled through him. 
When he lifted his head, their eyes locked and, for that moment, it was only them. No Dantan, no Sal, no fallen angels. 
A thousand thoughts went through his mind. He wanted to tell her who he was. He wanted to keep her in his arms and never let her go. He wanted to brush away the anguish from her eyes and promise her that everything would be okay just so he could see her smile. 
Her eyes darkened and lips parted as she angled her head. He swallowed, overwhelmed with all the emotions running through him. 
“Lash,” she breathed.
The chugging of an engine startled him and he pulled away just as Chuy drove up. She blinked as if waking up from a daydream. The moment was gone, and he exhaled. He had done it again. He didn’t think about what it would mean for him to get involved with Naomi. It couldn’t happen. He would have to leave her one day, and he didn’t want to hurt her when he did.
“Get in, Lash. We’ll give you a ride home.” Chuy said as Naomi slipped into the car.
Sitting in the back seat of the car, Lash gazed at Naomi. Her head leaned against the window, eyes closed. The only sound was Chuy telling her they shouldn’t worry Welita with what had happened. She nodded. Lash tore his eyes away from her and gazed out the window at the city lights. He almost lost her tonight, and it was more than messing up a job. She was more than that. He only hoped that when the time came and his assignment was over, he could let her go. 
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Lash stepped out of the shower, wrapped a towel around his waist, and searched for a clean pair of clothes. As much as he hated leaving his watch of Naomi, it felt good to finally clean up. Since the shooting, he kept her in sight at all times, choosing to nap an hour or two behind the overgrown shrubs in Welita’s backyard whenever Naomi went to sleep. As he watched, he tried to think of what he could possibly say to convince her not to go back to Dantan’s office. He still hadn’t figured it out so he decided to wing it and planned to “run” into her outside of the office building where she worked. When she finally fell asleep, he ran to his apartment to change.
“You may want to try washing your clothes more often.”
He spun around to see Raphael holding a clean pair of jeans and a black t-shirt. 
His relief to see Raphael was replaced with frustration. “You need to tell me what's going on. Naomi was almost killed a few days ago.” He snatched the clothes from him.
“You know I am not allowed to tell you that.” Raphael sat on the sole tattered chair in the one-room apartment. When it wobbled, threatening to break, he changed his mind and stood back up again. 
Lash growled with frustration as he tugged the shirt over his head and pulled on his jeans. He knew it wasn't Raphael’s fault that any of this was happening and that he was taking great risk in being there. 
“What can you tell me.” He was about to grab a bottle of whiskey from the mini-fridge when he changed his mind and took a soda instead.  
“It's time for you to leave.”
No! The can fell to the ground and soda sprayed over the floor. He couldn’t leave. It was too soon. “Is my assignment complete?”
“Not yet. Naomi is in great danger, and you need to take her away from here. There is a safe house in New Mexico.” Raphael handed him a small GPS device. “Here are the coordinates of the location. You need to take her as soon as you can.” 
Lash breathed with relief. He didn't have to leave her—not yet. However, asking her to leave her family and go to some unknown location hundreds of miles away was not going to be easy. “Any suggestions on how I convince her to do that? I don't even know what we're running from. Although, I have an idea.”
“What do you know?”
“I know that Naomi was steered to meet with this Dr. Dantan and that he’s connected with the billionaire Prescott.”
Raphael paled. “Luke Prescott?”
“Yes.” Lash was puzzled by his reaction. He'd never seen him like this before. Most of the time, Raphael had a calm demeanor, except, of course, when it came to putting up with Lash's antics. 
“Are you sure?”
“I'm pretty sure. I saw one of his bodyguards, Sal, bribe a hospital worker to get Naomi to meet with Dantan. Then I overheard Dantan talking with Sal on the phone. And then, a few days ago”—he swallowed, remembering the blood on her temple—”someone tried to shoot her down. Innocent people were hurt.”
“Dantan. The name sounds familiar.” Raphael bent down, picked up the can, and placed it in the sink. 
“I’m pretty sure Dantan is like me, a fallen angel, except he has his powers. He has a way of pulling you in and forcing your trust. He almost had me reveal myself.” Lash tore off some paper towels and bent down to wipe the floor. 
“Do you get headaches when he questions you?”
“Yes.”
“Damn.”
“Raphael!” Lash popped his head up astonished at his language.
“I apologize for my use of profanity. You are correct. Dantan is one of the fallen, but you are nothing like him. His real name is Dantanian. He works on Lucifer's behalf, which is why he has his powers. He's highly skilled, able to put on many faces to deceive the humans he controls.”
“Controls?”
“Yes, controls. That is why he works as a psychologist. It's a well-respected profession and is a perfect cover to complement his talents. He can use his inherent gifts of mind manipulations and hide them behind the skills humans refer to as psychodynamic therapy.”
“Why would he want to manipulate a group of college kids?” Lash thought about Andrew, who had no idea of the world beyond the zombies in Call of Duty, or Tori, who was as antisocial as they come, and Ellen, who could barely step out of the house without her mother's permission.
“What do you know about their families?”
Lash plopped himself on the edge of the bed and reflected on the previous group session. “Andrew's father works for Prescott Oil as a software engineer. That alone is suspicious. His mother is fundraiser organizer. Tori's mom works as secretary in the local American Federation office, and Ellen's father is—” Lash's eyes widened. “They’re all tied in. Ellen's father works in Jane Sutherland's office.”
Raphael nodded. “For some reason, there was a need to keep them under control, and Dantan was given the task to do so.”
It suddenly all made sense to him and he now saw how Dantan manipulated the group members, one by one: encouraging Tori's infatuation with him; suggesting gaming strategies to Andrew, and even quashing Ellen’s surging independence. All of it was to keep them dependent on him. But why?
“And Sal, he’s one of the fallen, too. What do you know about him?” Lash asked.
“His name is Saleos. He's Lucifer's foot soldier.”
“That means Lucifer is working behind the scenes in all of this.” He wondered if Luke was somehow affiliated with Lucifer. Maybe that was how he got all his billions. “What about Luke?”
Raphael blinked then cocked his head to the side as if hearing something in a distance. “Michael calls for me. I must take leave.”
“He doesn’t know you’re here?”
Raphael raised an eyebrow.
Holy shit! Raphael has actually gone rogue.
“Who's covering for you?”
“Gabrielle.”
Lash snorted. “Why would she want to do that?”
Raphael’s lips curved into a thin smile. “Don't underestimate Gabrielle's goodness. She has done a lot for me, as well as you, over the years. She cares deeply.”
“For you maybe,” Lash muttered.
Raphael squirmed, and Lash wondered just how close to home he hit with that statement. “I must take leave, and so should you. Take Naomi to the safe house as soon as you can.” 
*** 
“That'll be $150.38,” the cashier droned.
Naomi glanced down in her wallet and back up at the cashier. “One fifty as in one hundred and fifty?”
The cashier nodded. “Do you want this in paper or plastic?”
“I brought my own bags.” Naomi placed her bags on the counter. She went down her grocery list again, trying to figure out what she bought that could have cost so much. Damn, Chuy and Lalo. She was going to have to start charging per meal, especially for Lalo. He was at the house for breakfast and dinner. At least Chuy helped to pay the grocery bill. As much as she wanted to, she couldn't really complain, she hadn't been bringing in much money and the money her parents left her was starting to run out. 
She had volunteered to go to the supermarket and buy the items Welita needed to prepare her Saturday morning tradition of caldo. Welita was famous around the block for her Mexican style soup. After throwing on a white t-shirt and an old pair of jeans, she walked out of the house to find Lalo waiting outside on the porch with a spoon and bowl in hand. He offered to help Welita so she let him in the house. 
She pushed the cart through the automatic doors and headed toward her car. It was still dark in the early morning, and the parking lot was almost empty. She hadn't been able to sleep very well since the shooting. For some reason, she couldn't stop thinking about Lash and that's what upset her the most. Why would she be thinking about him when she should’ve been grieving for Deborah and Nathan? They were good people. But there was a part of her that was relieved, thinking that if Nathan had to die, maybe Deborah was better off being with him. She’d seen firsthand what losing the love of one’s life could do when she watched her father lose her mother. He was a shell of the man he’d been before her death. Even when he sobered up, and got his life on track, he still wasn't the same. She doubted Deborah would have been either.
Naomi placed the cart to the side of the car. As she looked into her purse for the car keys, the cart rolled back and she reached out to catch it.
“I got it.”
Naomi turned to see Lash smiling at her. “Lash.”
“Miss me?” His cocky attitude was back. It was as if what happened between them a few nights ago hadn’t happened. Maybe it was better that way. She didn't want to fall for him, and she knew it would be so easy to do. She'd already lost too many people, and somewhere deep inside she feared she’d lose him too. He would more than likely leave her life as quickly as he came into it.
“It's only been a few days.” She threw the trunk open and turned to look at him. Her eyes took in the dark circles under his eyes. It was obvious he wasn't getting enough sleep. “You look tired. Don't you sleep?”
“Don't you?” 
“As you can see here”—she made a sweeping gesture across the bags filled with food—“I'm grocery shopping for Welita. What's your excuse?” She picked up a bag from the cart. 
“With all the action the last few days, I forgot there was nothing left to eat in my sorry excuse for a kitchen.” Lash picked up a couple of bags and placed them in the trunk. “Contrary to popular belief, Pop Tarts does not a breakfast make.”
Against her better judgment, Naomi considered inviting him over for breakfast, when she heard a familiar roaring sound. Her face paled.
“Naomi, what is it?” Lash diverted his attention to sounds in the vicinity, and he heard the familiar sound too. 
A screech of tires ran through the parking lot. Gunfire popped several times and, before Naomi could register what was happening, Lash snatched the car keys from her hand and pushed her into the trunk. From the corner of her eye, she saw him slump back and groan before he slammed it shut.
“Lash!” 
The car engine sprang to life, and she rolled around the tiny compartment, banging her knees and elbows as the car swerved. She prayed it was Lash driving and not the shooter. If it wasn't Lash, then that meant he was dead, and the thought was unbearable. 
She banged on the hood. “Lash. Lash! Is that you?”
She heard more gunshots and, as their speed suddenly increased, she was tossed against the back of the trunk. He’s alive. She sighed with relief.
Frantically, she pulled a cell phone from her jean pocket. The car jolted and she dropped it as she banged her head against the closed hood. Then there was silence and the car drove smoothly. A few minutes later the car finally rolled to a stop, and the trunk lid flew open. 
“Are you alright?” Lash peered into the car.
Naomi rubbed her head. It felt tender. “Yeah, I think so.” She took Lash's hand and climbed out of the trunk. “Thank God, Chuy fixed up the car last week.”
They were in the outskirts of the city at an empty rest stop. Insects swarmed around the only light source in the parking area. The grounds were littered with empty beer bottles and soda cans.  “Where are we?”
“I'm not sure. I wasn't exactly paying attention.”
“Well, don't get snippy with me. I was—” 
She paled as she watched Lash wince and clutch his side. He slumped slowly to the ground—a red stain blossoming on his shirt.
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With a cup of espresso in hand, Jane looked out the bay window as rays of orange peeked out of the horizon, meeting the dark sky of the early dawn. It was much too early to be up, but the nightmares kept her tossing. It was the same nightmare she’d had since the plane crash: the trembling of the plane, the screams, the heat, the smoke, the feeling of suffocation. As time passed, she had the dreams less often. Strange that, over the last few weeks, the dreams had increased in frequency. 
“What are you doing up this early? Our flight to Washington doesn’t leave for another few hours.” 
Jane turned in her chair. “Since I couldn’t sleep, I thought I might as well get up and start my day early.” She eyed Luke as he placed a couple of files on the desk and crossed the room to the kitchenette. “In all the years I’ve known you, you hardly sleep either.”
“It’s the secret to my success,” he said as he lifted the silver carafe and poured coffee. “While most people are still sleeping, I’m busy with business.”
“Tell me your secret. How do you keep yourself looking so young?” Jane noted his twinkling eyes and unlined face. “If man can go to the moon, why can’t they invent something for the bags I get under my eyes after a sleepless night?” 
Luke laughed. “Perhaps I should invest in cosmetics.”
Jane took a sip of her coffee. “In addition to the fracking your company is doing in the state? Sounds like a lot to manage.” Prescott Oil was the leader in hydraulic fracturing. The process of extracting petroleum by widening rock fractures using chemicals and liquids at a high pressure was a controversial method. Despite that, Luke was able to expand his business across the state—with the help of her senate connections, of course.
“It’s all too easy when you have an army of workers at your disposal.” 
“Mr. Prescott?” Sal stood at the entrance to the room, his face stern. 
“Speaking of which, come in, Sal.”
Jane watched as Sal headed straight to Luke and whispered something to him that made his smile fade. She was used to Sal and Luke discussing business in her presence, and Luke often asked her opinion on a number of things—especially on his latest venture in taking Prescott Oil’s hydrofracturing business to an international level. Lately, however, their conversations were conducted in hushed whispers or held in private.
“Get IT on it, and trace their movements. He can’t get far fl—” Luke glanced at Jane and cleared his throat. “Their travel methods are limited. Call our contacts at the Houston airport and keep me posted.”
She hoped nothing was wrong at the airport. It was bad enough that she had to fly out of the same place where her nightmares originated. 
Sal nodded and left the room.
“Problems?” She placed her cup on the coffee table.
“Nothing I can’t handle.” Luke put down his cup. “Well, my dear, it’s fortunate that you are up early after all. There’s been a change of plans. We’ll need to cancel the flight out of the Houston airport and drive to Dallas.”
“We’re flying out of Dallas?” Jane felt a surge of panic as the memory of a fireball sweeping down the plane aisle crossed her mind. Did Luke find out about someone trying to tamper with the plane they were planning to take? She’d been told to expect this now that she was an official candidate for the next presidential race. She took a deep breath, dabbed the sides of her lips, and placed the napkin next to the cup. “Is there something I should know?”
Luke held out his hands, and she placed her hands into his. “Everything is taken care of. You have nothing to worry about. I’ll never let anything happen to you.” He kissed her hands and smiled. “You are much too precious to me.”
Jane exhaled a long breath. She knew she could count on Luke. In all the years she’d known him, he had never let her down. Although she wanted to know more, she trusted him. “That’s all I need to know. I’ll go pack.” 
*** 
“Lash,” Naomi knelt to his side. She should’ve been freaking out. It was the second time she’d been shot at this week. He needed her help, but she couldn’t give it to him if she gave in to the panic that was just beneath the thin layer of calm. She placed her hands over his, trying to pry his fingers off his abdomen. “Let me see.” His hands wouldn’t budge.
“It’s nothing.”
“It’s not ‘nothing’. I see the blood seeping in between your fingers.”
He turned to his side in an attempt to keep her hands away from him. “It’s just a scratch.”
“You’re as pale as a ghost, and there’s blood everywhere.” Naomi searched the back of the trunk and found her cell phone.
“Put that away.” 
“Are you crazy? You’re hurt and need help. And what if the shooter comes back? We need to call the cops,” she said as she placed the phone to her ear.
Lash grimaced as he stood up. “I don’t need it. Don’t you listen?” He swatted the phone out of her hand, and it hit the cement. 
“What is wrong with you?” She picked it up and tapped on the screen. “You broke my phone.”
“I told you. I’m fine.”
“No you’re not. Get in the car, and stop being so stubborn. I’m driving you to the hospital.” 
“I’m stubborn? I’m stubborn?” He laughed and then moaned as he clutched his stomach tighter.
She almost lost it watching him suffer. What if he lost too much blood? He could be dying right in front of her. She took a deep breath. “Lash, I need you to get in the car.”
“The pain will go away soon.”
She marched to the passenger side of the car and opened the door. “Get in.”
Lash scowled. “I’ll prove to you that I’m fine. Do you have something that I could use to wipe off this blood?”
She raised an eyebrow. 
“Please.” His eyes widened.
Maybe if she played along with him, he’d give in. She went back to the trunk, pulled out a roll of paper towels, and tossed it to him. “I’d feel a lot better if we went to the hospital,” she said as she brushed off dirt from the phone. “It still works, only the screen is broke. You can pay me back to replace the screen you broke, and...”
She lost her train of thought as Lash lifted his shirt, exposing streaks of blood lining his chiseled stomach. She couldn’t take her eyes off him as long fingers glided over the muscles lining his abdomen, the movement stirred something inside of her. 
“Are you okay? You’re awfully quiet.” Lash gave her a lopsided grin.
“Uh, phone screen...broken...hospital.” Her cheeks grew a bright pink and she ducked her head.
“Look at me.” His fingers lifted her chin. “I’ll show you why I don’t need a hospital.” 
Naomi willed herself to come to her senses and to focus on the seriousness of the situation. She should be figuring out a way to stop the bleeding rather than gawking at him. 
Her eyes locked with his and his cocky expression disappeared. “Don’t freak out.”
He lifted the paper towel and showed her what should have been a bullet hole.
But it wasn’t.
This can’t be real. She blinked trying to adjust her eyes. Something was wrong with her eyesight. She leaned in closer, astonished as the mutilated skin smoothed over as she watched. She rubbed her eyes again and blinked when all she saw was flawless skin. Without thinking, she reached over, her fingers tracing over the spot.
Lash moaned at her touch.
She pulled her hand away. “I’m sorry. Did I hurt you?”
“No,” he let out a rush of air. 
“There’s nothing there. Not even a scratch. That’s impossible.” She took a step back, her eyes wide.
“I want you to listen carefully,” Lash said, pulling down his shirt. “I know you might find it hard to believe, but hear me out. I’m an angel. I was sent to you for a reason. My mission is to get you to New Mexico.”
Something was wrong. Something was very wrong. There was no way this was real. Maybe she inhaled too many fumes from the car exhaust. Maybe this was his way of getting her alone. Ever since she met him, he was always in the same vicinity. What are the chances they were at the same grocery store at the same time? Who goes grocery shopping that early in the morning? What if he was in with the shooter? She bit down on her lip confused. If he wanted to hurt her, then why bother protecting her and getting shot in the process. Naomi’s survival instincts warred with her attraction to him. She needed to leave, get some distance from him. 
There was a brief pause as Naomi’s eyes locked with his.
“Look, I don’t know what’s going on here with this pseudo Criss Angel thing you’re doing, but something is not right.” Naomi slammed the trunk shut and headed toward the driver’s side walking backwards as she kept an eye on him. “I’ll send you some help.”
“I’m not trying to trick you into anything.” He took a step forward.
“Stay back.”
His face fell. “Don’t you trust me? I’m telling you the truth.” 
Naomi felt a stab of pain. Her heart was telling her he was being honest with her. The hurt in his face was obvious. But her head was saying there was something totally wrong with this picture. Maybe he was delusional. She heard trauma did that to people sometimes. 
“I want to believe you.”
“Then do.”
“It’s not possible.” She continued to walk backwards and tripped over a bottle.
Lash quickly grabbed her. “Listen to me. You’re in danger. Last week was not a random drive-by shooting. The person who shot the Taylors was aiming at you, they just got caught in the crossfire.”
Naomi looked into his frantic eyes. “I know you really want to believe that you’re an angel, but you’re not. It’s not possible. Let go of me, and I’ll get us some help.”
“Have faith, Naomi.” Lash’s fingers traced her neck and the crucifix.”You trust in God.” 
Her breath hitched as his fingers glided along the necklace. She closed her eyes and willed herself to not think how her body was responding to his touch. “The necklace was my mother’s. She was the one with faith.”
“I’m sorry. I didn’t know that.” Lash loosened his hold on her, and stepped back. 
An awkward silence passed between them. Then she looked at him sadly and said, “I don’t know what happened during the shooting. Maybe you banged your head. Maybe I banged mine. Either way, whatever is happening right now can’t be real.”
“Damn it! I’m not crazy. You’re not crazy.” Lash kicked a soda can, sending it soaring into the darkness. Running his hands through his hair, he paced the lot, deep in thought. After a moment, he turned to her, his face determined. “I am an angel, and I’ll prove it.” He tore off his t-shirt and threw it to the ground. 
Naomi balked. “You don’t have to prove anything to me. Keep your clothes on.” 
He charged at her and she screamed as he lifted her off the ground. This was it. He went off the deep end. Then she noticed something odd. The ground was getting further away.
A rush of wind blew her hair into her mouth, and she gagged. She brushed the hair out of her face and noticed that she could see the top of the surrounding trees. “Oh my God! What’s happening?”
He chuckled as she clawed his back trying to get a better grip. “Don’t worry. I’ve got you.”
“You’ve got me? How?”
Lash smiled and gestured behind him. Her mouth dropped at the pair of wings lined with downy white feathers.
“Holy shit—uh, I mean, you’re an angel.”
He grinned. “I told you.”
His grin was contagious and she laughed. He chuckled and looked at her and then his smile faded. He was so close she could feel his warm breath on her lips. She found her hand reaching out to stroke the dark stubble that lined his chiseled jaw. It was surprisingly soft.
“Naomi,” his voice was deep and his eyes gazed intently into hers. “I’m an angel.”
“I know.” Her fingers brushed his lips.
He quivered and closed his eyes. When he opened them, they were alight with pain. “I’m an angel,” he said again.
Her face crumpled as the words sank in. He was an angel. He was only there to watch over her and keep her safe, like Rebecca was Welita’s guardian angel. He couldn’t be anything more than that to her.
“Hey,” he gave her a nudge and a forced smile. “Want to see how many birds we can freak out?”
Before she could answer, he climbed higher into the sky. She tensed as the city lights grew smaller and everything began to spin.
“You’re not going to fall.” He tightened his hold, and his eyes darkened as her face neared his. “I won’t let go. I promise.”
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Daylight found Lash and Naomi sitting in the car in front of Welita’s house. Lash replayed the experience of having Naomi’s body pressed against his bare chest over and over again—how her body fit into his, the feel of her heart beat, her soft hair as it brushed against him. He closed his eyes and cherished the last few minutes they had with each other before they had to face reality. One, Sal, the shooter, wanted her dead. Two, their time together was almost over. He pushed the thought aside needing to focus on her safety first. He had to get her to New Mexico and the fastest way to do it was to catch the next flight out. “We need to get your things packed. There’s a safe house in New Mexico. You’ll be safe there.”
Her eyes were raw with an emotion that made him want to forget his assignment, forget about going back home, and stay with her, whether or not it was forbidden. “Why didn’t you tell me before?” 
“You probably would’ve reacted the same way you did just now, and you definitely wouldn’t have given me a chance to explain.” 
“So, you’re here to watch over me? Like a guardian angel?”
“You could say that.”
Naomi groaned. “Welita was right. I’ll never hear the end of it.”
Lash chuckled. He stepped out of the car, went to her side and opened the door. “Come on. We need to get moving. The sooner we leave, the sooner we can get you to safety.”
“What happens after that?” 
“I’m not sure.” It wasn’t a lie. He didn’t know what would happen to her. He hated that he was given such limited information. What he did know was that once he was done with his assignment, he would have fulfilled his obligation. That would mean he was free to go back home. Going home should have made him feel excited, but instead he felt empty—worse than he had during the last thirty-five years. 
“I can’t leave. I don’t want to worry Welita.”
“Worry me about what?” Welita walked to the front yard with a water hose in her hand, Bear bouncing behind her. When she saw Lash, she sped to him, jumping up and down and running circles around his feet.
Naomi glanced down at Bear, then back up at him. “Now I get it.”
“Angel or not,” he whispered. “I had to bribe her to make her like me.”
“What is it, Naomi?” Welita shut off the water and wiped her hands on an apron.
“There’s something we have to tell you,” she said escorting Welita back into the house.
They sat on the living room sofa while Lash went to the kitchen to grab a chair. He sat down and Bear hopped onto his lap.
“Why are you so serious? Did something happen?”
“A few days ago a couple of Chuy’s students were shot in a drive-by shooting outside of the community center, and”—her eye’s darted to Lash and he nodded—”and I was almost shot too.”
Welita pulled Naomi into her arms. “Thank God you’re safe. The lord is watching over us.”
Lash winked.
“Wait a minute. Is that what happened to your head?” Welita touched the bandage, and Naomi winced. “You told me you scratched your head at the community center.”
“Well, the bullet just grazed it. So, it’s kind of a scratch.” 
“Dios mío.” Welita squeezed tighter. “Don’t ever lie to me again.”
“I won’t. Um, there’s more.”
Welita pulled back. “More?”
“The person who shot Chuy’s students was not really after them. This morning at the grocery store the same person tried to shoot me again.”
Welita gasped. “Are you hurt? Maybe we should take you to the hospital.”
“No. Lash was there and he pushed me into the trunk.”
Welita turned to Lash confused. “The trunk of the car?”
“It’s a long story,” he said. “Needless to say, it worked.”
“Thank you so much for watching over her.” 
“Where are you going?” Naomi asked as Welita crossed the room.
“To call the police. There’s someone after you and we need to make sure we get you some protection.”
Lash placed Bear on the floor and stood in front of Welita. “There’s more we need to tell you. Please sit down.”
Welita looked confused. “You two are acting very strange. What’s going on?” 
“First, I want to apologize for not sharing this information with you earlier. In my position, revealing this is not standard protocol.” 
“Reveal what?”
He pulled a chair close to Welita. “Uh, you may want to sit for this.”
She eyed him suspiciously as she sat down. He knelt at her side.
“I know you’re a spiritual woman and you believe in angels.”
“Yes, I have Rebecca. Although she didn’t mention that anyone was going to hurt Naomi.” 
“That’s because we are limited in what we are allowed to share with others.” 
“How do you know that?”
“Because...” Lash glanced over at Naomi then back to Welita and took a deep breath. “Because I am one.”
The room was silent for a moment. “But I can see you,” Welita said.
“You said that you could see Rebecca too,” Naomi pointed out.
“I can, but I’m the only one that can see her.” Welita leaned over and touched him. “You are body and flesh. I can touch and feel you.”
“Rebecca doesn’t appear to you like Lash does?” Naomi looked to him for an explanation.
“I’m not exactly a guardian angel,” he said.
“You said you were an angel.” 
He stood up and sat across from them, uncomfortable. He squirmed under their questioning gaze. “On rare occasions, some angels are allowed to have a human form while working on assignment.”
“And why is that?” Naomi asked.
“Because an angel’s powers are limited in a human body, and when you’re on assignment it’s more efficient if you have all your powers.”
“So why are you in a human body?”
“I didn’t have a choice,” he muttered his eyes gazed down at the worn floor. 
“Why is that?”
“Because I was kicked out of Heaven.”
“You were what?” Naomi jolted upright from the sofa, eyes wide open. 
“Remember, when I said that my family kicked me out of the house? Well...” 
“It’s not the same thing.” Naomi jumped up and paced the floor. Bear watched her curiously.
“To me it is.”
“But, but, you have white wings. I saw them.”
“Only fallen angels that join Lucifer have black wings. I’m not one of them.”
“Good,” she sighed and sat back down. “How long ago did this happen?”
“It was a long time ago. Thirty-five years.” 
“So, looking after me is some type of punishment?” Hurt flashed over her face.
“No, it’s not like that,” Lash said.
Naomi bit down on her quivering lip. Her face tinged with pink and her eyes grew moist.
She thinks she’s just an assignment to me. How could he tell her that she was more than that? The problem was she shouldn’t be more to him than that.
He went to her side and tucked her hand in his. “I don’t know why I was assigned to you, but if I hadn’t, I would’ve never gotten to know you or your family. It’s the best thing that’s ever happened to me. Please believe me.” 
“I believe you,” she croaked.
“I was given a chance to return home after I do one last assignment to watch over you and keep you safe from danger. So, as soon as I was given the assignment, I came here.”
Welita leaned in. “When was this?”
“I was here the day of your son’s funeral.”
Welita looked up. “Thank you. My prayers were answered.” She then turned to Naomi. “I prayed for God to send someone to look over you.”
“I’m sorry they sent you a broken angel like me,” Lash said. “You deserve better.” 
“Stop that.” Naomi squeezed his hand. “You are not broken.”
“Naomi’s right. You’re a blessing,” Welita said. “I prayed for someone who could fill the empty space inside of her, to bring joy back into her life. You did that, Lash.”
“Welita, I don’t think it works that way.” Naomi let go of his hand.
“Why not?” Welita turned to him. “Lash isn’t that part of your job?” 
Lash looked at Naomi and his heart saddened with the thought that he wouldn’t be the one to be by her side. It was impossible, unless he did the unthinkable. It happened before. The Archangel Rachel, who was a kind soul and the complete opposite of Gabrielle, once told him that thousands of years ago, angels did come down and took humans as their wives. It wreaked havoc on Earth and Michael and Gabrielle were sent to straighten it out. Many refused to return to Heaven and were stripped of their powers. Some of them chose to go with Lucifer, who was able to restore their powers. He wanted Rachel to tell him more about it, but Raphael intervened and told her that he had enough information. Was this something he was willing to do? Could he stand to look down from Heaven and see Naomi in the arms of someone else? 
“I’m not sure what my job is exactly, except to watch over her. Last night, I was told of a safe place to take her.”
“Where does she need to go?” Welita asked.
“New Mexico.”
“Then that’s where you need to go, Mijita.” Welita stood up. “Go get packed. I’ll have Chuy drop you off at the airport.”
“What about you? What if something happens?” Naomi jumped up.
“Don’t worry about me. I have Rebecca. And Chuy is here.” Welita cupped her face. “I know you’re scared. Have faith, Naomi. Lash was sent to you for a reason.”
Naomi nodded and kissed her hands. 
“You can take Bear with you. She’ll watch over the both of you,” she said.
Bear barked.
Naomi laughed. “I don’t know.”
“She’s small but she can sense trouble coming.”
Lash bent down and rubbed behind Bear’s ear. She had a special way of keeping both of them calm. He had a feeling they’ll need all the help they can get. “That might not be a bad idea.”
“Well, okay. I guess I’ll get the carrier then.” 
Welita turned to him when Naomi disappeared down the hall to pack. “I know you’ll take good care of her, and I know it’s not because she’s an assignment to you.”
Lash swallowed. “I will. I promise.”
Welita placed a hand on his cheek. “I see it in your eyes as I see it in hers. Remember, there is always light where there is love and if that is what is meant to happen between the two of you, then it was destined.”
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“Driver’s license and boarding pass please,” the agent droned. 
Naomi grabbed Lash’s arm. “Tell me that you have a driver’s license.”
“Of course, I do.” Lash pulled out his wallet. “I’ve been known to drive from time to time. You were introduced to my mad driving skills early this morning. Besides, it’s hard to do anything financially without one these days.”
“Ma’am, driver’s license and boarding pass please,” the agent called to Naomi.
The agent gave a glance at her license and then looked into the dog carrier with a flashlight. “You’ll need to take the animal out of the carrier and put the carrier through the scanner. Carry the dog with you through the metal detector.”
“Okay, thanks.” Naomi walked through the checkpoint.
“Good morning,”—Lash read off the agent’s name tag—“Mr. Daryll Williams. Busy day?” He flashed a smile.
The agent eyed him suspiciously. “License and boarding pass.”
He’s in a bad mood. Lash held a breath as the agent looked over his license wishing he had taken the time to make himself look older. He didn’t have time to update the birthdate to fit the youthful look he maintained. He rubbed his hand over his chin, feeling the stubble. At least he didn’t shave, that may help.
The agent looked at the license then back up at Lash. He clicked on a pen light and brushed it over the license carefully. He then looked back up at Lash with a raised eyebrow.
“Plastic surgery. Houston has the best, you know.”
“Um, hmm.” The agent scribbled on the boarding pass and handed it back to him. 
“Thank you.” Lash smiled and stepped through. 
“Hurry up, Lash,” Naomi called out to him as she and Bear went through the metal detector. “The plane’s already started boarding. If we run we might make it.”
“I’m right behind you.” Lash placed his bag on the conveyor belt and then stepped toward the metal detector.
“Hold on there.” A woman with a TSA badge motioned to him. “You need to take off your shoes and send it through the x-ray.”
“My shoes?”
“Yes.”
“That doesn’t make sense.”
“Do it, Lash.” Naomi said. “And hurry up.”
After a couple of minutes with struggling to take off his hiking boots, Lash placed them on the conveyor belt and walked through the metal detector, setting it off.
Naomi groaned.
“Step to the side, sir. I’ll need to pat you down,” the woman said.
Lash looked at Naomi confused. He didn’t know what they expected to find on him.
He followed the woman’s instructions and stretched out his arm as she patted him down. When she trailed down his sides he laughed. 
The agent stopped and gave him a look. 
“Sorry. I’m ticklish.”
The woman shook her head and continued. 
He was telling her the truth. He didn’t understand why the agent had to be so cold. 
Then he felt hands between his legs. He jumped.
“Whoa there.” What the hell was all that about?
“Sir, you’re going to have to be still during the procedure.”
“Sorry. I just wasn’t expecting it.” People were strange. He definitely didn’t know what she expected to find down there that could possibly take down a plane. He had heard one account, a while back, in which a man supposedly carried explosives in his underwear. There was no way that could have caused any damage. Leave it to people to be more worried about exploding underwear than the obvious signs set before them.
“Finally,” Naomi said as Lash approached her. 
“How much time do we have?”
Naomi looked at the airport board and then back at her watch. “Crap, we have two minutes. Run.”
Lash took the carrier from Naomi and ran in the direction of their gate. Even if they didn’t make it on time, they could try to get another flight out. He had to admit that he was anxious to get her out of the city. He had no idea where Sal was at the moment. 
They arrived their gate, breathless and Naomi made a beeline to the woman at the counter.
“Flight 5256?” 
“I’m sorry, just you missed it.” The woman pointed to the window behind her.
Naomi dropped her bag, exhausted, as she watched the plane moving away from the gate bridge. 
“Would you like for me to rebook you on another flight?”
“Yes, please.” She handed her the boarding pass.
Lash looked at her apologetically and then handed the woman his boarding pass. “I didn’t know they were going to be so thorough.”
“You didn’t know to take off your shoes?”
“Now how was I supposed to know that? This is my first time flying...commercial that is.”
“And what’s with the laughing and the jumping? You know you could have gotten in trouble for that. Ever since 9/11 airport security has been really tight and—”
Behind Naomi, there was a flash of light, and Lash tackled her to the ground just as the wave of explosion hit the window sending shards of glass through the air. 
There was a beat of silence, and in that moment, he knew. The plane that had just departed had exploded and they were meant to be on that plane. It was only a matter of time before it was discovered that they were not on there. They had to leave. Now.
Screams surrounded him as he pulled Naomi from the floor. She turned in the direction of the window, her eyes widened and a hand went over her mouth as she watched the plane being eaten by flames. She looked at the people around her that had stood closest to the windows. 
“Naomi, we need to go.” Lash picked up the carrier, trying to calm down Bear who was barking fiercely at the direction of the flames. 
Anita was right. Bear can sense them, and they’re near. 
“Naomi.”
“Her eyes are bleeding.” Naomi’s eyes were glazed as she pointed at a woman wandering around the area, her hands reaching out blindly. “We need to help her.” 
“No, we have to go.”
“They’re hurt.” She took a step and stumbled. 
“Naomi, look at me.” He lifted her head and stared into her eyes. “They’re near and they’re coming after us. You’re in shock and you need to try to get yourself together.”
“What?” Her eyes were unfocused. 
“I’m sorry. I have to do this.” Lash slapped her. 
Naomi looked at him, stunned, and then she scowled. “You asshole. Why did you do that?”
“Because you were losing it and we have to go.” He picked up Bear’s carrier, grabbed her hand, and ran. “Call Chuy. Have him pick us up where he left us off.”
Lash and Naomi pushed through the crowds as the people gathered to see what happened. A siren went off and there was an announcement made that the airport was going to be locked down. No one was going to be able to go in or out.
He groaned as he tugged on Naomi trying to get her to run faster. He wished he could pick her up and run her out of there. But if he did, they would definitely be caught. It wasn’t the humans he was worried about—it was Sal. 
“Tell Chuy to hurry. We might not have a chance to get out. They’re closing it down,” Lash yelled to her. 
“I don’t care if you have to run the red lights, do it Chuy. I mean it,” Naomi yelled in into the phone. 
“He’s not that far. He should be here in a couple of minutes.”
At the doors, there were security agents directing people back inside. He scanned the entrances and found one where a woman with three children and a wailing baby in her arms was arguing with an agent.
“This way.” Lash directed and charged through the door right in front of the woman. 
“Hey! You can’t leave,” the man called out. He went after them and tripped over one of the kids.
The boy cried, and the mother yelled at the agent.
Lash peered through the rows of cars that lined the drop-off lanes in front of the airport. He let out a breath when he spotted the beat up car. “Over there.” 
Before the car stopped, Lash threw the back door open and tossed the carrier and bags into the back seat. Then he flew to the driver’s side. “Move over. I’m driving.” 
*** 
Naomi’s heart pounded against her chest as she tried to catch her breath. As Lash swerved in and out of traffic, she looked out the back window to see if anyone was following them.
Bear barked and scratched at the walls inside the carrier. With shaking hands, Naomi unzipped the flap and held onto Bear. 
The car jerked to the right barely missing the back of a white SUV. 
“What’s going on?” Chuy asked his voice unusually calm for someone who was riding in a car dodging in and out of traffic.
“We need to get out of the city,” Lash said.
Naomi looked at his reflection in the rear view mirror. His eyes were tense as he focused on the road.  “Was it them?”
“Yes.” 
“Who? Tell me what’s going on,” Chuy demanded.
“Someone is after Naomi. The shooting at the community center was meant for her. This morning, the same gunman was after her again.” Lash pulled onto the highway, taking the car as fast as it would go.
Chuy turned around to look at Naomi in the backseat. “Does Welita know anything about this?”
“Yeah, that’s why she wanted me to leave town.”
Chuy looked at her suspiciously. “There’s more that you’re not telling me.”
“Lash came to Houston to protect me. He’s sort of...uh, sort of an angel.”
Chuy looked at Lash and then back at Naomi, his face stern. “Are you being serious with me?”
Naomi nodded. 
Chuy faced forward in the car and let out a loud breath. “Welita was right.”
Lash glanced over at Chuy with a surprised look. “You believe us?”
Chuy wiped a hand over his brow. “Of course. It explains a lot of what’s been going on in the house. The times that she swore she lost something and I helped her look for it only to find it in a spot I know for a fact that I had already looked. And the times when I felt a presence in the house that made me feel calm, especially after Uncle Javier died. I didn’t really start to believe it until I found Naomi.”
“What do you mean found me?”  She leaned over the seats.
“After I locked up your bike in the garage, I was planning on going with Lalo to the Lake Charles Casino again. I felt a strange chill on the back of my neck. And then, I swear I heard someone whisper your name. I thought it was Lalo playing a trick on me until he called and told me he was waiting at work and to pick him up there. After he hung up, I had the sudden urge to go check up on you. The closer I got to your apartment the more I felt that something was wrong.”
“Why didn’t you tell me?”
“I didn’t think anyone, other than Welita, would believe me.” Chuy looked over to Lash. “So, you’re an angel. Why don’t you just fly Naomi away from here?”
Lash growled. 
“He can’t,” Naomi said. “He’s limited in his powers.”
“What kind of angel are you?”
“That doesn’t matter, Chuy,” Naomi said before Lash could answer. “We’re going to have to take the car. We can leave you off some place. Maybe Lalo can pick you up?” She gave him a pleading look, hoping that he would not antagonize Lash. She knew that his angel status was a sore spot for him.
Chuy looked to Naomi and then back at Lash, recognition crossed his face. “I see.” He grinned. “That would be like you to go after the impossible.”
Naomi scowled.
“Okay, okay, don’t get so pissy.” He pulled out a cell phone from his pocket. “Orale, Lalo. I need a ride man. What do you mean, ‘who is this?’ It’s me, pendejo. Who do you think? Who else calls you? Pick me up at el campo. And bring the cash...No, the shipment hasn’t come in. Something’s come up and I need it...Yes, I know it took a long time for us to build it up...It’s for Naomi. She’s in trouble.”
“I don’t need any money. I have a credit card,” Naomi said when he got off the phone.
“If someone is after you, you’re going to have to lay low. Cash only. Don’t leave a trail.”
“How do you know so much about this? Are you dealing drugs? Welita would skin you alive if she found out.” 
Chuy rolled his eyes. “It’s not that. I’ll tell you when we get there. Take the next exit Lash.”
“Where are we headed?” he asked.
“It’s a few miles outside of the city. No one knows about this place except for me and Lalo. We’ll be safe.”
Naomi rubbed behind Bear’s ear. She had no idea where the road ahead was going to take her. All she knew was that she trusted Lash, and as long as the danger followed her and not her family, that was all she could hope for. 
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Lash paced the expanse of a wraparound porch that had seen better days. They had driven for miles down an unpaved country road and then turned off the road into a worn path that he wouldn’t have noticed if Chuy hadn’t directed him to it. They finally came to a stop at a two-story house. The house was a mix of white and grey where the paint had peeled off. Rust carpeted the metal roof and the glass from every window was broken. Knee-high grass covered the ground as far as the eye could see, and there was not another house in sight. It was obviously abandoned. As isolated from prying eyes as it was, he couldn’t get rid of the anxious feeling that he needed to get Naomi out of Texas as soon as possible.  
He glanced at his watch. “It’s been an hour.”
“He’s coming.” Chuy stretched out his legs from the steps where he sat. “Lalo may be slow sometimes, but if he says he’ll be here. He’ll be here.”
Lash leaned against a porch post and grumbled. He should leave now. Actually, he should have dropped Chuy and left immediately. A soft hand touched his bare arm. “Five more minutes.”
He looked into Naomi’s eyes and a wave of calm washed over him. He nodded in understanding. She wanted to be sure that Chuy had a way back. She wouldn’t leave without making sure he was taken care of. 
It was hard for him to focus on anything else but her safety. It was all he could think about. He couldn’t get his mind off how close she had been to being killed—again. If they had been on that plane, he wouldn’t have been able to shield her with his human body. The explosion would have left him alive but severely injured. Naomi, on the other hand, she would be...he shuddered not even wanting to think the word. He was at the point where he felt entirely worthless and wondered if she’d be better off without him.
Naomi giggled.
“What’s funny?” 
“I was just thinking. You’re ticklish.”
“And?” That was a strange thing for her to say. He wondered if she was going into shock again.
“And it saved my life.” She grinned.
He lifted his brow, amused. In spite of all the madness going on around them, she managed to find the humor in all of it. He loved that about her. “Who knew that my incompetence as a seasoned flyer would come in—I hear a car coming. Why is the car bouncing?”
A bright orange car rolled toward them, its gold-rimmed tires flashed in the sunlight as it bounced above the grass. 
“It’s a low-rider. He and Chuy rigged the car to do, uh, that.” Naomi waved her hand at the car as it rolled to a stop.
“That’s my homie. Told you he’d be here.” Chuy jumped off the porch. “You’re late.” 
“Welita was at my house when you called. She wanted to say a prayer over me before I left.” He slapped a thick envelope into his hand. “She stuck some extra cash in there, too.” 
“I can’t take Welita’s money,” Naomi said.
“She knew you’d say that. She told me to tell you that she knows you put your graduation money back into her bank account.” He pulled a rag from his back pocket and wiped his forehead. “Hey Chuy, when we get back, you gotta help me fix the AC in the car.”
“How did she know I did that—Chuy?” Naomi eyed him suspiciously.
“It wasn’t Chuy,” Lalo said. “Welita said some chick named Rebecca told her. Who’s Rebecca?”
Chuy slapped him on the shoulder. “Long story, man, I’ll tell you on the way back home.” Turning to Naomi, he placed the envelope in her hand. “Take the cash. You’ll need it.” 
Lash looked over her shoulder and saw it was filled mostly with hundred dollar bills. 
Naomi’s eyes widened. “Where did you get all this?” 
Chuy looked nervously at Lalo, and he nodded. “We’ve been saving to bring Lalo’s cousin over from Mexico. Her parents were killed a few months ago and she’s there alone. All her family is here.”
Naomi shook her head. “I can’t take this. You need it.” She held out the envelope to Lalo.
“I’m confused. Why don’t you let Lalo use your credit card in exchange for the cash? Lalo can buy his cousin an airplane ticket with it,” Lash suggested.
“He can’t. She wouldn’t be able to travel here by regular means. It’s not exactly...legal.”
“Oh,” Lash said when he realized what she meant. From what he’d seen on various news shows, undocumented immigration appeared to be a much-heated debate. 
“You’re family too,” Lalo said to her. “Take it. Chuy and I will figure out what to do with my cousin.”
Naomi kissed him on the cheek and he turned beet red. “Uh, yeah, well, don’t spend it all in one place. I’ll wait for you in the car,” he said to Chuy.
Chuy hugged Naomi. “Don’t do anything stupid.”
“You know me.”
“Yeah, I know you.” He turned to Lash. “She’s going to want to push you around. Don’t fall for her batting eye thing that she likes to do when she wants to get her own way.”
“I don’t bat my eyes.”
Lalo snorted.
Naomi rolled her eyes. “I’ll wait in the car.”
“There’s something I need to tell you.” Chuy placed a hand on Lash’s shoulder, and directed him away from the car where she couldn’t hear him. “I don’t know what kind of angel you are, and I don’t care. She’s been a lot happier since you’ve been here, happier than I’ve seen her in a long time. Take good care of her, and bring her home soon.”
Lash looked down at Chuy’s outstretched hand for a moment. He wanted to promise him that he would bring her back to her family. How could he if he didn’t know what would happen once they got to the safe house? All he was given was a location. He looked into Chuy’s trusting eyes and felt a strong sense of obligation that he’d never felt before in all his time that he worked on his various assignments. The responsibility that he had over Naomi’s welfare, to Chuy and Welita weighed heavily on him. “You have my word. I’ll use all my powers to make sure she stays safe.” 
*** 
Lash drove not saying a word while Naomi wept silently and Bear licked her hand trying to comfort her. He glanced at her periodically, wanting to pull over and take her into his arms and tell her they were going to be all right. She finally fell asleep and he had time to think about all that had happened within the last twenty-four hours. Why was Luke Prescott giving Sal orders to hunt down Naomi? Why would he want to get rid of her? She wasn’t a threat to him. Was she? “Come on, Raphael. Give me a little hint.”
He heard soft snoring and chuckled when he realized it was coming from Bear. He gave her a light pat then turned on the radio. He kept it low not wanting to wake the sleeping pair.
And in the latest news report, eighty-eight passengers on Flight 5256 leaving from Houston to Albuquerque are believed dead. At this time, Airport officials are refusing to comment on the source of the explosion. There is speculation that a bomb may have been responsible. Airport baggage handlers are being questioned. All flights have been canceled and the airport has been shut down until further notice.
Naomi moaned in her sleep, and he clicked the radio off. 
“How long was I asleep?” Naomi yawned as she stretched.
Lash glanced at the clock on the dashboard. “A couple of hours.” 
“Two hours! Why didn’t you wake me?”
“You need your rest. It’s going to be a long drive.”
“Where are we now?” Naomi looked out the window.
“Still in Texas,” Lash grumbled.  It felt like he’d been driving forever. “How big is this state anyway?”
Her stomach grumbled and she reached for her backpack. “Great. I forgot to bring food,” she said, riffling through the bag.
“Since we have no hope of getting out of Texas anytime soon, we can make a pit stop in the next town. We’ll refuel you and the car.” Lash looked down at the gauge. “It looks like we’re getting good mileage in this thing. We have about half a tank.”
“Welita loves this clunker. I hope somehow we can get it back to her. I don’t know if it’ll even survive the trip the first time.”
When they passed the Abilene city limits sign, Lash pulled into the first gas station. As he pumped gas into the tank, Naomi crawled out of the car with Bear. 
“Bear and I need to use the Ladies room. Meet you inside?” 
Inside the gas station, Lash grabbed a small basket and threw some snacks and sodas into it. At the end of one of the aisles, he spotted some dog treats. He was about to get a box of dog biscuits when he heard a familiar southern drawl. 
“Is that you, Lash?” 
He turned and clear green eyes stared into his. 
“Oh, my. It is you.” He dropped his basket as Megan wrapped her arms around him in a hug. 
He was speechless. This couldn’t be the same Megan he took back to his hotel room months ago. She smiled to reveal a perfect set of pearly white teeth. Her hair glimmered and laid in soft waves on her shoulders. White jean shorts hugged her hips and a pale yellow blouse highlighted a healthy glow, so different from the sallow skin she once had. 
“You don’t remember me,” Megan’s pink-stained lips pouted.
“Megan,” he squeaked. He cleared his throat, annoyed that he sounded like prepubescent school-boy. “Yeah, I remember you. You caught me off guard. You look different.”
“I bet. I got a full make over since I moved back home and started taking classes at Abilene Christian University again. You like?” Megan stood back and twirled around as if giving him a fashion show.
“Oh, uh,” What should he say? He didn’t want her to think that he was interested in her in that way. At the same time, he didn’t want to come across as rude. He thought in horror of the way he had treated her, used her. He didn’t want to be like that again. “You look...good. Very pretty.”
Megan beamed. “I have you and your friend, Raphael, to thank for that. Is he here with you?” She looked around the gas station.
“No, it’s just me.” Lash wondered how much she remembered about that night. Obviously, she remembered enough to clean herself up. Maybe revealing himself was a good thing. Although if she shared this information with her friends and word somehow got out, it could lead Sal to them. “That was some night we had.”
“It changed my life.” Megan leaned against the glass door of the refrigerated case, her eyes staring into the distance as if remembering. She laughed. “I was so wasted. I actually thought I saw wings sprout out of your back.”
Lash faked a laugh. “Yeah, we both were.” 
“I don’t remember Raphael being with us at the bar. Did he come in later for a...you know.”
Lash furrowed his brow, trying to figure out what Megan was trying to insinuate. Then he grimaced when he realized what she was asking. The thought of him and Raphael with her...together... at the same time...Raphael naked. He shuddered. “No! God, no! He came after we...you know.” 
“Oh. Does he have a girlfriend? He’s cute and sweet. All I remember was that he helped me with my withdrawals, listened and gave me some good advice. I can’t remember exactly. It was the way I felt when he held me.” Megan sighed.
Poor, Megan. How was he going to explain to her that Raphael was just being his angelic self and would never be romantically interested in her? Or even if he did, Raphael couldn’t do anything about it. Lash felt a pressure on his chest as he thought of Naomi. There was nothing he could do about her either. He decided to change the subject. “I’ll make sure I tell him the next time I see him. We don’t hang out as much lately. So, you’re in college?”
“Yeah. After that night, I went back to my apartment and basically passed out for about eighteen hours. That was the longest I ever slept. When I finally woke up, I felt sick about where I was living and what I was doing. And I remembered what Raphael had told me.”
“What did he say?” Raphael said a lot of things to him that night. Lash had a tendency of letting it in one ear and out the other. He wished he had paid more attention.
“He told me to remember who I was.” Megan opened a bag of chips and popped one into her mouth. “I think it was the feeling I had when he said it that did it for me. I felt like someone could see past my needle marks and the slutty clothes I used to wear and see me for who I really am.” Megan held out the bag to him, offering him some.
He shook his head and looked away, avoiding eye contact. He was one of those that judged her, used her for her body all because he was being stubborn and angry with his situation, blaming Gabrielle for something he brought on himself. 
“I decided to call my aunt, Verna. She told me I had a place to stay if I ever wanted to come home. So, I packed my bags and took a Greyhound to Gardenville. Aunt Verna came into some money recently. Sold some of her land to Prescott Oil. They’re doing lots of fracking in the area. How lucky is that? She’s paying my first year’s tuition until I get back on my feet.” She popped another chip into her mouth.
“That’s great, Megan. You look happier now.”
“I am.”
“Um, Megan.” Lash knew that the weight of guilt would never go away if he didn’t apologize. She didn’t look like she blamed him for being another one of those guys that used her, and it made him feel bad that she was actually thanking him. “I feel like I need to apologize for how I treated you that night.” He felt his face heat up.
Megan stopped munching and looked at him, surprised. “You don’t have to.” She swallowed. “I wanted it just as much as you did.”
How could he tell her that the only reason he was with her that night was because Megan looked like Gabrielle and in his sick mind it was his way of getting back at her?
“Yes, I do.” He looked directly into her eyes. “I’m sorry.”
Megan gave out a small sob and threw her arms around him. “Thank you,” she whispered in his ear and then kissed his cheek.
“Excuse me for interrupting your touching reunion. I would like to make an actual purchase of the merchandise here.” 
Oh, shit! He could literally feel Naomi’s eyes boring into his back. He tried to pull back from Megan, but her arm slid from his neck and down to his side. He gave a mental groan.
“Sorry, my friend and I were just talkin’.” Megan giggled as she stepped aside, her arm still around him. 
Naomi was livid. Her eyes thinned into slits as they glared at Megan’s arm and then up at him. “Um, hmm.”
“Naomi, I want you to meet an old friend of mine.” Lash bent down to pick up his basket of groceries, giving him the opportunity to remove Megan’s hand from his hip. “This is Megan.”
Megan smiled and stretched out her hand. “Hi, Naomi.”
Naomi looked down at her hand and then back at Megan. “My hands are wet. There weren’t any towels in the Ladies room.” She jerked open the cooler, grabbed a sandwich, and slammed it shut. “I’ll wait in the car,” she said coldly and walked toward the cashier. 
“I got sodas,” Lash called out. He felt like kicking himself. She was obviously upset, and the only thing he could think of saying to diffuse the moment was to announce his procurement of beverages.
“She’s a breath of fresh air,” Megan said.
“Sorry, I have to go,” Lash blurted as he walked quickly down the aisle. “I’m really am happy that you’re doing so well. I’ll make sure to tell Raphael the next time I see him. Naomi wait up.”
Lash glanced nervously at Naomi as she leaned against the car door waiting for him. Bear was at her feet looking up at Naomi attentively as she peeled off the plastic from the sandwich container.
“Soda?” Lash held out a bottle of red liquid. “It’s your favorite. Big Red.” 
She threw him a glare and tore of a small piece of the sandwich. “Here you go, Bear,” she said as she held out the morsel.
Bear sniffed it, huffed, and trotted over to Lash. 
“Traitor,” Naomi mumbled as she tossed it into her mouth.
Lash ripped off a piece of beef jerky and threw it to Bear. “Let me explain. Megan is—”
“There’s nothing to explain. You have a friend. Her name is Megan. She happens to look like she stepped off the cover of Teen Vogue and she happens to be all touchy-feely with you.” Naomi bit angrily into her sandwich.
“You don’t understand. I met her a few months ago and I helped her—”
“I’m sure you did help her,” Naomi snapped. “Like I said, you don’t have to explain anything to me. It’s not like we’re together or anything like that.”
“Then, why are you mad?”
“I’m not mad.”
“Yes, you are.”
“No, I’m not.”
Lash let out an exasperated breath. He was not going to win this. He looked down at Bear who was looking at them, her head bouncing between them as if she were looking at a tennis match. 
She was right. They weren’t together in the sense that they hadn’t made any commitments to each other. That didn’t matter to him. He cared for her greatly, and it hurt him to see her so upset. He was stuck between wanting to tell her that he cared and knowing that it would hurt her more when his job was done.
“Fine, you’re not mad,” he said. “Let’s just get going then.”
“Fine.” She yanked open the car door.
It wasn’t until Lash settled into the driver’s seat that he noticed a fishy odor. “What is that smell?” He leaned over toward Naomi and sniffed her sandwich. “What are you eating?”
“It’s called a tuna fish sandwich. Haven’t you ever seen one before?”
“I know what a tuna sandwich is.” He started the car. It was going to be a long drive. “It smells. I don’t know—fishy.”
“That’s because it’s tuna fish.” She rolled her eyes and took another bite.
“I’m not sure you should trust the quality of the food that’s sold in a gas station.”
Naomi stuffed the last piece into her mouth. “Weakling,” she mumbled, took a swig of water, and wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. “You don’t know questionable cuisine until you’ve tried Chuy’s chili. Now, I’m sure someone like your friend Megan back there couldn’t handle anything that isn’t gourmet.”
“You’re not going to let go of this are you?” Lash threw her a glance. “I told you she’s just a friend.”
“There’s nothing to let go of.” Naomi leaned back against the car seat, crossed her arms, and closed her eyes.
Yep, a long drive, he thought as he turned his attention to the highway.
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Lash pulled over to the side of the road as the car rolled to a stop. He scratched his head as he looked at the dashboard gadgets, wondering what was wrong with the car. There wasn’t anything out of the ordinary to explain why it suddenly gave out. 
Bear snapped her head up and looked around. Curious eyes met his.
“Don’t look at me like that,” he said. “I swear I didn’t kill the car.”
Bear barked. 
“Shh. You’ll wake up Grouchy.” He opened the car door, picked up Bear, and stepped out of the car. 
As he expected, the last few hours since leaving Abilene were pure torture. He tried to ease the tension by turning on the radio. She complained that news radio was boring, so he changed the channel to a music station. She complained that hip-hop was giving her a headache, so he turned it to a Latin music station. Then she accused him of playing up to stereotype in order to get on her good side, so he changed it to a country music station. Then she complained he was playing to a stereotype that because she was Texan she would like country. He glared at her and snapped off the radio. He was released from her constant complaining when she fell asleep again. It was only then that he would look over at her, entranced by lips that were slightly parted as she slept. Messy dark hair fell against pink cheeks tinted by the sun. It was in that moment that he felt drawn to her again. She was beautiful—as beautiful as any of the angels he’d once worked with.
Stretching, he looked down the long, empty highway. It’d been a long while since he’d seen a car pass by and even longer since they drove pass the last gas station. The wind blew stirring up dust in the vast flat lands of the Texas-New Mexico border. He could fly back to the nearest town for help, though he’d have to wait until it was dark. It’d probably be faster to see if Naomi could get a reception on her cell phone. He dreaded the thought of waking her. 
“Lash. Why did we stop?”
Crap, she’s awake.
He went back into the car, leaving the door open for a quick escape if he needed it. “The car won’t start.”
“What’s wrong with it?”
“I don’t know.”
“You don’t know?” She sounded surprised.
“Of course not. I don’t have a need to use a car that much. Wings, remember?”
“Did the car make any funny noises or did smoke come out of—” Naomi clutched her stomach for a moment, swallowed, then continued. “Did smoke come out of the engine?”
“Are you okay?”
“Just answer the question.”
Lash’s chest rumbled a low growl. What is it with this woman? “No.”
“Then why is the hood up?”
“Because I wanted to check to see what was wrong.”
“I thought you didn’t know anything about cars.”
“I don’t.”
“So you popped up the hood to just stare at it?”
Lash gritted his teeth. 
“Um, hmm,” Naomi said, noting his reaction. Her stomach then made a strange rumbling sound.
“Are you sure you’re okay?” 
“Stop trying to change the subject,” she said. “Did you at least check to see if we have enough gas?”
“We have plenty of gas.” Lash pointed to the gauge. “See it’s at half a tank.”
Naomi leaned over and eyed the needle suspiciously. She then tapped the dashboard and the needle fell down to empty.
“No way!” Lash cried. He tapped the gauge, looking at it with disbelief. “I filled the tank in Abilene.” He banged on the dashboard. “Stupid car.”
“That’s it. I’m out of here.” Naomi jumped out of the car and called out to Bear. “Come on girl, let’s go.”
“Where are you going?” Lash got out of the car and went to her side.
“I’m going back home. I’ll walk all the way back to Houston if I have too.” Naomi pulled the phone out of her pocket and poked at the screen. “Stupid phone. Stupid cell phone reception.” She jammed it back into her pocket.
“It’s too dangerous to go back.”
“I’ll have Chuy help me find a place to hide out until this blows over.” Naomi took out her backpack and dog carrier from the back seat. “Bear, get over here.”
Bear trotted over to Naomi tail wagging. She took one look at Naomi’s face and scurried away, hiding behind a small bush.
“Come on, Naomi. When it gets dark, I’ll fly to the nearest town and get some more gas,” Lash pleaded.
“Maybe if you paid more attention to pumping gas rather than pawing Megan, we wouldn’t be stuck in the middle of nowhere.”
“Damn it. I wasn’t pawing Megan. How many times do I have to tell you that we’re just friends?”
“Did you have sex with her?”
“Well, technically this was before I knew you...And there was lots of alcohol involved...”  
Naomi scowled. “I’m taking that as a yes.” She marched over to Bear, scooped her up, and placed her in the carrier.
“Come on. Be reasonable. This was before I even knew you.” He took a hold of her arm and turned her to him. “And like you said, it’s not like we’re a couple or anything.”
Naomi inhaled sharply and flinched as if his words shattered something inside of her. For a brief moment, her face crumpled and her eyes were filled with an immense pain that he’d seen only once before. It was the day when Raphael had to escort him out of Heaven. 
“I didn’t mean it like that,” Lash said softly.
Naomi swallowed. “Please let go of me.” Her voice trembled. He dropped his hand, fearing that if he didn’t, she would break. She looked so fragile.
Once he let go, she schooled her face into a mask of indifference. “I don’t need your protection. I take full responsibility for myself. I’m sure whatever deity or boss or whoever gives you instructions will take into account the free will of humans. I’m letting you off the hook.”
He watched in shock as she walked back in the direction they came. Her shoulders were strong and upright for a moment and then they slumped over. 
It was then that he realized that he couldn’t do this anymore. He couldn’t be without her. He loved her, and she didn’t know it. He couldn’t let her go. Not this way.
Not thinking or caring about the consequences of his actions, he ran to her. He took the carrier from her hand and placed it on the ground. She turned her head away from him as he slipped the backpack off her shoulders. He placed a finger under her chin and tilted her head to his. Tear-filled eyes met his briefly then closed as if looking at him was too painful. Without a word, he wiped away the tears as they slid down her cheeks. 
“Lash,” she croaked.
“Don’t,” he said softly. And before she could say another word, he kissed her. 
A bolt of lightning rushed through his body and down into the core of his being. Her lips were so soft, so sweet. He tangled his fingers into her hair, drawing her closer to him, desperate to have more of her. He slid a hand down her back and nestled it to the small of her back. Drawing her close to him, she arched her body to meld into his.
She moaned softly as his tongue swirled in her mouth tasting her. Her hands slid up his back and she entangled her fingers into his hair. 
Her scent engulfed him and he was lost in a sea of emotions. In all the years he had been on earth, he’d never felt like this with any other woman. He wanted her and only her.
Then he heard a loud rumbling sound coming from her stomach. She quickly pulled back and covered her hand over her mouth. She looked green.
“What’s wrong?” Lash asked frantically.
She pushed at his chest and he immediately let go of her. She ran toward the empty field, and retched. 
She dropped to the ground and moaned, and he rushed to her side. “What is it? Tell me.”
She shook her head and tried to push him away.
“I’m not going anywhere.” 
“I think,” she swallowed. “I think it was the tuna.”
He sighed with relief as he held her hair back for her and rubbed her back, soothing her. After a few minutes passed, and he was sure that the worst was over, he helped her back to the car. Moving aside the mess in the back seat, he had her sit down and gave her a bottle of water. “Sip this slowly.”
She took a sip, swished it in her mouth, and spat it to the ground. She leaned back against the seat, closing her eyes.
He sat next to her and wiped damp hair that was plastered to her sweaty forehead away from her face. He pulled a paper towel from the glove compartment, wet it, and placed it against her forehead, attempting to cool her off. “Better?”
“I’ll never eat tuna again.” 
Lash chuckled. “I told you so.”
She opened her eyes. “Alright, I’ll give you that one,” she said and she started to laugh with him. 
After a moment, she glanced at him and her eyes trailed to his lips and lingered for a moment. He could feel that she wanted to tell him something and he leaned in closer, felling that pull again, the urge to hold her and kiss again. Her eyes drifted downward to look at the floor of the car. “I meant what I said. You don’t have to stay with me. I can take care of myself.”
He let out a puff of air and sat back. The moment between them was gone. It was better that way. What was he thinking? It didn’t matter how much he cared about her. There wasn’t anything he could do about it. Staying with her meant turning away from his family. The only way it would work would be to join Lucifer, and she deserved more than that. She deserved to be loved by someone other than one of the fallen.
“I know you can,” he said. “But I’m getting you to that safe house if I have to carry you all the way there.”
“So you can go back home,” Naomi pointed out. 
He gazed into her eyes. “It’s more than that.” 
Bear started to bark and scratched the inside of her carrier frantically. A flash of light splashed in the corner of his vision. “Somebody’s coming.” He listened for a moment and heard a load roar of a motor. A sense of trepidation filled him. He looked around the car wishing he’d had some foresight to bring some type of weapon with him. If it was human, there was no need for him to worry. If it was Sal, well, at least a weapon would slow him down for a moment. “Wait here.”
“I’m going with you.” She leaned forward ready to get out of the car.
Lash placed his hand on her shoulder and gently pushed her back. She opened her mouth to protest and he grazed his finger over her lips. “Please.”
His heart pounded at the simple touch, and he couldn’t tell if it was because of the motor that grew louder by the second or if it was the way her eyes grew darker the longer she stared at him. He shook his head. Get your head in gear!
Bear’s barking grew more frantic.
“I’ll be right back.” He jogged to where Naomi left Bear and her backpack. Unzipping the carrier, he took Bear out. She yapped at him and licked his face. “I know. I’m worried too.” 
He handed Bear and the backpack to Naomi. “If something happens, don’t come after me. Run.”
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A motorcycle came to a stop a few yards ahead of him. Lash couldn’t tell who the rider was with the helmet still on. He turned around to make sure that Naomi was still in the car and wished there was more distance between them. Without his full powers, he didn’t know how long he could hold the person off. 
The rider sat on the bike, arms folded over his chest, waiting for Lash. As he grew closer, the black helmet tilted to the side. 
What’s he doing? 
The rider pulled off his helmet and a familiar faced beamed. “Doing a little sightseeing?”
“Jeremy.” He let out a sigh of relief. “What are you doing here and in your human form?”
“I come bearing gifts.” He jumped off the bike and took out a red canister from a saddlebag hanging on the bike. “I figure you’ll be needing this.”
“How did you know?”
“Oh, I have my ways.”
“Have you been spying on us?” From time to time, archangels checked in on the seraphim and guardians angels to make sure they were on track with their work. However, it was unusual for an archangel of death to do it. 
Jeremy laughed. “You know me—always looking for some entertainment. Watching you is as exciting as watching an action movie. You dodged a close one back there at the airport.”
“I almost lost her. I can’t let that happen again.” Lash gazed at Jeremy for a moment. Gabrielle and Michael loved Jeremy. Maybe they gave him some information. “Do you know anything about this safe house? I don’t know if Naomi will be safe there. Maybe I should take her out of the country.”
He frowned. “Stick to the plan.” 
“What plan?” Lash asked, exasperated. “All I have is location that I have to find with this.” He showed him the GPS.
“You were okay with limited information before. What’s the problem now?” 
“Oh, nothing. I just wish I had a little bit more to go on. I was hoping maybe you had some information,” he said, ducking his head. 
He could feel Jeremy’s eyes on him as he fiddled with the gas canister. No matter how hard he tried, Jeremy could always read him like an open book. “The blast at the airport wasn’t the only explosion I saw,” Jeremy said.
His eyes flashed up to Jeremy’s. “So, what of it?”
Jeremy scowled, and he kicked the ground, sending a spray of dirt and rocks. “Don’t you ever follow the rules? This is your last shot to go back home. Stop messing around with her and do your job.”
“I am doing my job. I’m supposed to keep her safe and that’s what I’m doing.”
“Damn it, Lash! The reason she’s in danger in the first place is because of you.”
Lash staggered back, his eyes wide, as if he’d been punched in the stomach.
Jeremy cursed under his breath. “You weren’t supposed to know that.”
“Know what.”
“Forget it. Forget I said anything.  Go do your job.” He turned and headed back to the motorcycle.
He did know something. “I’m calling it.”
Jeremy paused and held his head up. “Don’t.”
“You owe me. Remember?”
Jeremy turned, his eyes blazing. “That was a poker game. This is life.”
“And you’re supposed to be my friend.”
Jeremy marched to him. “You already know this. You just refuse to see it. Jane Sutherland is Jane. Luke Prescott is Lucifer.”
The blood drained from his face. It couldn’t be her. Jane, the little girl who held on to Javier Duran’s hand, forgetting about her own fears to take care of him, that Jane was not Jane Sutherland. The same Jane Sutherland who crashed into Naomi’s father; the same Jane Sutherland who was close friends with the most dark and evil of all angels—Lucifer. 
He groaned. This was his fault. His fault that Naomi lost her father, his fault that she was pulled into a world where fallen angels wanted her killed. “Why? Why do they want her?”
“I don’t know. I suspect that she’s a threat to Lucifer and his followers.”
A threat. That meant he wouldn’t stop coming after her until she was dead. “I can fix it.” He swallowed the bile that swam up his throat. “I can make it right again.” 
“I know you love her.” Jeremy let out a breath. “But she’s not for you. When the time comes, let her go,” he said softly.
His nostrils flared. Jeremy always had his back, no matter what. And now when it really mattered, he was turning against him. “Thanks for the help, friend.” He spit out the word as if it soured his mouth.
“It’s because I’m your friend that I’m telling you this. Do what you were told because if you don’t, you’ll lose everyone who loves you.”
“I’ll take it under consideration.” 
As he turned to head back to the car, Jeremy grabbed his arm and jerked him back. “If you care about her, don’t do this. Don’t hurt her this way.” 
“Let go of him or I’ll split your body from that melon you call a head.”
The expression on Jeremy’s face went from bewildered to amusement. “Pardon me.” He dropped his hand. “I didn’t mean any harm to your friend.”
When Lash turned, he saw Naomi a few feet behind him, clutching a tire iron. “I told you to stay in the car,” he growled.
“When do I ever pay attention to what you say?” 
Lash groaned. He didn’t know whether to kiss her or to chastise her. “There’s nothing to worry about. This is my friend Jeremy. He’s also an angel.”
She looked Jeremy up and down. “Do all of your angel friends try to rip your arm off?”
Jeremy took a step forward. “We were having a bit of a disagreement. Lash and I have been friends for a long time.”
“Look, Jeremy,” Naomi sneered. “I don’t know what problem you and Lash are having. But we’re in a hurry and—” her eyes widened and she went to the motorcycle. “That’s my bike.” She stroked the seat as if to see it was real.
“Yes. I must say it’s a marvelous contraption.” He walked up to her. “It rides—”
Naomi spun around and lifted the tire iron. “You stole my bike. Nice friend you have there,” she said to Lash.
“Let me explain.” Jeremy held out his hands. “I borrowed it. I had to get here somehow to bring gas.” He motioned to the canister Lash held.
“Why didn’t you just fly here?”
“I wouldn’t have been able to bring the canister with me. It would’ve been a strange sight, seeing a flying gas can.” Jeremy grinned. “On the other hand, we are in New Mexico where UFOs are the norm here.” 
Naomi scowled. 
“Tough audience.” He glanced at Lash. Then he turned and sniffed. “What is that smell?” 
Her eyes followed his as they drifted down to a fresh stain on her shirt. Her faced turned pink and she scowled. “None of your business, and stop trying to change the subject.”
“Look, I was actually doing you a favor taking the bike. Some big guy wearing a tuxedo t-shirt pushed it into a garage and left the door wide open when he left.  A couple of kids were eyeing it, and I chased them away.”
“Lalo,” Naomi growled. “I’ll kill him.”
“Hey, no harm no foul. I’m taking it back as soon as I—” 
A little brown fur ball launched toward them, and Jeremy looked at Bear surprised. She yapped and growled, running around in circles.
Jeremy looked down at Bear. “What’s wrong with your dog?”
“She doesn’t like you.” Naomi bent down and patted her head. “Good dog.”
Then Lash heard it. This time he recognized the sound. It was the same engine that he heard at the grocery store parking lot. His eyes met Jeremy’s for a moment. 
“Leave. Now,” Jeremy said. “I’ll try to slow him down.”
“Come on.” In one smooth motion, Lash took the tire iron out of her hands, tossed it into the field, and pulled her back to the car. “We need to go.”
“He’s not the boss of you.” She looked back at Jeremy as she stumbled back to the car. “Is he?”
“It’s Sal. He’s coming.”
Naomi pulled away from. “I’m getting the tire iron.”
“That’s not going to stop him.” 
“If he’s driving then that means he’s in his human body. I can do some damage.”
“Get her out of here!” Jeremy yelled. “And get off the main road as soon as you can.”
“I don’t trust him,” she said.
“Do you trust me?” Lash looked deep into her eyes.
“Yes.”
“Well, I trust Jeremy.” He tossed her belongings back into the car. 
Without another word, Naomi climbed into the car. He took one last look at Jeremy through the rearview mirror. He trusted Jeremy. The only problem was it didn’t seem like Jeremy trusted him. 
*** 
Jeremy moved the motorcycle to the center of the highway and stood waiting for Sal. The black truck came to a screeching halt an inch from him. Leaning against the bike with arms folded across his chest, he tried to appear unfazed by the hulking figure that climbed out of the truck.
“Saleos,” he said as if greeting a long lost friend. 
“Jeremiel,” Sal sneered as he looked down at him. “I see they’re still putting you on babysitting duty. Although I think the job is perfect for you, Lucifer made it clear that he wanted me to assure you his offer to you still stands.”
“As I said a dozen times before, I’m not interested. Although, I am interested in those boots. Are those crocodile?”
“It won’t work.”
“What do you mean?” Jeremy cocked his head.
“Your attempt at diversion. Eventually, we’ll get the girl.”
“I don’t think you will.” He took out a wallet from his back pocket. “Care to make it interesting? It’s only human money, but it’ll do.”
Sal looked at him for a moment then threw his head back and laughed. “You’re one of a kind, Jeremiel. I like that. So, I’m going to do you a favor.”
Sal lunged and wrapped a hulking arm around his neck. Jeremy struggled, twisted and turned, clawing at his arm. His face turned red and Sal squeezed tighter. He then placed his other hand next to Jeremy’s temple and whispered in his ear, “Hizaher.”
An image of a woman with long dark hair flashed in front of his eyes. Soft hazel eyes crinkled when she smiled at him. Then the image shifted and he saw the same woman arguing with a blond-haired man. The man slammed his hand on the table and Jeremy gasped when he saw a dark-haired boy push at the man and then sped past him. The man turned and hollered, “Lahash!”
“Enough.” Jeremy shook the vision from his head and ripped Sal’s arm off him. 
Sal chuckled. “That’s a side of Raphael you haven’t seen before, have you?”
“I’m not falling for your lies.”
Sal laughed and turned back toward the truck. “Tell yourself what you want. But it’s only a matter of time before we get her. And once we do, all that is meant to be will fall into place.”
“Don’t underestimate us,” Jeremy growled.
“It is you that shouldn’t underestimate Lucifer’s powers and his allies.” Sal opened the door and paused. Turning back to Jeremy, he said, “Search deep within yourself, Jeremiel. You know what I’ve shown you to be true. Join us and you’ll have what was meant to have been yours all along.”
“I know who I am,” Jeremy said defiantly.
Sal opened the door and climbed into the truck. “Do you?”
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Naomi tugged a faded t-shirt over her damp skin. There was only one towel in the bathroom and it was so thin she could see through it. At least she had washed the awful fish smell off her. She sighed as she wiped the fogged mirror. “You’re an idiot,” she said to the reflection.
“What was that?”
Crap! The walls were as thin as the towels. 
Lash had stopped at a cheap motel just outside of Vaughn, New Mexico saying that they should lay low for a while. He hid the car in the back of the motel. She thought he was crazy because there was a big sign out front with a big red arrow pointing to the building basically saying, “They’re in there. Come and get her.”
She trusted Lash, so if he thought it was safe to stay there for the night, so be it. She was tired and she really wanted to take the stink out of her clothes. Lesson learned. Don’t eat tuna from a gas station. 
“Nothing. Just smashing one of the dozen roaches in here.” She slammed a shoe against the floor, wishing someone would do the same to her. Yes, that is what she needed—someone to slap her back to reality.
Once they were at a safe distance and sure that they were not being followed by Sal, she calmed down and watched Lash drive from the corner of her eye. She couldn’t stop staring at him, especially his lips. Something was wrong with her. Really wrong. Here she was with her life in danger, the demons of Hell, literally, chasing her and all she could think about was his hand on her body, and those lips, those perfectly shaped, luscious lips. 
She caught herself in the mirror mid-pucker and made a face. She was hopeless. She plopped down on top of the toilet seat, dropped her head in her hands, and willed herself to focus on what needed to be done. First, she had to call Welita. 
She took the cell phone out of her backpack and was happy to see that she was able to get reception. She hadn’t been able to get any since they crossed the New Mexico-Texas border. 
“Mijita? Is that you?”
“Yes, Welita.” Her throat constricted and her eyes pricked with tears. Had it only been hours since she last talked to her? It felt like days. “I wanted to let you know I’m okay.”
“I knew you would be,” she said. There was a beat of silence. “Is there something wrong?”
“No, I’m just happy to hear your voice.” The lump in her throat grew. For some reason, it felt like it was the last time she would be talking to her. “I love you, Welita.”
“Te amo,” she whispered back. “I was blessed the moment you were placed in my arms. You’re special, and you’re here for a purpose. Don’t forget that.”
“I’m afraid.” She tightened her grip on the phone as if by doing so she could hold on to Welita. “I’m afraid I won’t ever see you or Chuy again.”
“Ay, Mijita. Haven’t you learned by now? Love will always guide you home.”
When she was done, Naomi took a deep breath and opened the bathroom door. Lash took watch by the window in the darkened room with the only light coming from the bathroom. She took in the smatter of stubble on his chiseled jaw and the line of his aquiline nose. Déjà vu rippled through her. She’d seen something like this before.
“What’s wrong?” Lash hurried to her side. 
Her heart pounded at his touch and her eyes traveled from the strong hand that rested on her arm to his biceps and then his broad shoulders. It slowly came to her, the dream she had when she was in the hospital. The man in her dream looked like him. Same broad shoulders, chiseled jaw, nose. How was that possible?
“Nothing,” she swallowed. “I thought I saw something, but it was nothing.” He gazed at her skeptically, and she turned away from his intense stare. “I guess I’m tired.” She trudged to the bed and paused as she realized there was only one bed in the room.
“You take it. I’ll keep watch.”
“We could share. I mean it’s not like anything is going to happen...” Her voice trailed off as she felt her face grow hot remembering his kiss.
“Naomi, about what happened back there.” He took a step back and brushed a hand through his hair. “I, uh, I crossed a line that I shouldn’t have.”
“Oh.” She turned away. She should have known better. She was just a mission for him to accomplish.
“I got carried away in the heat of the moment.”
“Yeah, yeah. I get it.” She waved him off. 
“We’re still friends, right?”
“Yeah...friends.” She could barely say the word. There was no expectation that they were or would ever be a couple in the romantic sense. She admitted that she liked him and being friends was a good thing. But why was it so painful? 
Bear trotted to her, wagging her tail, and Naomi picked her up. Bear gazed at her with sad eyes, sensing her heartache and licked her hand. She wasn’t the only one.
The bed sank and Naomi felt him behind her. She couldn’t let him see her like this, like some love-struck teenage girl who just found out the quarterback of the football team only liked her as a friend. She had to be strong. 
“Are you crying?” 
She bowed her head glad the shadows hid her face. “No.” Good. Her voice sounded strong instead of the driveling mess she felt like.
“Turn around.” 
“No.”
“Let me see your face, Naomi.” He moved closer to her.
“Go away.”
Bear barked, warning him to keep his distance.
He reached around her, brushing her arm as he patted Bear’s head. “Please.” His warm breath blew on her neck.
The tenderness in his voice tore at her and her eyes grew wet. She took a couple of breaths, calming herself before she spoke. “I get it. I’m a job for you, and you felt sorry for me.” She stroked Bear’s fur. “I’ll be fine.”
She took another deep breath, placed Bear on the floor, and took a pillow off the bed. She couldn’t stay in the same room with him. It was too much. She liked him better when he was being a smartass—that she could handle. She needed to get back to the bathroom to be alone. Maybe she could sleep in there. The bathtub didn’t look too bad in spite of the dark ring around it and the questionable green stuff on the walls.
Lash grasped her hand and she bit down on her lip, fighting back the strong feeling that bubbled up inside her. She felt herself weaken as she sank back down on the bed, keeping her head down. Don’t make me look at you. I’ll break if I do.
Gently, he placed a hand under her chin and lifted her face to his. His eyes swam with tenderness. She couldn’t hold back anymore and she closed her eyes.
“My beautiful Naomi. Please don’t cry.” 
Soft lips pressed against her forehead and lingered, her breath caught at the heat of his touch. The roughness of his chin grazed her skin as he moved to her eyelid and kissed it and then to the other. Her chest rose and fell as his lips slid down to her cheek, her nose, and then the other side of her face, chasing away the tears. 
His nose glided along her cheek and paused over her mouth, hovering, his frantic breath lingering with hers. She was afraid to open her eyes. Afraid of what she’d see when she looked at him. Then his voice, so soft, as if he was speaking from inside her mind, whispered, “Naomi.”
She opened her eyes and her breath hitched at the raw emotion on his face. The wall he kept around his soul, his true self, disappeared. This was the real Lash—vulnerable, sweet and passionate.  She couldn’t deny the truth that was sitting in front of her, tugging at her, consuming her. She loved him.
“Fight me.” His voice rasped as a hand swept over her hair. “I shouldn’t be doing this. I don’t want to hurt you.”
His words warred with the longing on his face. He wanted her as much as she wanted him. Then she realized what he was asking of her. He was an angel. He was on his way home. After tonight, she would never see him again. The thought crushed her. In the back of her mind, she knew there would be an end. He couldn’t be with her forever. The end was soon, and this may be their last time together. Tonight, she’d follow her heart, even if it meant her heart, her soul, would be left bleeding in the end. If all they had was one night, one moment—she’d take it. 
“You won’t.” She leaned in, her mouth brushing lightly over his lips. 
He quivered. “I can’t stop myself anymore.” 
He slowly pressed his lips to hers, and a flood of euphoria rushed to her heart. She weaved her fingers into his hair, surprised by how soft it was, and pulled his head closer deepening the kiss. His hands slid down her shoulders to her back and she felt herself falling back onto the bed. When he pressed himself against her, heat surged through her body. 
His kisses were soft and deep as if they were his last. Her hands went beneath his shirt and fingers skimmed over his back feeling every muscle, so smooth and hard. Closer. Tighter. She held on to him never wanting to let go, knowing in the back of her mind that she would soon have to. 
His lips trailed inch by inch down her throat. Tasting. Savoring. Each kiss whispered the words she longed to hear—I love you. She floated, helpless, on a tidal wave of emotions. Bliss. Despair. Both, one and the same in the knowledge that she couldn’t hold on to him no matter how hard she tried. 
Desperate to feel his skin against hers, she took hold of the edge of his shirt. Taking her lead, he pulled the shirt over his head and hovered over her for a moment, darkened eyes holding hers. Longing. Yearning. She was breathless. She reached out, cupped his cheek and brushed a thumb over his unshaven cheek, drinking him in, committing it to memory. 
She reached out to her dream, drawing him close. Lash. Lash. Her kisses grew hungry, fervent. She couldn’t get enough. As if hearing her needs, he lifted her up and helped her take off her clothes. He stopped, awestruck, as he took in the sight of her. His finger traced the outline of her collarbone from shoulder to shoulder trailing in a “Z” down between her breasts. Trembling. Quivering. She reached out to pull him to her again.
“Wait. Let me look at you.” Darkened eyes drank her in. “So beautiful.” 
Hot wet lips moved down her throat and she moaned as they continued to move down. Fevered hands caressed her breasts. Pulsing. Throbbing. She needed him. 
She tugged at his jean’s zipper, when his hand stopped hers. “Are you sure?” 
“Yes,” she breathed. She’d never been so sure of anything in her life.
When he pressed himself into her, she closed her eyes and wrapped her legs around him. Their bodies moved in rhythm and she felt herself go higher and higher, until she was near the edge. 
“Naomi. Look at me.” 
Her eyes locked with his and in that one moment they were suspended in time. There were no rules, there were no goodbyes; it was only the two of them in their own personal Heaven.
Gripping his arms, she cried out and arched her back, surrendering. He tightened against her and cried out. Ecstasy washed over his face and she was spellbound. Heaven. Hell. Her heart broke knowing she’d never see it again.
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Lash opened his eyes as the sunlight flickered on his face. The only sound in the room was the hum of the air conditioner and the flapping of the faded curtain as it hit against the window with the circulating air.
He turned to Naomi and took in the curves of her body, a thin white sheet covering her waist. Brushing a hand over the satin skin of her back, he listened to her breath and relished the few precious moments they had together. He made a decision. As soon as he saw to it that she was at the safe house, he was going to ask for permission to stay with her. 
He couldn’t think of anyone who had ever made such a request, and he didn’t care. He’d find a way to stay with her. He’d grovel to Michael; even take on any extra assignments from Gabrielle if he had to. She was worth it. She was like a beautiful dream to the nightmare that he’d been living all these years, and he wanted to stay with her until her life on earth was done. And then, maybe afterward, she’d be chosen to join the other angels. He didn’t want to think about the alternative. If she was sent to the part of Heaven where most human souls were taken, he’d never see her again. The thought was unbearable, and he quickly dismissed it from his mind.
Naomi made a soft moaning sound as she turned over. He brushed her hair off her face and gently pressed his lips to her cheek. There was no doubt in his mind she’d be chosen. One simply had to look at her. The beauty of her spirit radiated from her, and she rivaled all of the angels he’d ever known.
His finger brushed down the curve of her neck to the cluster of freckles forming the shape of the number seven. He chuckled as he thought about what Chuy had said, that rubbing it gave him good luck. Maybe it would give him some luck too.
He glanced over at the clock. They needed to leave soon. They hadn’t heard anything since yesterday, so he assumed Jeremy threw them off track. According to his GPS tracker, they were about three hundred miles from the location. If he floored it, and if the car didn’t fall apart along the way, they could be there within a few hours.
Bear barked and ran in circles by the door. 
Naomi jolted up. “What is it? Are they here?”
He closed his eyes and listened carefully. “I don’t hear anything unusual. It’s been quiet most of the night.” 
She fell back into the bed. “Thank goodness.” She then looked at him and grinned. “You have sex hair.”
He raised a brow. “Sex hair?”
“It’s all messy and wild.” She tugged on his arm and he leaned to her. “I like it.”
She combed her fingers into his hair and drew him to her. She kissed him deeply, and he felt himself grow hard again as she pressed herself against him. He groaned. They didn’t have time. How much he wished they did. 
Bear scratched at the door and continued to bark.
“Crap, I forgot to let her out last night.” She sat up. “Hold your water, Bear. I’m coming.”
“I’ll let her out.” He jumped up and threw on pair of jeans, welcoming the distraction. “Get your things together. We’ll leave as soon as you’re ready.”
As he approached the door, he paused watching Naomi tug a shirt over her head and flip her hair from her face. “What?” she asked when she caught him staring at her.
“I see what you mean about sex hair.” He grinned and picked up the dog carrier. “I like yours too.”
The sky was a vivid blue, an otherwise gorgeous day if they weren’t on the run. When this was over, he’d take her on trip through the state. Maybe even make it a family trip with Welita and Chuy. He smiled as he thought of his future together with Naomi and tossed the carrier into the backseat.  He looked around the area and didn’t see Bear. Where was she? There weren’t that many places she could run off too. 
“Bear, come here girl.” He whistled for her.
He heard a barking in response that stopped at mid-bark. Dread hit him in the gut, and he headed in the direction of the bark. 
“Bear, where are you?” As he turned the corner of the building, he froze at the sight of Luke Prescott clutching Bear close to his chest, his hand over her tiny head. 
Luke broke into a sinister smile and his stomach dropped. This was a side of the politically-savvy businessman, the world didn’t see. “I believe this little one belongs to you,” he said as he stroked her fur. “She’s quite lovely—though a bit feisty for my taste.”
Lash schooled his face and assessed the situation. He didn’t hear anyone else around so that meant Luke was alone. He sized the billionaire up. Jeremy said that Luke was Lucifer, one of the fallen. It was possible that he wasn’t as powerful as the rumors portrayed him, especially if he had to have someone like Sal around. If Lash could manage to get Bear and Naomi into the car, maybe he could hold Luke off while she drove to the safe house.
“Mr. Prescott. What brings you to this little corner of New Mexico?”
“Ah, so you know who I am. Please call me Luke.”
“Who doesn’t know you? Your involvement with the rising American Federation party and Senator Jane Sutherland is news on a daily basis,” he said. “There’s even talk that the Senator may be the next president.”
“It would benefit many if she were put into office.” Luke stoked Bear’s head and she whined.
He took a step forward. “I’m sure you have business to attend to, so I’ll take the dog out of your hands.”
“Of course.” As Luke placed Bear into his hands, he felt a jolt that crashed through his head. Bear squealed as she hit the ground. She scrambled to her feet and dashed toward the front of the hotel. 
Through the fog of agony, he felt Luke grip his shoulder. “Is something wrong, my friend?” 
“Get away from me,” he gasped and pushed out his hand blindly. He had to get out of there. The pain intensified and that’s when he had a vision so vivid it was as if he was there. He was at a stream watching a young woman washing her hair. When he drew closer the woman stood up and flipped back her hair. She looked at him, her eyes twinkling with recognition. Naomi!
“No,” he moaned. He couldn’t understand what was happening. Why was he having visions of Naomi as if they were memories?
“Don’t fight it, Lash,” Luke pressed a hand to his temple and whispered, “Hizaher.”
A flash of light seared through his mind and he felt his knees hit the ground. A surge of visions filled his mind one after the other. It was of another time, centuries ago. He remembered walking up a grassy hill, a staff in one hand and Naomi’s in another. They maneuvered their way around a herd of sheep to the top of the hill. They whispered promises of forever and he kissed her deeply. The vision shifted to a hazel-eyed woman who was crying. A golden-haired man threw a clay bowl against the wall and when he turned, familiar blue eyes, Raphael’s eyes, glared at Lash. 
He shook his head and pushed Luke away. “Stop showing me lies.”
Luke grabbed hold of him and pressed his hand against his head again. “You know what I show you to be true. Hizaher!” 
Lash groaned as the vision took over and everything around him disappeared.
He was back in the small room of a cottage. Raphael lifted him up by the shirt and threw him across the room. Lash stood and was about to lunge at him when someone grabbed him and twisted his arms behind his back.
“Stop it, Jeremiel,” the hazel-eyed woman begged. “You are hurting your brother.”
“Naomi is to be my wife,” Jeremiel said. “It is my right as first born.”
Raphael approached the woman and placed an arm around her shoulders. “Rebecca, an agreement has been made with the girl’s father. Jeremiel will be betrothed to her soon. Lahash must be patient. We will find him another.”
“No!” Lash screamed as he fought the vision and shoved Luke away from him. “Get away from me.” 
“Search within yourself, Lahash. Memories of the past, of your other life, are still there,” Luke said softly. “I give you nothing but the truth.” 
“You lie.” 
“Come now. You’ve seen it with your own eyes. You’ve experienced it with your feelings for the woman you’ve been sent to protect.”
“No. I won’t fall for it.” He shook his head as the memories continued to flood his mind. Was it possible that he was with Naomi before? Why didn’t he remember? What happened and why didn’t Raphael tell him? Was Jeremy his brother? And the mysterious woman, Rebecca, was she the same person that was Welita’s guardian angel?
“I see the questions on your face. And I have the answers for you.” Luke brushed the dust off his suit. “You can have her. I can help you have what you lost a long time ago. As long as you and Naomi join me, no harm will come to either of you.  You can have forever with her. You have my word.”
“None of the fallen has that kind of power.”
“Oh, but I do. Join me. You and Naomi will be quite safe,” Luke said.
“You were trying to kill her and now you want to keep her alive? Why?”
A strong wind blew making the dust whirl. Lash turned and saw a large mass of dust roll down the highway then he heard a loud engine. Jeremy shot through the dust cloud and flying beside him was Raphael. He skidded to stop in front of the pair, and Raphael landed by his side. 
“Lucifer,” Raphael said. 
“Raphael, my old friend.” Luke smiled.
Raphael narrowed his eyes at him for a moment and then turned to Lash. “Get Naomi and leave. Now.”
Lash hesitated as he looked between Raphael and Luke. He could feel that there was a familiarity between the two, more than he was comfortable admitting to himself. Whatever it was, he couldn’t dwell on it now. 
“Naomi!” he yelled as he ran back to their room. He found Bear scratching door and scooped her up. 
The door opened and Naomi took in the wild look in his eyes. “What happened?” 
“Let’s go.” He grabbed her arm and pulled her out of the room. 
“Did they find—” Her eyes widened when she saw Jeremy on his motorcycle glaring at Luke. “What are Jeremy and Luke Prescott doing here?”
He shoved her into the car, and she scowled at him as he slid into the driver’s seat. “Sorry, I’ll explain later,” he said as he peeled out of the parking lot. 
*** 
Jeremy got off the motorcycle and stood next to Raphael. He took in Luke’s expensive suit and smirked. “So this is Lucifer?”
“The name is a bit dated don’t you think, Jeremy?” He held out a hand to him. “My friends call me Luke.”
“Lucifer,” Raphael growled. “Leave the child alone. Michael has orders to save her at all costs.”
“Michael and his guard are of no concern to me,” he scoffed. “Look at what he sent to protect her. A fallen seraph.”
“Lash is loyal to his family,” Jeremy spat.
Luke turned to him and gave him a wide smile that made him shiver. “That is exactly what I’m hoping for.”
Jeremy looked puzzled for a moment and then charged after Luke. “We’ll not fall for your trickery, Lucifer.”
Raphael held Jeremy back. “Enough Jeremiel. Take your heavenly form and do your duty.”
“I’ll stay here and fight with you,” Jeremy said. 
“My dear Jeremy. I do not wish to fight with your friend,” Luke said. “We’ll have a nice chat about the good old days and talk about the lovely woman he and I were acquainted with long ago. Perhaps you know her? Her name is—”
“That is enough!” Raphael roared, his nostrils flaring.  
Jeremy was taken aback. He’d never seen Raphael this angry even when Lash got himself into trouble with Gabrielle. He looked from Luke’s smug face and Raphael’s intense glare and knew that there was something going on between the two of them. Luke was not lying. They did know each other. He looked at Raphael with new eyes. Like Lash, he couldn’t remember the day he first met Raphael, it was as if he’d always been there. One day he woke up and there he was. 
Raphael lowered his voice. “Take your leave now, Jeremiel.”
“Raphael?” Jeremy had a million questions to ask him. Were the images Sal showed him actual memories?
He looked at Jeremy, his eyes apologetic. “Please. Now is not the time.”
“It’s too late, Raphael. As we speak, Sal has gathered our forces and we will take the child by force if necessary. Although based on what I’ve seen, I’m confident that Lash and Naomi will join us willingly.”
“That will never happen. I know Lahash.”
“Do you really?” Luke shook his head and bent down. There was a tearing of fabric as he shot up into the sky and dark wings emerged from his back. Jeremy swallowed at the power represented in Luke’s wings. They were larger than even Raphael’s. 
Luke circled over Raphael, taunting. “It’s your unconditional love and trust of goodness in others that will make you lose the fight. And you’ll lose Lahash and Jeremiel once again.”
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Lash willed the car to go faster as he pressed on the gas. A million thoughts went through his head, but he pushed them all away to focus on getting Naomi to the safe house. There was one thing he couldn’t get out of his head—the sight of Naomi on the hill. It was a different Naomi, yet the same. He glanced at her from the corner of his eyes as she looked out the window, her face strained with worry. 
Was it possible that Luke, no Lucifer, was telling him the truth? If he was, then that meant in another lifetime he was with Naomi and they wanted to be married. That would explain why he was so attracted to her from the beginning and why it felt like being with her was like coming home. If he believed that, then he would have to believe the other part too and it pained him to even consider it. Never in his wildest dreams could he ever think that Raphael and Jeremy would purposely keep him from someone he loved.
“We’re not going to make it are we?” Naomi asked softly as she continued to look out the window.
“Don’t think like that. We’re almost there.” He shook away his doubts. “Jeremy and Raphael will help us.”
“Raphael’s here?”
“He was with Jeremy when you came out. You didn’t see him because he was in his angel form. If anyone can help us, it would be him.” A thought of the Raphael in his vision went through his mind and he shook it away. No, Raphael had always been there from him. He’d come through with this too.
Naomi nodded then peered out the front of the car. “That looks familiar.” 
Lash looked in the distance and saw a towering rock formation in the horizon. 
“Where’s the GPS?” she asked.
“In the glove compartment.”
Naomi pressed a few buttons on the device. “That’s strange.”
“What?”
“The location of the coordinates you entered says Shiprock. I was expecting to see an address for a house not a landmark.”
Naomi jumped at Bear’s sudden barking and she dropped the GPS to the floor. “What’s wrong girl?” She unbuckled her seat belt and turned to check on Bear. “Holy crap! There’s one hell of a storm behind us.”
Lash glanced in the rear view mirror and his eyes widened at the huge mass of dark clouds rolling in their direction. Streaks of light flashed in the sky followed by a crash of thunder. Hidden within the rumbles, he heard it—wings flapping.
He slammed his foot on the pedal.
“Calm down, Bear.” Naomi patted the dog’s smooth head. “It’s only a thunderstorm. We’ve got other things to worry about.” She then turned forward in her seat.
He tried to keep his cool as he kept glancing in the rearview mirror waiting for Lucifer’s army to emerge from the clouds. It was only a matter of time before they were on them. Raphael, I need you, he silently prayed.
A loud clap of thunder coming from their right made him and Naomi jump in their seats. “That sounded so close. Whoa, look at that. It’s a huge dust devil.”
Don’t let it be what I think it is. He took a deep breath and looked in the direction she was pointing. Through the swirl of the rising dust, he saw Deborah wrestling with one of the fallen. 
He couldn’t believe what he was seeing. Deborah, who had died only a few days ago, was now an angel, and given the wings of a powerful warrior. Her face radiated a fierce beauty that left him breathless and for a moment he thought of Nathan and wondered if he’d ever get to see his wife again. It was at that moment he realized why she was taken and why Jeremy had to do what he did, even if it meant separating her from her beloved Nathan. 
Deborah’s wings flapped furiously as she struggled to hold the titian-haired fallen angel away from the car. When she pushed her away, the angel screamed with frustration, her black wings flapping wildly. They continued to circle each other and their wings caused the dust to swirl. The angel lunged again toward the car, and Deborah grabbed her by the waist. They whirled around making the dust devil larger. 
“Lash, look out!” Naomi screamed.
Sal stood in the middle of the road. As they were about to crash into him, he lifted his arm and flicked his wrist. Naomi screamed as the car flipped, and she slammed against the roof. Shattering glass muted her screams and the crunch of metal as the car rolled over and over. Lash tried to get a hold of her as her body was being tossed around and just as his fingers touched her arm, she fell out of the car.
Before the car stopped, he tore through the crushed door. “Naomi! Naomi!” 
In the distance, he saw her motionless body, and his heart stopped. No! 
When he reached her, he stifled a cry at her blood-streaked body. His hands trembled as they hovered over her battered body, struggling with whether his touch would hurt her even more. Delicately, he lifted her into his arms, and he heard a faint heartbeat. He let out a breath of relief. “Stay with me, Naomi. Do you hear me? Hang on.”
A cold wind blew hard and the sky grew dark with dust and clouds. Then he heard barking and Bear scampered out from behind the mass of metal. She ran toward them. It was a miracle she was still alive. 
“Lash, take her away! They’re near!” Deborah cried as she struggled to hold back the titian-haired angel. 
He could just make out the shapes of the fallen angels within the clouds. Lucifer had bought his entire army. 
He looked toward Shiprock, Naomi’s salvation. It was far for him, but he could fly it. He had to.
He pushed out his wings and pressed her close to him as he stood.  “We’ll make it, Naomi.” 
He took off into the air and flew as fast as he could. His eyes scanned the ground below and the sky, and there was no sign of Sal. That’s when he saw was a little brown furry animal chasing after them. 
“No, Bear. Go back.” 
She continued to chase them as he struggled. Shiprock grew closer, and he could feel himself growing tired and he pushed himself to go faster. He couldn’t stop. He had to keep going. 
Something rammed hard against his back, knocking the wind out of him and caused him to lose hold of Naomi. She fell a few feet before he was able to grab onto her arm and her body dangled in the air.
A harsh laughter came from behind him. “You can barely fly.” Sal flew a few feet in front of him, his black wings spilling out his back, taunting Lash. “And you call yourself a seraph.”  
He tried to maneuver himself away from Sal, but Sal wouldn’t let him pass. “Pathetic.” Sal punched him in the chest and he buckled in pain but kept a tight grip on Naomi as he struggled to fly away from him. 
Sal shot up higher into the sky and circled around him like a hunter circling its prey. “Give it up, Lash. Let go of the girl, and I may just spare you.”
“Never.” He gritted his teeth as he struggled to pull Naomi up.
In one swoop, Sal caught hold of one of his wings and ripped it. 
Searing white pain coursed through his body and he screamed. His wing went limp and he started to fall. 
“Last chance, Lash,” Sal called as he spiraled down to the ground. “Save yourself and let her go.”
Lash grabbed Naomi’s other hand and tried to pull her up close to him as he continued to fall. If he could get under her maybe he could cushion the impact with his body. Just as he was about to hit the ground, Rachel flew through the air and caught her.
He fell with a loud thud, and turned over, groaning in pain. He looked for Rachel and found her settling Naomi gently to the ground. Bear came running up to her and whined as she licked Naomi’s face.
Rachel patted her on the head, comforting her. “She’ll be okay.”
“What are you doing?” Lash pulled himself up and pressed his hand to his rib cage. Some bones were broken. “Take her to the safe house.”
Rachel looked at him with sad eyes. “That’s not for me to do. I was told to—” 
A searing pain slammed Lash’s back and he soared ten feet through the air before crashing to the ground. When he looked up, Sal was standing over him and was about to attack him again when a blur of white knocked Sal to the ground.  
“Take her, Lash.” Jeremy flapped his wings as he fought to keep Sal down. “Go to the top of Shiprock.” 
Lash scrambled over to where Naomi laid her head on Rachel’s lap. “Help her please. Use your powers, to help her. I don’t have enough to heal her.”
“I’m sorry. I can’t.” Rachel lifted Naomi and placed her in his arms. “Go quickly.”
Bear barked and then whined. 
Lash looked to Bear and then back at Rachel. He couldn’t leave her any more than he could leave Naomi. 
“I’ll make sure she gets home,” Rachel said. “I promise.”
He ripped the necklace from Naomi’s neck and wrapped it around Bear’s collar. He knew when Welita saw it that she would know what it meant.
“Hurry, Lash. They’re coming!” Jeremy held Sal in a chokehold. With a grunt, Sal freed himself from Jeremy and took to the skies heading toward the dark clouds.
Lash looked to the direction Sal flew and saw the army of the fallen near. Behind him he heard something that sounded like an army of jet engines. He turned and saw Raphael leading a swarm of angels as they flew toward the dark cloud. 
“Go now!” Jeremy yelled as he took up into the skies to join Raphael.
He took Naomi into his arms and winced with each shallow breath she took. “We’re almost there, my love,” his voice quivered.
Bending his knees, he pushed off the ground into the air. Pain tore through him with every flap of his injured wing, but he willed himself to go faster as he gritted through the burn. He could hear the battle behind him grow closer. He didn’t dare look back. His one focus was to get Naomi to Shiprock.
As he got closer to the mountain, a splatter of cold droplets fell onto his back. One after another they fell he could barely see through the sheets of rain that fell over them. His wings began to grow heavy and he felt himself dipping down again. He gritted his teeth, pushing himself harder and further than he ever had before.
Though it felt like hours, in a few minutes he finally laid Naomi on a flat surface on the top of Shiprock. He looked around for a safe house, a cave, a hole. There was none. Whatever was meant to keep her safe was somehow gone or missing. 
He turned to look at the fighting. They were close. He cradled Naomi to his chest, fearful that at any moment they would get her. The rain washed away the blood that covered her face and darkened her hair. He covered her body attempting to shield her from the rain and the swarm of fallen angels that were ready to take her away from him. “Please, don’t let them take her. Whatever mistake I made, I’m sorry. I was wrong. Please, don’t make her have to pay for my mistakes. Do what you want with me. I’ll do whatever you ask.”
He was wrong. Why was it now that he held the most precious thing in his life, did he realize how wrong he was. When did he lose faith in what he was supposed to do? Where did Naomi find the faith she needed to trust him? And now that she did, all he had to offer her was death. He kissed her cheek gently and whispered, “Forgive me.”
Lash placed his head against Naomi’s chest, and focused on the slow beat of her heart and the warmth of her skin. He imagined that they were back at Welita’s house sitting around the dinner table, remembering how she’d throw her head back when she laughed. He remembered Naomi and Chuy’s relentless bantering, and how when they included him in their teasing he felt like part of the family. He thought of Welita’s trusting eyes as she told him to have faith in himself. He even imagined Bear and the way that her little leg would lift and shake whenever he scratched the right spot behind her ear. He wanted those moments again. 
“Lash,” Naomi’s voice was faint. “Where are we?”
He lifted his head and saw dark bruises form under her eyes, a startling contrast to her pale face. It was an expression he’d seen many times before. She was dying. “Shh, don’t talk. We’re on the top of Shiprock.”
“Bear?” she wheezed.
“Is fine. She’s being taken back home.”
She nodded and glanced down. Her fingers traced the red welts on his stomach. “You’re hurt.”
“It looks worse than it feels.”
She covered her mouth as she gave a deep wet cough. When she stopped, she looked down at her hand and her face turned whiter. Quickly, she clutched her hand into a fist.
“What is it?” He reached for her clutched hand.
“Nothing.” She coughed again and pressed a hand to her chest. Before she could wipe her mouth, Lash saw the blood lining her lips and he tenderly brushed it away with his fingers. Gently, he flipped over her hand and peeled her fingers open. 
He groaned. “You’re coughing up blood.” He looked in the direction of the fighting angels and spotted Raphael. “Raphael, please, help her.” If there was one person that could save her, it was Raphael.
He clutched the side of his head with his hand as a stab of pain swept through it. Then he heard Luke’s voice as if it were speaking from inside his head. “I can save her. All you have to do is ask.”
He looked over the edge and at the foot of the mountain was Luke. He gave Lash a sweet smile and acted like he was taking a stroll in the rain. 
“Let me help you,” the voice echoed in his head. “Don’t repeat the mistakes of your past.”
A vision went through his mind. This time he was standing by the hazel-eyed woman’s side. She had an arm around him as he watched Jeremy hand a gold ring to an older man. Behind the man, Naomi was gazing sadly at Lash. 
“She wasn’t yours to begin with,” Luke said. “She can be now.”
Lash dropped his head to his chest when he realized the meaning of the vision. The man was Naomi’s father, accepting Jeremy’s offer to be betrothed to her. 
He gazed down at Naomi, her eyes searched his questioningly. “What’s wrong?” She coughed again, spitting up more blood.
He tore off the end of her shirt and brushed away the blood from her chin. His eyes locked with hers, and he felt his heart surge. Rain mixed with his tears slid down his face. He couldn’t do it. No matter how much he loved her, he couldn’t damn her soul even if it meant he might lose her.
“No,” he whispered.
“You fool!” Luke spat. He expanded his black wings to their full length and flew high above them. “Then I shall take what is rightfully mine.”
“Not this time!” Raphael shouted as he surged past Lash right toward Luke. 
Raphael kicked his foot against his chest sending him flying back. “Jeremiel, the time is now!” he yelled. 
Jeremy landed a few feet away from them. His blond hair, darkened by the rain, laid plastered against his head. His wings were at its full expanse as if he was anticipating a fight.  
“What’s...Jeremy...doing here?” Naomi wheezed.
Lash felt his stomach plummet. Naomi could see him. 
He held onto her tighter, and he growled at Jeremy. “Stay away from her. I’m warning you.”
Lightning streaked across the sky behind Jeremy. His lips turned into a thin line as he looked at Naomi and then back to Jeremy. “You’ve done your duty, Lash. Let me do mine.”
Lash tensed and his nostrils flared. Raphael and Jeremy betrayed him and somehow they were able to wipe his memories of the event. Whatever it was, he was not letting them take her away from him. He gently lifted Naomi off him and placed her on the ground.  
“Lash,” she whimpered.
“I won’t let him hurt you. I promise.” He pressed his lips against her cold cheek, then drew back and gazed intently into her eyes. “I love you.”
“I love you,” she whispered.
Lash turned to face his best friend. The one person that he thought of as his brother, the one person he thought would never let him down and would always be by his side. He was ready to fight him. 
“Don’t make me hurt you,” Jeremy warned.
Lash crouched in front of Naomi protectively. “You wanted her once and I gave in. I won’t do that again.”
“How can you believe Lucifer’s lies?”
“How can I not? I trusted you, and you knew all along this would happen, yet you told me nothing...friend.” He sneered the word.
Jeremy opened his mouth about to say something and then slammed it shut, clenching his jaw. “So be it.” He raised a hand high above his head, and a flash of light streaked down from the sky and into his hand. Before Lash could take a step toward him, Jeremy threw the bolt of lightning and sent Lash crashing to the ground next to Naomi.
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Lash jolted up gasping for breath. “Naomi!”
His eyes adjusted to the brightness of the room. Sunlight streamed through the wall-length windows in the Room of Offerings. He was home.
Everything around him was the same—the marble floors, the circle of white furniture in the center of the room, the rich tapestries, and the walls lined with sculptures and paintings. It was perfect, it was beautiful—he hated it.
He dropped his head into his hands as raw pain surged through his chest. She was gone. The one person who believed in him, had faith in him, was torn away from his arms.  His reward became his punishment, and he was left to wander until the end of time without Naomi, half alive—broken. Would he ever find a way to heal his soul?
He trudged to one of the glass cases and stared at the statuettes: Raphael, Gabrielle, Jeremy, all of them. They all betrayed him. Rage boiled at the sight of them. He punched his fist through the case and swiped his arms over the shelves, smashing the figures to the ground. One after the other, he went along the walls, dumping over the cases, shattering them until there was nothing left, and he fell to his knees sobbing.
He couldn’t live like this. Naomi was somewhere close. He could feel it. He could hear her voice in the wind—her touch still lingered on his skin. He couldn’t live in Heaven, knowing she was near and never being able to see her again. Heaven, home, neither could exist without her.
Footsteps echoed in the distance and stopped outside the door. Lash held his breath, hoping whoever it was would leave him alone. The door opened and closed, and he felt a presence in the room. “Lahash, we need to talk.”
Raphael. Lash curled his hands into fists. “Go away.”
“I know you are angry with me, and there is much I need to explain.”
“What’s there to explain?” He jumped to his feet. “You tell me to keep Naomi safe and then you have Jeremy kill her. If this assignment was meant to make sure that I was miserable for the rest of my existence, well, bravo”—he clapped—“mission accomplished.”
Raphael’s eyes grew sad. “The assignment wasn’t to hurt you. It was meant to test your faith.”
“It was meant to see what kind of fool I am. When Gabrielle handed it to me, I should’ve—” he froze. She did want him to do it. She knew it would end like this and she acted like she didn’t want him to take the assignment, knowing that he would. 
“Gabrielle knew Naomi would die. Damn her to Hell!” Lash punched his hand against the stone wall and a loud crack reverberated through the room. He clutched his hand to his chest and winced. Even in his angel form, it still hurt, but it didn’t compare to the pain in his chest.
“It is not what you think,” Raphael said calmly. “Come with me. There is something I need to show you.” 
“No. I’ve had enough of you. From now on, I’ll take my assignments directly from Michael.” He walked past him and threw the door open to find Jeremy standing in the hallway.
There was a beat of silence. Before Jeremy could say a word, he lunged at him, sending them sailing down the hall. 
In one move, Jeremy threw him off and leapt to his feet. “Stop it, Lash. I will not fight you.”
“Fine by me, asshole!” He punched him.
The echo of his fists contacting Jeremy’s jaw sent a flurry of angels into the corridors. Rachel ran down the hall, her dark eyes widened as she watched his fist connect with Jeremy’s nose, splattering blood against the white walls. She gasped and turned back down the hall. 
Jeremy’s eyes glowed with rage as he wiped blood off his face with the back of his hand. He tried to push Lash away, only to be punched again by his right hook. As Jeremy hit the ground, Lash threw himself on top of him. Lash was about to punch him again when Jeremy grasped his hands together and hit him on the chest so hard that he flew back smashing into the wall. 
Raphael sped down the hall and tried to get a hold of Lash. There was a chorus of gasps when Lash dared to elbow him in the stomach. Raphael fell to his knees. 
“That is enough.” Gabrielle pushed through the crowd with Rachel following close behind. She paused at the outskirt of the group, biting her lip with worry as she looked at Raphael who was still on the ground. 
Gabrielle placed herself between Lash and Jeremy. Her green eyes glittered with anger as she stood face to face with Lash. 
“Get out of the way or I’ll have to take you down, too.” He took a threatening step forward.
There was a deathly silence as Gabrielle pulled her shoulders back and expanded her wings to their full length, pulling her rank as archangel, as second in command only to Michael. “You wouldn’t dare.”
Lash paused taking in the scene around him. All eyes watched warily for his next move as they looked from Lash to Jeremy, blood dripping from his face, to Raphael, who lay still on the floor. Lash’s eyes rested on Rachel’s, silently pleading with him to stop. Anger drained out of him when he realized what he’d done. Never in his life had he ever resorted to violence against the archangels. 
He stepped back and ducked his head in deference to Gabrielle’s authority.
She flicked her wings once then closed them back into her body. “Raphael,” she said gently as she bent down and placed a hand on his head. “Would you like to seek an audience with Michael to request a reprimand of Lash and his attack on you?” 
Raphael wore a haunted look. “No, it is what I deserve.”
Lash’s head shot up at the statement. He admitted it!
“You have already been forgiven for your past.” She helped him up and pressed a hand against his cheek. “There is no need to punish yourself further.”
Lash glanced at Gabrielle with surprise at the softness of her voice. It was unlike her to be so kind. A look of tenderness briefly flashed across her face as she looked at Raphael. Why hadn’t he noticed it before? 
Raphael patted her hand. “The past has a way of catching up to the present.”
Lash’s eyes darted between them, wondering what they were talking about. Again, more secrets kept from him. It was infuriating.
She blinked and cleared her throat. The expression disappeared and was replaced with the severe look Lash was familiar with.  “Don’t make excuses for Lash. His wrongdoings are his own.”
“Gabrielle, I am sure you can you can understand the shock of the situation. I haven’t had the opportunity to share with him all that has transpired.”
“I have no interest in listening to your explanations, Raphael.” Lash then turned to Jeremy. “Or yours.”
“Silence!” Gabrielle roared, the word echoed down the hall. She took a deep breath then turned to the others in the hallway. “Leave us.”
They all scurried away whispering to each other. 
“Lash, please do what they say,” Rachel said. “You’ll feel better if you do. I promise.”
He smiled weakly at Rachel, and she flittered away. 
“Come with me. All of you.” Gabrielle turned on her heel. When Lash didn’t move, she turned and threw him a glare. “Now.”
Gabrielle stopped in front of the doors in the Hall of Judgment and turned to Raphael and Jeremy. “You two wait out here.”
Lash laughed. “What am I going to get this time? Fifty years? A century? No wait. You’re going to send me to Lucifer. That’s it. Right?”
She gave him a firm look. “It’s beyond me why those around you care for you so much. They see something special in you. I don’t.” 
She turned toward the door and placed her hand on the handle. Keeping her back to him, she said, “Although I admit one thing, and this is the last time you will ever hear it from me. I have never seen such courage as I’ve seen from you these past couple of days.” She then swung open the doors and turned to face him. “Whatever happens next, know that you have most definitely earned it.”
She stepped aside and gestured for Lash to go into the room. 
*** 
The door slammed behind Lash as he stepped into the Hall of Judgment. There was little light in the room as there were no windows in the area. Candles lined the walls, providing the only illumination in the room. This was part of the old tradition and one of the few that Lash was glad they kept. It made it easier to hide your face in the shadows, to hide from the shame that was felt for whatever wrongdoing an angel was brought in. For him, he was able to hang his head and give the appearance of shame when he was being reprimanded. Michael, who sat in the seat of judgment, wasn’t able to see the smirk on his face whenever he was brought in. In the past, he thought it was a joke because he never felt he deserved any of the punishment he’d received—until now.
The shadows that lingered in the corners of the large chamber were a reflection of what he felt inside—an empty shell of darkness. Of the last three decades of his punishment, this was the first time that he felt forsaken. Now, he truly knew what it felt like to be one of the fallen, without the light of having or giving love. Without Naomi, there was nothing, just darkness to consume him. 
He looked to the seat in the back of the room where Michael sat and passed judgment on him so long ago. It was empty. As he moved toward the back of the room, he saw a shadow move.
He looked over to his right. The shadow moved into the candlelight and he saw an angel with dark hair pulled up into the intricate style Rachel often wore. Her wings were an exquisite downy white, accentuating the curves of her body. He took in the slender neck and trailed down to a familiar patch of freckles.
Lash inhaled sharply. Was this a cruel joke? Not even Gabrielle would stoop so low to do this. Was this his punishment to be forever reminded of all that he’d lost?
A glimmer of hope flickered within him as he took in the curves of her back, the porcelain skin that glowed with perfection in the candlelight.
“Naomi,” his voice cracked as he tried to reign in his hope that she was actually there.
The woman turned and light blue eyes met his. Red lips curled into a smile. “Lash.”
Naomi. My Naomi. His heart jumped to his throat and for a moment he couldn’t move. It was as if his feet were frozen to the floor. He feared that if he took a step toward her that she would disappear.
She looked puzzled at his hesitation and took a step forward. 
“Don’t,” he said. “Let me just look at you for a moment.”
She frowned. “You’re being silly.” 
He sighed. Only Naomi would be irritable in Heaven. It really was her.
He walked to her, and his fingers brushed over her face as if he was touching delicate glass. Without a word, his eyes took in every inch of her face, her tilted nose, the flush on her cheeks, her sculpted lips. 
Her breath quickened as his thumb slid over the bottom of her lip.
The heat of her breath hitting against his skin sent a jolt of desire like he’d never felt before. Lash pulled her into his arms and kissed her passionately. A mixture of heat and electricity passed between them, making him come alive and sending away the cold and dark shadows that had taken root in his chest. 
“It’s you. I can’t believe you’re here,” he said in between the trail of kisses he planted along her jaw and down her neck.
“I can’t believe it either,” she gasped, trying to catch her breath. “One moment I saw Jeremy about to attack us then the next he’s sitting by my side when I woke up in a strange bedroom, then he brought me here.”
“Jeremy brought you here?”
“Yes. I asked him what happened and he said that Raphael wanted to tell us both. We were waiting for you.”
Lash shook his head. “What’s going on?” He placed a hand on the small of her back. “You know what. I don’t care. All that matters is that you’re here with me.” His hand traveled up her back and to her hair. “What’s with the new hairstyle?”
“I looked a mess when I woke up. Rachel helped me put myself together. It’s my first time here, and I don’t know the dress code. Unlike you”—she rubbed her nose against his—“I’d like to make a good first impression with the boss.”
He laughed and ran his fingers through her hair, loosening it from the braids. She shook her head and her hair cascaded down into waves over her shoulders. 
“Beautiful,” he whispered as he kissed her gently. “You’ve nothing to worry about. You’re magnificent.”
“That she is.”
Lash and Naomi turned to see Raphael standing behind them.
He pulled Naomi closer to him. “If you’re here to take her away, forget it. Where she goes, I go.”
Raphael shook his head. “You have always had a problem listening to what people say to you.”
“Can you blame me? I did exactly what you said and I thought I lost”—he swallowed, unable to say the word, and instead, ducked his head to kiss her.
“There is purpose for all that has occurred. I promise to answer your questions,” Raphael said.
Lash looked at him skeptically. Naomi patted his chest and pecked him on the cheek. “Let’s listen to what he has to say.”
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Sitting on a bench in the courtyard, Naomi looked around in awe. Never in her wildest dreams did she think that Heaven would look like this. Even paintings of what people hoped Heaven would look like couldn’t compare to the lush landscape, the intoxicating smell of the flowers, and the vivid blue sky. It was as if they were in a tropical paradise, minus the mosquitoes. When she had a chance, she was dying to ask someone if they knew why mosquitoes even existed. 
She’d hoped that she would awake in Heaven after she died. Most people did. She admitted there was a tiny bit of doubt that it would happen, until she met Lash, and that blew any doubts she had out of the water. 
Naomi beamed as Lash covered her hand with his. As beautiful as Heaven was, she wouldn’t be nearly as happy as she was at that moment if he wasn’t by her side.
“We’ve been out here for ten minutes, Raphael,” Lash said. “I’m listening. Spill it.”
She studied Raphael as he paced in front of them, his golden hair glittering under the light. He looked like an older version of Jeremy. Even Lash looked a bit like Jeremy, except for the dark hair. She wondered if they were any familial ties to each other. Could angels be related?
“There is so much to tell you. I’m not quite sure where to start,” Raphael said.
Lash smirked. “Raphael at a loss for words. That’s a first.” 
“Lash, be nice.” She warned. “Why don’t I ask some questions and you answer them. Maybe that will help.”
“Yes, that would be fine.” Raphael sat down in the seat across from them.
“Based on Lash’s surprise in finding me here, I assume this is not the typical place people go to after they die. Is that right?”
“Yes, that is correct. Most people go to another part of Heaven and are separate from the seraphim and archangels that live here.”
“Now don’t get me wrong. I love it that I’m here with Lash,” she squeezed his hand. “But, why am I here?”
Raphael smiled widely. “Because you, my dear, are the seventh angel.”
“Seriously?” Lash studied her. “Isn’t she, you know, small?”
She frowned at the ridiculous way he was looking at her. “I may be small, but now that I’m like you I can probably whip your butt anytime. Wait. What’s the seventh angel?”
“The archangels are protectors of all that is good. When we go to battle, we are the ones that take the lead. It’s akin to generals in a human army,” Raphael explained. “There are seven of us. There is Raguel and Uriel.”
“Uriel and Ragu—what?”
“Raguel is Rachel, and Uri is her partner,” Lash said. 
“Oh, Rachel. I like her. She’s sweet. Who are the others?”
“Myself, Michael, Gabrielle, Jeremiel. I mean Jeremy.” Raphael continued. “And of course, you.”
“So are you saying I outrank Lash?” She turned to him and grinned.
“There must be some mistake. Uh, I mean,” he stammered when she threw him a glare. “I didn’t think a human could become an archangel.”
“There’s no mistake about it. Naomi, show him your wings.”
She looked confused as she stood. “Can’t you see them?” 
“Spread them to their full length,” Raphael instructed.
“Oh, like this?”
Lash watched in shock as she expanded her wings and they grew twice the size as his own. They were almost the size of Gabrielle’s. He couldn’t take his eyes off her as her hair and feathers moved gently in the wind. She looked powerful—stunning. He never loved her more than he did at that moment. 
“It’s true. You are the seventh angel. It suits you.”
She blushed and folded her wings to lay flat against her body. “I guess Welita was right. My mark is lucky.”
“Not luck,” Raphael said. “A mark of who you really are.”
“That is why I was assigned to look over her,” Lash said. “Why didn’t you tell me?”
Raphael let out a rush of air. “I couldn’t. It was part of a test to see if you would have faith enough to do what you were told.”
Lash stiffened. “Jeremy knew.” 
“Yes, but that was all he was told. He was told to bring her over. Lash, it was one of the most difficult things he had to do. He hated having to hurt you, not knowing what would happen after he struck you down.”
“I’m sure it was,” he mumbled.
“He cares for you greatly. Talk with him soon. I know you two can work it out.”
“Okay. Okay.” Lash leaned back and crossed his arms across his chest. 
Naomi sat next to him with a worried look. “I thought he was your best friend. He was only doing his job.”
“I thought you didn’t trust him,” Lash said.
She sighed. “That was before all this.” She swept an arm over the courtyard. “He was very worried about you when he escorted me to the hall to wait for you.”
“What did he say?” He leaned forward.
“Only that he wanted to work things out with you when you were ready and that he misses you. He’s actually quite sweet.”
He grunted and fell back into his seat. She leaned over and kissed his cheek. “You’re cute when you’re jealous.”
“I’m not, jeal—” Lash started then turned back to Raphael. “So, back to the topic at hand, what assignments will she be working on?”
“She won’t work on any assignments yet. She will be too busy training.”
“Training?” She sat at attention.
“Yes, we will need you to assist when we go to battle against Lucifer.”
“Uh, I’m all for helping you guys out, but I don’t know anything about fighting.” 
Lash snickered.
She whacked him playfully. “I mean about military fighting and all that stuff.”
“We will give you training. Gabrielle and I will help you,” Raphael said.
“Threats of an impending battle with Lucifer have been going on for decades,” Lash said. “Why now?”
Raphael looked down nervously. 
“We’ve been able to divert Lucifer from taking over earth entirely. Admittedly, for the past few decades it has become increasingly more difficult.” Raphael paused and threw a glance at Lash. “Something happened a few years ago that placed Lucifer in a position where he will have more power in his hands than ever before.”
“What was that?” Naomi asked.
“He’s positioned himself with Jane Sutherland of the American Federation party. That is why Lucifer was after you. With you on our side, we have a better hope of bringing him and his army down.”
Naomi furrowed her brow. “I don’t understand. I mean I know she has a lot of money and power. She was able to con everyone into thinking that it was my father’s own fault that he got killed. But what does Lucifer want with her? I mean isn’t he powerful without her?”
“He needs her to gain world power. With each position she rises to, more power will fall into Lucifer’s hands. We must stop her and soon.”
“There you are.”
Rachel fluttered to them. “Oh, Naomi, your hair does look much prettier down.”
“I think so, too.” Lash tucked a loose stand behind her ear and caressed her cheek. “Thanks Rachel. For helping her—and me.”
“No problem,” she smiled at him then turned to Naomi. “You asked me to get you when the little one was near home.”
“I need to go,” Naomi said to Lash. “Bear’s almost home and I want to look in on her and Welita.”
“Sure, I’ll be with you in a moment,” Lash said. “There are a few more things I need to talk to Raphael about.”
“Oh, by the way, Rachel said I could stay in your room. I moved some things around to make space. I hope you don’t mind.” She grinned.
Lash kissed her. “Take all the space you need.” 
*** 
When Naomi and Rachel were out of earshot, Lash turned to Raphael. “Thanks for not telling her that it was my fault for the Jane Sutherland situation.”
Raphael moved to sit next to him. “We all make mistakes. I have made them as well.”
“Not as bad as I have. I basically opened the door for the apocalypse.” He let the ramifications of what he’d done sink in. In addition to world destruction, he didn’t know how Naomi would take it if she knew that because of him, her father was dead. 
“Do not take this all on yourself. Remember, people still have free-will, and I have faith in them”—he placed a hand on Lash’s shoulder—“as I have faith in you.”
He swallowed the lump that grew in his throat. He wanted to accept the words Raphael was telling him, but there was still something on the back of his mind that was bothering him. “Who’s Rebecca?”
Raphael paled and blinked rapidly. “I’m not sure what you mean.”
“It’s not a difficult question. Who is Rebecca?”
Raphael let out a deep breath and a haunted look crossed his face. “She was my wife.”
Visions of the hazel-eyed woman and Raphael calling her Rebecca resurfaced again. The same woman’s voice that pleaded with Raphael in his vision was the same voice he had heard in Welita’s back yard. Welita’s guardian angel, named Rebecca, the one who looked after them all. The pieces slid into place, and he fell back onto the bench breathless. “She was my mother. Then that makes you—”
“Yes, she is your mother,” Raphael quickly interrupted. “And as you know”—he turned to Lash and looked him straight in the eye—“I’ve always been a father to you.”
“And Jeremy?”
“He is your brother.”
He looked away and let out a rush of air. “Then what Lucifer showed me was true. Jeremy was betrothed to Naomi.”
Raphael’s nostril’s flared. “Lucifer shows you only what benefits him.” He placed a hand over Lash’s. “Look at me and hear my word for I speak the truth. Naomi belongs with you. No one, not Lucifer, Jeremiel, nor even I can ever take her away from you.”
He nodded, feeling overwhelmed by what he was hearing. He had a mother he’d never met. He had lived a life with Naomi and he didn’t even know it. And Raphael and Jeremy were still a part of his life. Why? “Why couldn’t I remember it? Does Jeremy?”
“Neither of you can. You two were not meant to remember.”
“Why?”
“It is my punishment.”
“Your punishment?”
Raphael sighed. “As I said before, I too have made mistakes. When it comes to loving someone, you and I are the same. Rebecca was human, just as Naomi was, when I fell in love with her. I trusted in the wrong person, and for that I had to pay the price. I lost her and, to some extent, I lost you and Jeremiel.”
“You don’t see her? But, she’s a guardian angel.” 
“No, I am forbidden. It is my punishment for my past wrong doing. Rebecca stays on earth.”
The pain on his face was plain to see. And in that moment, he saw Raphael in a different light. He could never live that long without seeing Naomi, knowing where she was and not looking in on her. He didn’t think it was possible to have even more respect for him than he did before. 
“Lash!” Rachel ran across the courtyard to them. “Naomi wants you to see something. Hurry!”
“Go ahead.” Raphael smiled sadly. “Don’t ever keep a woman waiting.”
He joined Naomi at a wooden bridge that looked over what appeared to be a stream. The water was like glass. With their powers, they were able to look down to earth and narrow down the exact location of their assignments. This was the place where archangels came to check in on the seraphim and guardian angels. He wondered how many times Raphael had been tempted to look for Rebecca especially after he knew she was with Welita. There was no way he could have ever kept himself away from Naomi. 
“Look.” Naomi pointed to a familiar furry brown dog. “She’s almost there.”
Bear trotted down the street where Welita lived. She spotted an old shoe lying on the side of the road and sniffed it. She then looked around as if she was checking to see if anyone was nearby, and then, she hopped on top of it.
“What is she doing?” He leaned forward to get a better look.
“Oh, my God. How embarrassing.” Naomi groaned. “Bear, get off the shoe.”
Bear stopped and barked. 
“She can hear me?” Naomi turned to him, astonished.
Lash chuckled. “Sometimes they can.” He leaned over the railing and yelled, “Go home, Bear.”
Bear took off down the street barking. When she neared the small white house, Welita walked outside. Bear bounced around until Welita picked her up. She licked her face and wiggled with happiness. A silver chain glittered in the sun and Welita released it from Bear’s collar.
Welita dangled the crucifix necklace from her fingers and the sunlight danced off the tiny diamonds, sending a shimmer of blue and white. “Naomi sent you back to me.” She looked into the sky, tears spilling down her face. “Mijita, I told you love would guide you home.” 
Naomi leaned over the stone railing. Tear droplets splashed onto the stream making a ripple across the water. “I love you, Welita. I’ll always be here watching over you. I promise.”
Lash placed an arm around her and pulled her close to him. “You miss home?”
“I miss Welita and Chuy.” She tilted her head up. “But you’re my home.”
“Always,” he said. 
“My broken angel,” she whispered as his lips pressed down on hers.
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LATER THAT DAY
Was it my fate to die at sixteen? I didn't want to, but I couldn't see any other way out of this nightmare, unless I was dreaming. My situation seemed too surreal to be true. The pain told me otherwise. I was wide awake and about to take my last breath.
In the dead of night, I hung precariously from a tree root that slowly unraveled out of the cliff face, hands bloody and raw. Above me, an animal waited to rip me to shreds. Below, the jagged rocks of the riverbed threatened to smash my body to pieces. I was trapped in between with aching arms, waiting for a miracle as dirt continued to rain down on my head. My lifeline was slipping further down the rock face, taking me closer toward my doom. 
My pleas for help echoed throughout the ravine, but were greeted with silence. 
It was over unless . . .



1 - DECISIONS
“What kind of secret superpower would you want, Julia?”
Startled out of my usual daydream I shifted my focus to Katie’s chestnut-colored eyes, concerned about her choice of subject. 
“Why?” I asked, trying to act natural.
“You know that TV show about heroes with superpowers? I’ve been thinking about how cool it’d be to have one,” she answered innocently.
“Oh,” I said, relieved she didn’t mean anything by her question. My brain froze though, unable to find a legitimate power. “Flying, I guess.” 
“That’s so cliché,” she said with a raised pierced eyebrow. “Everybody wants that. Pick something more obscure.”
I wanted to laugh at her for using such “big” words and tell her to mind her own business, but didn’t want to look obvious. Super powers weren’t all that glamorous like they portrayed on TV; they always came with a price.
“Ummm . . .”
I scanned the table looking for help when I sensed Cameron’s confidence. He should’ve been offended that Katie interrupted his riveting discussion about Calculus, but he had something he was dying to tell us though the expression on his fair, freckle covered face didn’t show it.
“I don’t know. What about you, Cam?” I asked hoping to deflect the question.
“That’s easy; shape shifting ability.” His blue eyes twinkled beneath his mop of wild red hair. 
A question like that wouldn’t have bothered me, if I were normal. But I did have a secret power, or gift as people might call it and I wanted to keep it that way—a secret.
“Shape shifting?” Dena asked. “What’s that?”
Cameron straightened his shoulders and amusement played across his face because the conversation shifted back to his in-depth knowledge.
“To turn into anything I wanted. An animal, another person, an inanimate object, whatever suits me.” 
“That’s cheating. You can only shape shift into one thing.” Katie’s annoyance remained under her aloof disposition.
I smiled. Cameron wasn’t playing the game by her rules.
“Hey, it’s my power, I wield it as I see fit.”
Katie made a face before moving to her next victim, Dena, who now had an air of confidence as well. 
The first time I was aware I was different was the last time I saw my mother. We were happy, together, laughing and holding hands when I was suddenly consumed with fear and pain no five-year-old should have to experience. The feelings seared into my conscience forever. I’ve never been sure if I’d always had this sixth sense of reading other’s emotions, or if somehow the ill-fated event of my mother’s disappearance caused the change, but I’ve been aware of it ever since.
To look at me, you’d never know. I’m just an average teenager with a slight build, dishwater-blonde hair and hazel eyes trying my hardest to blend in. People say I’m shy, which is fine. I’d rather have that label than freak any day. I do seem to wander off topic in conversations, frequently appearing ADD, but that’s because it’s become increasingly difficult to concentrate among my overly hormonal peers. And today was no exception; Katie’s boredom screamed so loudly, I shouldn’t be able to concentrate. Luckily for me, I’ve learned how to ignore her.
At the moment, I sat at our usual table in the quad on a chilly fall day with Samantha, Dena, Morgan, Cameron and Katie waiting for fifth period to start. Most of us had been friends since elementary school and met for lunch almost every day. 
Cameron had been rambling about Ms. Smith’s lecture in Calculus, a class none of us are in, before Katie changed the subject. 
“Seriously, Dena? Only you would pick a super power that would help people,” Katie said in contempt.
Katie’s comment snapped me back into the conversation. Mentally, I’d drifted away again. Knowing Dena, I’m sure she picked something to save the world.
“Well isn’t that the point? To use it for good?” Dena furrowed her brow. “What’s wrong with wanting to heal people?”
“I think it’s a very good super power. I wish I’d have thought of it,” Samantha chimed in.
“I agree,” I said.
“Of course you can use your power to do good, but that’s not the point,” Katie said pretentiously. 
“I agree with Dena,” Morgan said quickly. “That’s better than the one I thought of.”
Morgan, somewhat attractive with his dark hair and smoldering auburn eyes, was a newer addition to our little clique. Even though he didn’t let on to anyone, I knew he had a crush on Dena. Daily, I felt his internal struggles. His yearning was very subtle on the outside, but not to me; the chemistry was so strong sometimes it felt like I could cut it with a knife.
“Well, what did you pick?” Dena asked.
“Oh it’s stupid,” he said and turned away, averting her stare.
Katie laughed. “I bet its x-ray vision,” she said, flipping her short raven-colored hair, currently tinged with magenta highlights.
Morgan’s cheeks flushed. “Shut-up.” 
Dena put her hand on his shoulder and his elation erupted, subduing his anger. 
“Well, since the rest of you won’t answer . . .” Katie said, glaring at Morgan. “I’ll share mine. I want mind reading abilities.” 
I wanted to laugh and say oh no you don’t, but then I’d have to explain why. Of all people, that gift might be the medicine she needed to be humbled. 
“I don’t think I could handle knowing what people are thinking of me,” Dena said softly, tilting her head down, hiding under her long white-blond hair.
I wondered if she’d feel the same way knowing people envied her. 
Morgan grew nervous. I sensed he definitely didn’t want her to read his mind, especially at this moment.
Currently, Katie’s crush was on a very popular senior, Tyler Kennedy, who had a serious girlfriend and wouldn’t give Katie the time of day. Since Katie felt she was far prettier than his girlfriend, she saw it as a competition and tried to gain his attention any chance she got. I really wanted to tell her Tyler picked his girlfriend, Mandy, because she was pretty and one of the kindest girls in school, but I knew she wouldn’t believe me. 
I watched her glance wistfully in Tyler’s direction. Mind reading definitely would’ve helped her formulate her next ‘accidental’ interaction, but then she’d really know what Tyler thought. 
“Well, I’d like to control the weather,” Sam said.
Samantha or Sam as we called her, with her impeccable style and long brown locks was my very best friend. She was the most genuine and happiest person I’ve ever known—someone I called safe.
I’ve always struggled with making new friends. It’s difficult to give people a real chance when you’re able to size someone up as soon as you meet them. Most people are untrustworthy, so I prefer to stick with my short list of safe friends. And if Katie didn’t watch it, it might grow shorter soon.
“That would be cool. Why don’t you make a hurricane or something, so we don’t have to go to 5th period,” I said.
Sam closed her green eyes and threw out her hands, acting as if she was summoning some powerful force of nature and then peeked out to see if anything happened, which it didn’t. 
“Crap, I need to figure out how to use it.” 
A sly smile crossed her face. Everyone laughed except Katie. I’m sure she thought we were making fun of her.
“So anyone ask you to homecoming yet?” Katie asked in my direction.
What’s with the questions today?
“Oh . . . um . . . no. I think I have to work that day.” 
“Work?” She turned her nose up in disgust. “But it’s homecoming! Don’t you want to go?”
“Not really?” I said, not meaning it to sound like a question.
If I really wanted to go, Cameron would take me. We’d been each other’s date, as friends, for quite a few dances. But homecoming didn’t appeal to me for some reason. Not only did I dislike the feelings of the crowd at dances, but I currently didn’t have any prospects. It seemed the short list of guys I liked didn’t know I was alive.
“I wish Tyler would ask me,” Katie murmured to herself, glancing over her shoulder again.
“I’m not going either,” Cameron said trying to sound like he didn’t care. 
“Why not?” Dena asked, sounding a little disappointed.
“Dances are lame,” he said, with a detached disposition. 
I knew his lack of self-confidence was the real reason, but didn’t know how I could help. I had just as much trouble with guys as he had with girls. 
“I don’t know if I’m going either. I don’t have a date yet,” Dena said while looking down at her tray, playing with her uneaten pudding.
“Didn’t Brady ask you?” Sam asked.
“Yeah, he did. I didn’t accept yet. I don’t know—” Dena’s eyes drifted in Morgan’s direction. “I was waiting for someone else to ask me.”
I casually glanced at Morgan, who suddenly was interested in flicking the peeling paint off the table. I wanted to kick him so he’d wake up and pay attention. It was crazy they both wanted to go with each other, but neither would make the first move. Maybe letting Morgan know she wanted him to ask her was exactly what he needed since he wasn’t picking up on Dena’s body language. 
“I’ve decided to go with Todd after all,” Sam said.
“Oh, that’s cool,” I said.
I had noticed Todd McMullan, a senior, showed a little interest in Sam and hoped he would ask her to the dance. Sam already mentioned privately she had a crush on him, but didn’t want to say anything to the group because Katie had a bad habit of teasing. But Sam hadn’t told me he’d asked her yet.
“Come on Cam, I’ll go with you,” I finally offered feeling a tiny bit of peer pressure and sorry for Cam.
“Naw, that’s cool. It’s no big deal,” Cameron said with a waning smile. I think he was tired of the pretenses too.
I didn’t want to spend money on something like Homecoming anyway. Besides, Cam had two left feet, so we never actually danced. All we really did was go as two singles and spent the rest of the night with friends. I didn’t feel up to it this time. I actually would rather work.
I was trying hard to save money for a newer car. Currently, I drove my older brother Luke’s 1984 Volkswagen Quantum. He bought it to turn into some sort of veggie oil driving automobile to save money on gas, but never got around to it. He offered to let me drive it until I could get something of my own. It was old but it got me where I needed to go.
I tried to think of something insightful to say to alleviate Cam’s discomfort, but was saved by the bell. We sighed in sync as we got up and headed for our respective fifth period classes. Sam and I were the only ones who had Algebra, which was not my favorite class. 
“Todd asks you and you don’t tell me?” I asked as soon as we were alone, headed down the hall towards our class.
“Well, I was going to. It literally happened right before lunch. He pulled me aside after class, but I had no idea that’s what he wanted to talk to me about. He seemed pretty nervous when he asked but so adorable,” she said with a grin.
Sam’s giddiness was like sun breaking through stormy clouds and I couldn’t stay upset at her. Somehow I missed her elation all through lunch. It must have been because I was consumed with dodging Katie’s question.
“That’s so great,” I said. 
“You should try to go. Isn’t there anyone you want to go with?” 
Deep down inside, a part of me wanted to attend, but there wasn’t anyone I felt safe to go with. It was hard to try to explain that to Sam. I’d given up on boys, for now anyway. They were all the same to me—immature and focused on one thing.
“Really, it’s okay. I’m going to skip it this time.”
She sighed. I think she wanted to double with me and I felt bad for bailing on her. Maybe I’d try to get Dena and Morgan to go with her and Todd, once I orchestrated Morgan to ask her.
We walked into the classroom and found our seats. A knot formed in my stomach. Ms. Smith was an incredible teacher, possibly the best at our school, but I was so horrible at math it didn’t matter. 
“I’m never going to get it,” I moaned while we worked in small groups.
“Just double check your work as you go, like this.” Her pencil darted across the page, leaving organized sets of numbers meaning something to her, but nothing to me. 
I chuckled. “Can’t you just do my homework for me?”
Sam rolled her eyes. “With practice, you’ll get it, I promise.”
“Yeah, right.”
A hopeful expression formed on her face. She wasn’t going to let me quit. It gave me some confidence I’d actually have a fighting chance to get through this class without flunking. Frankly, I didn’t know what I would do without her. 
I was the first to get up when the bell rang. 
As always, sixth period Spanish flew by and I became anxious to get home. I had a few things to do before leaving for work.
“Do you want me to come over tonight and help you with your Algebra?” Sam asked as we walked to our lockers.
I’d completely forgotten about Algebra and at her mention of it, I groaned. I imagined myself sitting at my desk tempted to snap my pencil in half from the frustration. What do we need Algebra for anyway?
“I think I’ll manage. I’m working, but I’ll call if I get stuck.”
Of course the managing part of my comment was an exaggeration. I’d probably just put it off until lunch the next day so she could help me then.
My pocket vibrated with a text message and I took out my phone. It was from Luke.
- Jo is coming for dinner. John is out of town. You working?
Dang it! 
I didn’t want to miss dinner with Aunt Josephine, or Auntie Jo as we affectionately called her.
- Yeah. What time is she coming over?
Aunt Jo was the closest thing I had to a mother. After our mother’s mysterious disappearance, our father moved us from Los Angeles to Scotts Valley. Josephine was his only sister and took care of us while he traveled during our younger years. 
- She’s coming at five.
I sighed. My shift started at four-thirty. 
- I have to work. Why don’t you come to the deli for dinner so I can see her?
Even though Aunt Jo lived right around the corner from us, I never wanted to miss an opportunity to spend time with her—without John, her new husband. I tried not to be jealous of him, after all she’d sacrificed everything while we were growing up; she deserved a life of her own. But things didn’t feel the same anymore and I didn’t feel like I could just drop by now that she was married. And thinking about it reopened a wound I’d tried to forget.
- I’ll ask and see. We were planning on having Mexican.
Disappointment flooded me. Not only was I missing out being around the people I loved, I was missing out on my favorite food too. 
I worked at Erik's, the best sandwich deli in town. For an emotion reader, it was a job I felt comfortable doing. Something about people being hungry didn’t bother me. In all reality though, I didn’t need to work. My dad, Russell Parker, made pretty good money as a computer consultant. Since he traveled on business frequently, he wanted everyone available to do things together when he was in town. My job encroached on that time, so he asked me multiple times to quit. It was tempting, but when he was gone, I would get so bored alone at the house since Luke was rarely there. Plus, I liked having my own money to spend as I wanted. But, today I wished I’d taken him up on his offer.
The crowded hallway was already buzzing with weekend plans, even though it was only Tuesday. I had plans. I was scheduled to work.
I shoved my books into my locker and slammed it shut.
“Where’d you park?” I asked Sam as she did the same; her locker just a few down from mine.
“I got a spot in the front today,” she said in a teasing tone.
“Oh? Well, I’m in the back today, so I guess I’ll see ya tomorrow?”
I was a tad jealous because she’d be home by the time I left the back parking lot, but that’s my fault for getting to school at the last minute.
“Yeah. See ya,” she called from behind me and we headed in separate directions.
* * * 
I parked at my usual spot on the street and walked up the cobble stone path to our door, admiring the fuchsia colored roses climbing the terrace. Luke and Dad were already home, hanging out in the kitchen catching up after Dad’s weeklong business trip. 
“Welcome home, Dad,” I said giving him a big hug.
My dad was still wearing his ‘monkey suit’, as he liked to call it and appeared tired; his grey hair was tousled a bit on his head, evidence of traveling all day.
“Thanks. Good to be home, Jules,” he said while he flipped through a huge stack of mail.
“You guys still going to Mexican food for dinner?” I asked, slumping down at the kitchen table already knowing the answer. 
“We were talking about it,” Dad said.
“Just call in sick,” Luke said to me as he leaned against the counter, his mouth full of food. 
He wore his favorite torn jeans and faded black tee-shirt, eating a bowl of cereal. Every time he leaned over to take a bite, his black hair fell into his eyes and he had to brush it aside. 
Luke was four years older than me and still lived at home. He was taking a few courses at the local junior college unsure of what he wanted to do “when he grew up” and currently unemployed. So, for him to give me work advice was a bit ludicrous.
“I can’t do that,” I said annoyed he’d even suggested it. “They are depending on me to be there tonight.”
“There’s a simple solution to this,” Dad said, looking at me with kind but weathered eyes. He could give me his full attention now that he’d pulled out all the bills and tossed the rest. 
“Dad, we’ve talked about this before.”
“It’s just that you’re only young once in your life and you’ll have plenty of time in your life to work,” he said matter-of-factly. “Actually, there’s only one person in this room that should be working but isn’t, but I’m not pressing the matter since he’s still in school.”
My dad’s eyes stayed glued to me, but Luke instantly got interested in rinsing out his bowl, humming to himself. I chuckled. It seemed comical for a second, until I took to heart what my dad said.
“I know,” I mumbled, biting my lip. “Maybe I should quit.”
My dad walked over and hugged me again. His disappointment mixed with mine and I found it difficult to stick to my decision, until another idea came to mind.
“Maybe I can get off early.” 
“I’d like that,” he said as he let go of me and took his bags upstairs. 
If I left early, at least I wouldn’t miss the whole evening and work wouldn’t be upset with me. I sat for a few minutes mulling it over while Luke changed the conversation to the most recent car he was dismantling. But I tuned him out as soon as he mentioned distributor caps. 
Aladdin, our cat, rubbed up against my leg, begging for some attention. We called her Aladdin, even though it was a boy’s name, because one day, she magically showed up and put a spell on us. 
I reached down to scratch her ears, but then felt the weight of my procrastination. I couldn’t prolong getting ready for work any longer. 
“I need to go,” I finally said. “Tell Jo I’m sorry, okay?” 
I headed upstairs to my room situated in the back of the house and peeled off my school clothes. The sofa burgeoned with my entire wardrobe, making it difficult to find my work polo shirt and khakis. 
My Dad was kind enough to give me the master bedroom a few years back. He thought I’d appreciate having my own bathroom, being the only girl in the house. But the best part of this sanctuary wasn’t the view out the windows of the redwoods surrounding the patio and creek below. My favorite part was the fact the distance separated me from the rest of the family and allowed me freedom from their emotions—huge bonus. 
I touched up my make-up, started some laundry before saying my goodbyes, and ran out the door. I really hoped my idea would work and the deli wouldn’t be crowded tonight. 
As I started my car and drove down my street, I fought a foreboding feeling I was making a mistake. Unsure, I glanced back at my house through my rearview mirror wondering if I should turn around. But, my sense of responsibility took over and I kept driving unaware my decision to go to work tonight would forever change the course of my destiny.



2 - FALLING
I rushed into the deli, glanced at the clock and breathed a sigh of relief—right on time.
My shift should’ve started without a hitch except I was starving and the aroma of baking bread hit my stomach like a jack-hammer. I would’ve been snagging a piece if it weren’t for Kelly’s impatient glare behind a long line of customers. So reluctantly, I deposited my things in the back and tied an apron on instead. My hunger would have to wait until my break. 
The deli’s interior resembled an old fashioned café. An old wooden fence stood, separating where customers ordered and where they sat. Lanterns, wooden wagon wheels, and camping paraphernalia littered the walls along with a potbellied stove in the corner. 
I took over the cash register and Kelly left without saying a word. I shrugged it off and greeted my first customer. The quicker I got rid of the line, the sooner I could get out of there. But hope of leaving early turned into disappointment as more and more people came into the deli and I couldn’t help them fast enough. I did my best to keep a good attitude, but felt it slipping as I saw my window of opportunity close. 
After three grueling hours of serving what seemed like thousands of hungry, demanding customers, the deli was suddenly empty. I was shocked when the manager asked if anyone wanted to go home early and I jumped at the chance. 
“Thanks,” I called out as I exited the store. 
Once outside, I ripped off my apron and ran over to my car, threw it onto the back seat and checked the clock on the dash—7:46. Knowing my family, I suspected they’d eaten already and were home by now. I wondered if I should let them know I was on my way, but decided to surprise them instead.
I flew down the road and imagined their faces, especially Jo’s, when I walked in the door. They couldn’t continue the ongoing card game Nertz without me and I felt tonight that I would be taking the crown from Luke. I smiled and pressed the gas pedal harder.
My car hugged the winding road that flanked the forest surrounding my housing development. I had to drive the long way around, the back entrance still buried by a quarter mile of rock deposited by a mudslide years ago. 
It didn’t matter—there was only a mile to go and I’d be home in five minutes, but I felt my car jerk. I eased up on the gas, but it jerked again, this time losing power. I panicked and imagined my car dying in the middle of the road so I pulled the car onto the shoulder. To my dismay, the engine sputtered and quit.
“You’ve got to be kidding me,” I muttered. 
I tried the starter again. The engine revved to life, sputtered and died. Dread spread throughout my body as I turned the key again, listening to it moan over and over without catching. I gave up and rested my head on the steering wheel. There was no use in trying anymore—I was pretty sure I’d run out of gas, again.
Sometime ago, my car decided to permanently display it had a ¼ tank of gas. To keep track of the mileage, I pressed the odometer counter each time I filled up the tank, so I would know when to refill. But the last time I got gas, a really cute guy in a BMW distracted me and I forgot to press the button. After I realized my mistake, I decided to keep track mentally. I should’ve known the flaw in my plan, since math and I didn’t get along. 
Luke kept making excuses when I asked him to fix the stupid thing. And for me to spend my hard earned money on someone else's car when I was trying to save money for my own was counterproductive. Shame on me.
I dug in my purse and found my cell phone. 
Dad is going to kill me. 
This wasn’t the first time I’d run out of gas and I’d promised it would never happen again. This would be the third time I’d broken that promise.
The phone was off. 
Oh no . . . 
I pressed the “on” switch and it flashed “low battery”.
My battery is dead too? 
I dialed my home number. 
Please have enough power for just one phone call. 
Before it started ringing, the phone died.
“No way,” I muttered under my breath.
I flipped the phone shut and tossed it onto the passenger seat. Through the front windshield I watched the headlights of approaching cars and suddenly felt vulnerable. Between each passing car, the road became dark—scary dark.
I had two choices. Either take the main road home or the short cut through the woods. 
The woods? Was I that desperate? 
I shivered. I loved hiking through the woods during the day, but at night the trees took on a life of their own and creeped me out. 
Then I imagined the alternative. The road, dark and curvy, led to Ernie’s Pizza where I could call my dad. But then I feared some weirdo would pull over and offer me a ride so he could kidnap me. I shivered again.
Slumping back into my seat, I sighed and made a mental note: after I survived this, I was going to buy a cell phone charger for my car. 
Waiting in my car was definitely out, so I let fate decide. Heads I walk on the road and tails—the woods. As the coin spun in the air, I held my breath and waited with my palm open to catch it. But like a sick joke, the coin bounced out of my outstretched hand and fell onto the dark floor. 
Terrified, I decided it would be safer to cut through the woods. I didn’t have much with me besides my coat and purse. I pilfered through my purse, removed the necessary items—my wallet, keys and cell phone and tucked them into my coat pockets. I didn’t want to be hampered by carrying anything extra, so I locked the empty purse in the trunk.
I looked both ways, took a deep breath and crossed the road towards the tree line, praying I’d make it home safe and sound.
As soon as I entered the path beneath the huge redwoods, I could no longer hear the traffic up on the road. My heart beat a little irregularly as my eyes adjusted to the dimly-lit trail before me. 
Silvery patches of moonlight filtered through the vast expanse of branches overhead and splashed light onto the trail. It was actually a nice evening for a stroll. The cool air smelled of dew as the tree leaves rustled in the evening breeze.
Darkness enveloped me as I forged deeper into the woods. I tried to keep my thoughts light and happy as my heart pumped a little faster. The setting could have been a scene right out of a horror movie, a genre which I faithfully avoided. I knew one day I’d be in a similar harmless scenario that would only terrify me by fueling my over-active imagination. 
On the other hand, walking with someone, like a cute boy, would make this whole scary ordeal into a romantic dream. I shifted my focus to imagine myself walking hand in hand with him. Maybe he’d stop, look into my eyes and I’d get my first kiss. 
The rustle of a fern next to me broke my happy thoughts. I froze, stopping in the middle of the trail. With wide eyes, I searched for the source. I held my breath, straining to listen for what seemed like an eternity, as the noise of pounding blood filled my ears. I was ready to run if something jumped out at me.
Nothing happened, so I took a little step sideways. Still nothing, so I tried another step. Something launched itself out of the bush towards me. I shrieked and shielded my eyes as it flew by my face.
My legs folded underneath me and I balled my arms around my head. The last thing I wanted was a bat or some flying insect to nest in my hair. The air couldn’t come into my lungs fast enough as I tried calming myself down, suspecting every second I remained in this panicked state, precious years were coming off the end of my life. I listened and heard nothing further.
Mentally, I encouraged my legs to straighten, but they were still frozen and starting to shake. My effort to soothe myself wasn’t working. I took a few more deep breaths.
You’re just being paranoid. You’re alone and you know it. Nothing in this forest can harm you. Just get home.
My thoughts comforted me; my heartbeats subsided to a normal rhythm in response. I opened my eyes to focus on my surroundings. The cricket’s soft chirping encouraged me to stand up and keep going. The walk home was really no big deal. I knew this path by heart. Ahead was the suspended foot bridge that spanned the creek and I’d be home. 
Courage replaced fear as I stood up, dusted myself off and spotted the bridge’s lantern through the trees gently swaying in the breeze. It softly beckoned to me, welcoming me in the darkness. 
Over time, the creek’s erosion created a large ravine that wrapped around the great redwoods of the forest. The cliff sides were covered with ferns, ivy and moss, making perfect homes for little birds and other animals—the same animals that were scaring the living daylights out of me. 
“If you don’t bother me, I won’t bother you,” I whispered.
I gently stepped onto the time-weathered bridge, causing it to shudder and creak. The last thing I needed was my presence alerted. I tried my hardest to keep my shoes quiet as I walked across, but it still moaned in protest.
Between the wood slats, I could see the moon brightly reflecting off the water’s edge, rippling brilliantly in the current. The gentle flow of the stream echoed in the caverns, softening the noises I made. But when the wind picked up and ruffled the ferns, it swayed the massive bridge. 
My heart began to beat faster as the bridge loudly groaned under the wind’s strain. Fear took over as I bolted the rest of the way across, panting for air on the other side. An animal, startled by my sudden wild movements, scurried into the brush. I jumped. 
It’s just another animal, Julia—don’t freak out! 
I took a deep breath and held it, listening. Whatever it was seemed to be gone now. Annoyed with my constant overreaction to every noise, I turned to face the last part of the trail, determined to stop wasting time.
On this side of the bridge, the redwood trees grew thicker making the trail harder to see in the moonlight. My eyes adjusted as I looked down the cold and uninviting path. 
I mustered up my courage and began to move forward focused on my destination, ignoring the menacing shadows and spooky dark caverns. 
Something brushed my face. 
“AHHH!” I yelled, as a spider’s web clung to my cheek.
Hyperventilating, I swatted at the sticky, gossamer wisps imagining a large, hairy spider crawling on me. But as if the forest responded to my scream, suddenly everything became quiet—eerily quiet. I stopped, afraid to make any noise whatsoever and waited. Then an invisible wave of blood-lust washed through me. I froze. I was no longer alone. 
I held my breath and fought the panic, looking around for where the feelings came from. I didn’t hear or see anything, but I knew they came from someone dangerous and close. My neck prickled as I sensed him staring at me with a lecherous appetite, calculating his next move, like a hunter watching its prey. 
My heart raced harder. I needed to make a run for it, but my legs wouldn’t obey. The crack of a branch sent me sprinting down the trail, but the predator followed. Terrified, I ran with all my strength as I felt the lustful desire grow into mocking pleasure as he closed in on me. 
I might have escaped, if it weren’t for a protruding tree root that foiled my plans, tripping me. Amazed, I landed on the soft dirt with a thud. But the momentum propelled my body forward and I tumbled over a ledge. Feverishly, I grasped for something, anything, to keep me from plummeting off the mountainside. I felt a branch and grabbed it forcefully, holding on for dear life, and suddenly found myself hanging from the cliff. 
Worried the branch would break, I searched for a ridge to climb onto, my shoes slipping off the sheer rocks. Looking up, I expected to see my attacker gawking at me, but found no one. I searched with my senses to probe for their presence. They were still there—the pleasure now a furious anger. I hoped it was because my location kept me from their grasp. 
My eyes were drawn to look into the shadowy blackness below me when I heard the sound of shattering plastic. My heart dropped when I realized my cell phone must have slipped out of my pocket. I couldn’t decide what was worse, crashing down on the rocks that destroyed my phone, or getting attacked by the dangerous person above. Either way, without help, I was a goner.
“Help!” I screamed into the night air. 
The sound of my voice echoed through the caverns followed by silence. I closed my eyes and reached out, feeling for a kind soul to help and realized I was alone again.
Where did he go?
“Help!” I screamed again.
I waited in desperation and prayed someone heard my cries—someone strong enough to pull me off the mountainside before the psycho came back.
Please, Dear God.
Would this be it? Would I only live to sixteen? My arms trembled, growing weaker with each passing second, along with my determination. Was I going to die here? I thought of my mother and wondered how my father would survive if he lost me too. I kicked myself for not fixing my gas gauge.
“Please help me,” I called out, this time with less enthusiasm. 
I began to give up. There was no use. No one would hear me or be able to save me now.
“Hold on,” I heard a man’s voice reply.
I blinked, astounded. Hope flooded my body along with an outpouring of joyful tears while I clung to the branch tighter, knowing my rescue would be soon. I blocked out the fiery burn in my muscles and concentrated my attention on the new person above; my hero. 
“Oh thank God,” I whispered.
He radiated courage and resolve which bolstered my faith. 
I waited for an offer of a rope, or a branch, or something to pull me off the cliff when I heard a growl. 
Fear consumed me. It was back.
I felt helpless as I sensed the two square off—both confident—both ready for the kill. The cliff muffled obscenities I thought I heard, before a large thunder clapping crash shook the cliff face. Dirt rained down on my head and I tucked my body into a ball, resting my foot on another little branch protruding below me. I didn’t want to get in the way if a body flew off the edge. I worked to sort out the intermixing feelings, frustrated I couldn’t see anything. They were fighting harder than I’d ever believed possible. I closed off the noises and focused my energy to try to predict who was ahead—good or evil.
A crack of a tree limb and falling foliage forced me to open my eyes. A tree fell right above my head, frightened birds flew out of the leaves, and a cackle of laughter echoed across the ravine—extreme happiness mingled with the loathing hate. Selfishly, I prayed the fight would end in my favor and quickly. 
But then suddenly I heard something that sounded like sizzling fireworks and felt someone’s surprise turn into fear . . . then nothing. The evil vanished. I breathed a sigh of relief too soon as the branch shifted in the earth next to me.
“Hurry!” I cried, but it was too late.
I screamed as I fell, knowing I was about to die.



3 - ALIVE
The last thing I expected was to have someone catch me. I opened my eyes in utter dismay to find I was cradled in the arms of the most handsome man I’d ever seen. He had to be an angel; there was no other way to explain it. 
“You okay?” he whispered worried.
Shocked, I blinked. Never in my wildest dreams could I have imagined such a rescue. He plucked me effortlessly out of the night’s sky with such precision. I wasn’t sure how I felt. 
I stared up into his eyes. They were oddly familiar, but I certainly would’ve remembered if we had met before. I grasped to find something articulate to say. 
“You, you caught me,” I stuttered out. “How did you—?” 
He put me down onto my feet. 
“Oh,” I moaned. 
Pain shot up my leg, starting from my ankle. I grabbed his arm for support when all of a sudden the fear and emotion bubbled to the surface. Before I knew it, I’d thrown my arms around his neck and sobbed shamelessly into his chest. He gently put both arms around me, pulling me close. With his hand, he caressed the back of my hair and sighed.
“It’s going to be okay. It’s over. You’re safe now,” he said.
I couldn’t stop crying as I hugged him tightly and began to feel weak as the adrenaline dissipated from my veins. How close had I just come to possibly falling to my death or worse, being attacked, or even murdered tonight? 
I’m so stupid! 
Patiently, he held me not seeming to mind as I broke down. All of his feelings revealed concern and tenderness. It broke his heart to hear me cry.
I felt the need to gain my composure and pushed back from him, wiping the tears from my eyes. My mind buzzed, trying to piece it all together. Everything happened so quickly.
“I . . . I ran and tripped and slid right off the side of the cliff,” I said with a sniffle.
“Well, it’s over now,” he said in a soft, soothing voice.
I looked up at the looming cliff face. I could see what remained of the branch I clung to, twenty feet up. It was even further to the top of the ledge where I initially heard his voice coming from.
I wanted to ask him how he got down to the bottom of the cliff in time to save me, but felt too overwhelmed to question him. 
“Are you hurt?” he whispered.
I sniffled again. “I’m not sure.” 
My left palm began to sting. I opened my hand to find a dirty, bright red scrape that ran the length of my arm, past my elbow. The burning ache continued down the side of my body. Lifting up the bottom corner of my shirt confirmed the injury ran the length of my body. The wounds began to throb, along with my ankle and I contemplated what to tell him.
“Well?” 
I decided to be brave and not complain, until I put weight on the other foot.
“Oh, ouch.”
“What’s wrong?”
“My ankle . . .” I pointed to show him which one.
He bent down, pulled up my pant leg and gently inspected it. I winced. 
“It’s starting to swell. Best if you stay off of it. Can you climb on my back?” he asked.
“Yeah?” 
My heart fluttered. I couldn’t believe I actually intended to climb on his back. The whole thing seemed completely surreal. How could this really be happening? I would’ve thought this was a dream, but then I couldn’t deny the presence of the stalker.
“But what about . . .” I gulped and pointed towards the cliff. 
“I wouldn’t worry. It’s gone.” 
“It?” 
His comment sounded as if the stalker wasn’t human.
“Yes, I chased the animal away,” he insisted in a growl. “Now climb on. I need to get you home.”
The animal?
I hesitated for a minute, contemplating his comment. Could it really have just been an animal? The thought boggled my mind but at the moment, I didn’t care. All I really wanted was to get home where it was safe. I would ask him about it later. 
With his help, I climbed onto his back. I could feel his large muscles under his jacket and admired his nice physique.
“Ready?” he said. 
“Yes,” I said and hugged his neck.
Nimbly, he charged his way down the ravine along the mountain side. A path leading back up to the trail was about 100 yards ahead of us. Keeping a tight grip on his neck, I closed my eyes, enjoying the calming peace exuding from his body and realized I was no longer worried. It was as if he’d wrapped me in a warm comforting blanket and nothing in the world mattered. I wanted to stay there forever. 
But suddenly he changed course and barreled up the side of the cliff on a path unknown to me. I snapped out of my new found utopia and squeezed tightly, feeling like a butterfly hanging on for dear life, afraid I’d fall off. When I looked up, we were level again and on the original trail. 
“Which way?” he spoke, barely out of breath.
I glanced behind us, but it was too dark to see the path that led from the ravine to the trail. Furrowing my brow, I wondered where this mysterious path lay hidden, as I knew the trails by heart. Maybe we weren’t where I thought we were? 
“It’s that way,” I motioned, pointing him in the general direction of my home.
With ease, he carried me swiftly through the dark. I clung to his back, but sensed his worry and inner struggle, like he fought to control his feelings. I wondered why.
Soon enough, we exited the woods and we were on the road leading to my house. He relaxed and continued on quietly, carrying me as if I were as light as a feather. 
The road was deserted, lit only by street lights. The mudslide made the street into a dead end, so no one drove down it unless they lived in the area. I was secretly grateful. I could imagine what my neighbors would think seeing me ride piggy-back on some guy’s back.
Who was he anyway? And what was he doing in the woods at this time of night? And what happened to the person he fought on the trail?
It seemed odd for him to be at the right place at the right time to save me from my demise. That kind of stuff only happened in movies. I felt the urge to ask him my questions until I caught a whiff of his scent. I knew it wasn’t cologne, but his natural masculine smell that made me secretly swoon. I buried my nose close to his collar and inhaled. With my eyes closed and my mind in pure bliss, I almost fell off when he spoke. 
“What were you doing wandering around the woods alone at night?” he asked.
My eyes flew open and I froze for a minute, trying to be inconspicuous when turning my face away from his neck.
“I was just going to ask you the same thing,” I blurted out.
“I asked first,” he said with a smile in his voice.
“I ran out of gas and I was sorta taking a short cut home.” 
When I uttered the words, I felt like a complete moron. 
“I see,” he said softly.
He wasn’t impressed and I wanted to crawl into a hole. I desperately tried to think of something clever to say, but nothing came to mind.
“And you?”
“I heard you calling for help, so I came.”
“Do you live near by?”
“No . . . not really.”
Tension slinked into the air and my questions weren’t welcome—like he didn’t want to tell me why he was in the woods. This time my curiosity got the better of me and I couldn’t let it go.
“So what were you doing?” I asked, gauging the atmosphere carefully.
Ever so slightly, he breathed a twinge of panic, followed by frustration. “Like I said, I was in the area, heard you scream and then call for help. Did you not want me to help you?”
“Well, yes . . . of course.” I bit my lip. “I heard a lot of noises before you were able to get to me. What were you doing?”
He chuckled and I felt unnerved, thinking I asked a stupid question. 
“It put up a fight. I almost didn’t get to you in time.”
I hesitated before asking him what I really wanted to know. If he insisted my attacker to be an animal, then I’d sense his deception. And if he chose to lie to me, then no matter how much I enjoyed his company, this would be our final meeting. I didn’t make friends with liars, especially compulsive ones.
“I was going to ask you about that. You said it was an animal?” 
I felt his disdain and then his curiosity. 
“Didn’t you see it?”
“No—actually, I didn’t.”
My mind raced as the tables turned. He was very happy about the fact I didn’t see anything and I hoped he wouldn’t ask anymore details. If I had to make up a story on the spot about why I ran, I would surely botch it up. Without revealing my insight, it would be hard to explain how I could know to run from an unknown, unseen predator and then I’d be the liar.
He flowed out a huge sense of relief. 
“Well, it’s gone now. So you don’t need to worry about it anymore.”
I clamped my lips closed to stop my gasp. I knew for a fact he fought a person because my powers didn’t cross over to animals. But why couldn’t I sense he was lying? 
“I need to warn my neighbors,” I blurted out.
“You do?” he said in alarm. “Why?” 
“Because that dangerous animal is still out there.”
He stopped, slid me off his back, and turned to face me, his hands holding my shoulders. I suddenly felt self-conscious not knowing if mascara or dirt covered my face, electrified by his touch. I peered into his emerald eyes. My breath caught in my throat. He squinted and looked deeply into mine.
“I promise it’s nothing to worry about, okay? I’d rather no one knew about it.”
My throat constricted in anger. I was tired of this charade and frustrated my powers couldn’t reveal the lies he told. And now, he wanted me to cover it up too? I actually didn’t want my dad to know anything about the stalker part of my evening, but I needed to know what actually happened first.
“You can tell me,” I pleaded.
He let out a large sigh while he stood there, lips pursed, still looking directly at me with an expression that conveyed the message I should just trust him. But I wanted to know. No, needed to know. The thing he defended me from stalked me after all. I held his gaze determined not to back down. 
“Fine, if you must know,” he said coolly. “It was a small mountain lion and I had to kill it before it hurt you.”
This time I felt it for sure. Something in his story was not true—his feelings definitely betrayed him. My powers weren’t broken after all. Problem was I didn’t know which parts were the lies. 
He said it was an animal earlier and I sensed that to be true. But now, when he said it was a mountain lion, he lied? Or maybe he didn’t actually kill it, but scared it away. I had no clue and the story was getting more and more convoluted with each attempted clarification.
Were my powers shorting out, or worse—crossing over into the animal kingdom? I never saw anyone, so I couldn’t know for sure. It would explain a lot if a bloodthirsty animal stalked me. I couldn’t imagine anyone who’d have feelings like it did—totally unnatural and animalistic, but even still, I couldn’t confront him without revealing my secret. 
“Okay,” I said, giving up. 
I looked away. Lying or not, his eyes were the most exquisite green imaginable and I couldn’t handle them looking into the depths of my soul any longer. I felt powerless against them.
Then we had an awkward pause. I stood there, with all my weight on one foot, not sure of what to say. Luckily, he broke the silence.
“Do you want me to continue carrying you?” he asked.
I looked up. He smiled and his eyes were kind again. It made it hard to stay frustrated with him.
“Yes,” I murmured, annoyed he wouldn’t trust me.
Again, he helped me onto his back and slowly walked down the road carrying me. I noticed the soothing warmth return again—something about being close to him, made all the confusion drift away. I fought to stay centered, still remembering I needed to figure out a way to get him to honestly answer my questions when a vision of a bloodied dead cat came into focus. 
“Someone’s going to find it.”
“Find what?” he said, sounding confused.
“The dead mountain lion?”
“I said I’d take care of it,” he said in an irritated tone.
“When?” I bit my lip, purposely pressing my luck.
“Julia, please. Just let me worry about it,” he snapped.
Julia? My heart skipped a beat.
“How do you know my name?” 
He tensed his back. 
“I know your name because we’ve met before.”
This caught me off guard. 
“We have? When?” 
“It was a while back.”
I searched through my memories looking for his face and came up blank. Yet his eyes, they seemed so familiar. There was something that sparked inside me every time he looked at me, but I couldn’t place what it was exactly.
“Well, I feel bad. I don’t remember meeting you—or your name.” 
“Nicholas.” 
I sighed. As I repeated his name in my mind, it instantly became the most beautiful word in the English language.
“Well, it’s very nice to meet you, again.” 
I was happy he couldn’t see me blushing but then I chastised myself. What in the heck was I doing? I couldn’t let myself get emotionally attached when he wasn’t being completely honest with me. Where was my better judgment?
It probably flew out the window the same time you decided to trek through the forest. 
My desire for him showed plainly on my face, so I was thankful he couldn’t see me. I’d never understood the attraction some girls felt for ‘bad boys’ and prided myself in staying away from them. Of course my gift usually tipped me off. But Nicholas was different. 
I never felt so drawn to someone before. His pull felt almost magnetic and every moment we stayed close to each other, the connection grew stronger. It frightened and electrified me at the same time.
Maybe I judged him too soon and he wasn’t a ‘bad boy’ although he definitely wasn’t like the other ‘nice boys’ at my school. He radiated a maturity I craved but never found before. And there was something more—a feeling of déjà vu.
“You can trust him,” my heart said while my head screamed “no”.
It was a relief when we neared the corner where I lived and approached my house, because I needed this turmoil to stop—to think rationally about things. Nicholas carried me up the stairs to my front porch and sat me on the swing that hung there. I breathed a sigh of relief. 
“Is anyone home?” he asked.
As he stepped away, I felt the serenity of his aura leave and I wanted to catch his hand and bring him back to me. Like a moth to a flame, I craved his touch even though that meant the risk of being burned. 
“You okay?” 
My heart dropped as concern spread across his beautiful face. I’d been too late to cover up my struggle. I gave him the first excuse that came to mind.
“I’m just . . . dizzy,” I choked out.
He pursed his lips; the concern still there, I could feel it right under the surface. 
I put my hand up to my forehead to try to get my bearings. Why was this happening to me?
“Is anyone home, Julia?” His worry now expressed in the tone of his voice.
“My brother or my dad should be,” I squeaked out.
He walked over and knocked on the door keeping one eye on me. I gave a weak smile, trying to reassure him I was all right, but I was still confused as to how we had this mysterious electric connection. 
“My dad’s going to freak when he sees me like this. How bad do I look?”
A smile appeared on his face. “You’re a little banged up, but I think you’ll survive.” 
As he stood on the porch waiting for an answer to his knock, I took the first real opportunity I had to look at him. His chiseled face with dark brown hair and olive-toned skin perfectly framed his dazzling green eyes. He wore a long, brown floor-length leather trench coat over a dark-colored, button-up shirt, faded blue jeans and some mean-looking boots. His face had a certain youthful, yet rugged appearance. A shimmering emerald green stone peeked out from under his shirt hanging from a gold chain around his neck. 
Nicholas noticed the focus of my gaze and tucked the medallion back under his shirt, out of view. 
Looking up at his beautiful face made all the pain fade away and I blushed as the butterflies flew around in my stomach. I knew my eyes must be red from crying and dirt covered me from head to toe, not to mention my clothes were torn, but he acted as if he didn’t see any of that.
Nicholas bent forward and looked directly at me. Seriousness crossed his face. “Promise me you won’t wander alone in the woods again. Promise me,” he quietly demanded.
“I promise.” 
“And no mention of the mountain lion, okay?”
“Okay, but . . .” 
Luke opened the door. His eyes went from Nicholas then to me. When he saw my disheveled appearance, he gaped in horror.
“What the hell?” Luke said. 
I clenched my teeth preparing for a barrage of questions. I must’ve looked pretty bad.
Luke rushed to me.
“What happened?” he demanded, glaring at Nicholas.
“I fell and twisted my ankle and Nicholas kindly helped me home,” I said calmly, trying to reassure him that Nicholas was indeed a friend and not a foe.
“You what?” Luke snapped, his eyes squinting into slits. “Where?”
“The trail,” I cringed, choosing my words carefully. “I ran out of gas and my cell phone died. I thought taking a shortcut through the woods would be better than walking around.” 
“You took the trail?” His faced screwed up like he’d just smelled something rotten. “In the woods? In the dark? Alone!”
Luke acted angry, but I felt a wave of frustration and powerlessness come over him; I instantly felt guilty. 
He took a deep breath and swore. “Julia!” he growled. 
“It’s okay Luke. I’ll be fine. I just twisted my ankle.”
“And how did that happen?” 
“I tripped and fell.” I forced a smile.
“I think she needs medical attention,” Nicholas interjected, shifting the subject.
“I think you’re right. I’ll get the Blazer. Wait here.”
I blinked and became horrified when the words medical attention registered in my mind.
“No,” I bellowed.
My sudden insistence startled them.
“Why not?” Luke asked.
I would rather eat shards of glass than go to a hospital. They had no idea the personal hell it would cause me, forced to feel everyone’s pain and angst—especially in the emergency room.
“I’m fine, really. I’ll heal. Nothing’s broken, see?” I tried to stand up and then almost toppled over, wincing in pain. Nicholas prevented me from falling.
“You’re NOT fine and you’re going!” Luke insisted.
I stared them both down and clenched my jaw. I knew neither would budge and I couldn’t get myself into the house without help, so like it or not I’d be forced to go. 
“Fine.” I snapped, surrendering. 
Luke left the porch and headed in the direction of his Blazer. Alone with Nicholas, I didn’t want to waste my last chance to avoid a trip to the ER.
“I’m really not that hurt.” 
“I think it would be best for a doctor to check you out, just in case.”
Why did he have to be so sensible? This maddened me. It was my body. I should be able to decide when and if I needed medical attention. I let out a determined huff. They could try to make me go, but I wouldn’t be forced. 
Luke pulled around front and got out, opening the passenger side, turning to head in our direction. Nicholas, two steps ahead of him, swept me up and carried me to the Blazer effortlessly. My mouth fell open as he carried me off the porch. This wasn’t how I imagined them getting me to the car. It was hard to be an uncooperative hostage when I didn’t have legs to run away.
I looked into his eyes and my anger subsided as I felt his tenderness again. Losing myself in his intoxicating aura, I forgot where he was carrying me as we headed to the Blazer. Feeling all giddy inside, I wrapped my arms around his neck secretly glad he didn’t have the power to read emotions like I did.
“Will I see you again?” I said in a slip.
My cheeks flushed in embarrassment for being so forward.
“Well, if falling off cliffs and such is going to be your favorite past-time, then I imagine yes,” he joked.
I gave him a dirty look relieved he thought nothing of my comment. We were almost to the car and I wished I could hold onto his neck forever. I pouted as he put me down gently on the front seat. I felt the same ache return with the absence of his touch.
“Drive carefully Luke. I didn’t go through all this trouble just to have you crash on the way to the hospital,” Nicholas said. 
My heart fluttered listening to his concern for my safety. I thought I saw him wink at me. 
Luke finally relaxed. “Thanks man,” he told Nicholas. “Hey, you need a ride?”
“I’m good. My car is down the way,” he said as he motioned down the road.
I followed his motion with my eyes, confused as I didn’t see a car. Then Nicholas closed the door and I quickly rolled down the window. I wasn’t ready to say goodbye. 
“I’ll check on you later,” he said as he reached out and squeezed my hand resting on the windows ledge.
My heart leapt. There couldn’t have been a better ending to a perfectly horrible day.
“Okay,” I said softly.
I watched him, hoping the moment wouldn’t end. He smiled at me, but his emotions changed again as he stepped back away from the Blazer. The sadness and guilt had resurfaced, even though his face didn’t show it. 
I wonder what’s wrong?
Whatever it was, I wanted to help. I secretly hoped he’d let me. Hoped he would answer the questions that nagged me about our evening. 
Luke pulled away from the curb and I took a deep breath, sinking back into the seat, already missing Nicholas’ arms around me. But I felt a searing pull. Something cried out inside me, warning not to let him go. 
I bit my lip and felt my eyes grow wet, unsure if I should make Luke stop the car. The further we drove, the more agony I felt. I finally turned around to get one final glimpse of him. But no one was there. 



4 - WAITING
“Are you in pain?” Luke said after looking at me, noticing my tears. 
I was, but not from my fall. I didn’t know how to explain it to him without sounding boy-crazy. And frankly, it confused me how my body reacted after the separation from Nicholas. This had never happened before.
“A little,” I fibbed.
“I’m glad I was the one who was home and not Dad. He just left to take Jo home because he didn’t want her to walk. If he saw you . . . with what happened with mom . . . ” 
He let out a loud gust of air and became silent. 
I imagined the scene and shuddered. 
“When Dad found me on the doorstep, I wasn’t injured and I was five. It’s nothing like before.” I defended rather gruffly.
Luke glanced over at me and tilted his head, pursing his lips. I knew I grasped at straws speaking of technicalities. The scene would have been close enough to bring back the bitter memories. I turned to look out the window and wished I could open the door and jump out. His unspoken guilt-trip started to bother me.
“I should call him and let him know,” Luke said in a low murmur after a few moments of silence.
“Wait,” I said hoping he’d help me fabricate a story first. There had to be a way to cushion the blow for Dad and for me.
“Wait? Are you kidding? We can’t lie our way outta this one, Julia. Your car is out of gas somewhere on the road and you’ve probably got a broken foot. We are going to be at the emergency room all night. We have to tell him.”
Why couldn’t he be away on business? 
“Don’t get mad at me,” I said with a huff. “It was an accident.” 
He just glared and snapped his mouth shut while his anger flared. 
“Could you just wait until we get there?” I asked softly. “I don’t want to hear your conversation. Okay?”
He glanced over at me with surly eyes for a second. 
“Whatever,” he said, while he shrugged.
Maybe if I wasn’t around, Luke would be more inclined to smooth things over. One could hope.
We came around the corner and the red emergency signs came into view. I braced myself. There was no way to avoid this dreadful place now.
To our surprise, the waiting room was deserted. The doctor pronounced I only sprained my ankle and the rest of my bumps and bruises weren’t serious
As we drove home, I prepared myself for the lecture ahead. After seeing Luke’s reaction, I could imagine Dad’s. Luke called Dad, like I asked, once we arrived at the waiting room, but I hadn’t asked the details yet. 
“What did you say?” I said, while studying my purple toes peaking out from under the ace-bandage neatly wrapped around my ankle.
“I told him what happened.” 
“Is he mad?” 
“What do you think, Julia?” 
I looked out the window and bit my lip. It was a stupid question. Whether I wanted it or not, I was going to get a verbal beating in the next few minutes and I totally deserved it. 
“What should I say?”
“Just say you’re sorry and don’t make any excuses. He hates excuses.”
I took a deep breath. Luke specialized at staying out of trouble, but I never got away with anything. Maybe that was a good thing. It certainly kept me honest.
We pulled into the driveway and I saw the silhouette of my father standing at the doorway with his arms folded across his chest. I’d hoped the wait would help calm him down, but I hoped in vain. I crawled out of the cab of the Blazer, with Luke helping me. He handed me my brand new crutches and I hobbled the walk of shame slowly past glaring eyes into the house. I went directly to the couch and awaited my punishment.
His infuriation bowled me over and all I wanted to do was go to my room. The intensity told me I was going to be grounded for life. I looked down at the dingy carpet and waited, in deafening silence, as he paced back and forth. 
“Say something, Dad,” I finally said. 
“I’m just so upset with you, Julia. I’m afraid of what I would say.” 
I hung my head lower and waited. In all actuality, he really didn’t need to say anything. But I knew if he could just talk to me, it would help his frustration go away sooner.
“I just don’t know what you were thinking, walking alone in the woods. In the dark,” he said slowly, controlling his anger. “I can’t believe you’d be so careless.” 
“I know, Dad. I’m sorry,” I whispered as I glanced up at him through my bangs.
“Nobody knew you were out there.” 
I looked down again as I felt wave after wave of frustration and horror. I cringed. This was the one time I wished to be normal. Feeling my dad’s disappointment with me was by far worse than any other real punishment I could have experienced. 
“If that boy wasn’t there . . .” he exhaled sharply and stopped.
I gulped back my tears and glanced up at him with his arms folded, towering in front of me, his body tense. 
“Julia, I could have lost you tonight, do you understand?” he said just above a whisper. 
The cushions squeaked when he sat down next to me. All I wanted was for him to put his arm over my shoulder, but the lecture wasn’t over.
He struggled to keep his emotions under control, but I caught the twinge in his eye. He was reliving the distress again. The same distress I remembered eleven years ago when they found my mother’s waterlogged car in the river with no sign of her whereabouts. I wanted to sink into the couch and never come out.
“Yes,” I whispered, feeling a prick of pain in my own eyes as they started to get watery also. “I’m really sorry, Dad.”
From my peripheral vision, I watched him nervously turn his wedding band on his ring finger. I fought to remain calm as the silence droned on, but I didn’t dare say anything further. No matter how much I fought to fill the void, I would follow Luke’s advice.
“I guess I need to go get your car now,” he grunted after several agonizing quiet minutes.
I shook my head just a tiny bit, but still looked down. 
“Fine! Let’s go Luke,” he barked. “Where are your keys?”
I took them out of my pocket and held them out for him without making eye contact. He snatched them out of my hand and stormed towards the door. I breathed a sigh of relief as I read his real feelings. He loved me; overwhelmingly so. 
“I hope you’ve learned your lesson!” my father said over his shoulder just before slamming the front door closed behind him. 
Full of guilt, I hobbled up the stairs to my room, anxious to shower away the grime and guilt from the fall. The warm water felt good over my sore muscles but stung the large raspberry covering most of my left side. I knew tomorrow I’d be feeling a lot worse.
I winced while examining the new cut on my left cheekbone in the mirror, wondering how I could have been so stupid; a possible permanent token symbolizing my lapse of judgment. A scar might be just what I needed to wise up.
A flash of his shimmering eyes gazing down at me the first time we made eye contact stole into my thoughts. Butterflies tickled my stomach and threatened to rage out of control as I stifled a giggle. I pressed my eyes shut and sobered myself up, disgusted I could so easily let the circumstances amuse me, remembering my dad’s grief instead. 
Downstairs, I heard the door slam followed by muffled voices. On one foot, I hopped to my bedroom door and quietly closed it. Keeping out of sight seemed prudent at the moment. I dug around on my floor and found my favorite loose-fitting jammies and gingerly put them on before crawling into bed. 
My tattered shirt sat on the edge of my comforter. Picking it up, I felt the fabric in my hands. A memory of Nicholas carrying me down the trail surged through my mind. Who was he really? I bit my lip and thought through what happened, replaying every gory detail. I brought the shirt to my nose and inhaled. It still smelled like him.
I turned off the light and looked out the window. The stars twinkled softly in the night’s sky. It didn’t matter which way I lay on my bed though, every direction I tried hurt something someplace. I picked the least painful position and snuggled my face against the shirt feeling closer to Nicholas with each inhale.
Was he looking at the same stars thinking of what happened too? I hoped so.
I felt someone approach before I heard the gentle tapping on my door.
“Yes?” I said as I frantically stuffed the shirt under my pillow. I knew it was my dad, who seemed to be a lot calmer. But I didn’t want to be caught sniffing my dirty shirt.
“I wanted to say goodnight,” he said while cracking open the door.
He walked over to my bedside and sat down. His soft expression comforted me.
“I’m sorry I got so angry,” he said while reaching out and squeezing my hand. “I just don’t want anything bad to happen to you.”
A tear came to my eye.
“Oh, Dad; I’m so sorry.” I sat up and threw my arms around his neck. He hugged me tightly while gently patting my back.
“Just promise you’ll be more careful next time,” he said.
Too choked up to speak, I nodded in agreement. He kissed me on the forehead, smiled, and left my room.
I wiped away my tears and rolled over, vowing to never hurt my dad like that again. I sighed as I reclaimed the shirt, holding it to my face, and closed my eyes.
Since my dad and I made up, I didn’t feel so guilty anymore allowing the memories of the night to run wild in my head, and let the more confusing aspects of it come to light. There were just too many things that didn’t make sense. And the nagging “lie” bothered me too. 
What was he hiding? What was he doing there? 
Maybe it was illegal to kill mountain lions and he feared he’d get in trouble. 
I rolled to the other side and felt the throbbing ache from my hip grow worse. Utterly exhausted, all I really wanted to do was sleep, but my mind wouldn’t let me, as the scary “what ifs” played mercilessly when I closed my eyes. I reached over to look at my pain pill bottle thinking it might be time to take one. 
“May cause drowsiness” it read. 
Good. 
Within minutes of taking two pills, my brain began to grow hazy and visions of wild animals became rainbows in fluffy clouds, as my eyes closed sleepily and I drifted off to dream land.
* * * 
I tried to run but my legs were stuck as if in quicksand and I didn’t have the strength to move them. I fearfully pulled with all my might to make them move forward. Everywhere I looked, the blurry forest seemed to close in on me. I could hear the footfalls of something coming closer in the distance. At its snarl, I turned and gasped. A very large cat lay crouched down in the mist. Its yellow menacing eyes studied me, lips snarled up to reveal large meat eating teeth glistening in the moonlight. It sprung.
“Ahh,” I screamed sitting up, flailing my arms trying to prevent the cat from attacking.
I blinked and caught my breath. My head was covered in sweat but I safely sat in my bed. The clock read 2:20 in the morning. I slumped back and thought about what I saw, my heart still pounding against my chest. I felt my eyes grow heavy and sleep took hold of me once again.
* * * 
I woke up the next morning feeling like I’d been run over by a Mac truck. Everything involved in getting ready for the day was a challenge and took twice as long as normal to accomplish. I hadn’t realized how much I’d taken my ankle for granted until it wasn’t a functioning part of my body anymore. I barely made it downstairs in time for Luke to drive me to school.
Earlier, I’d called Sam and asked her to meet me in front of the school where Luke would drop me off. I knew I’d need help with my books, but I didn’t tell her anything about what happened, except that I hurt my ankle. I wanted to tell her all about Nicholas in person.
“Oh my gosh; what happened?” she asked as soon as I tried getting out of the Blazer. Both she and Luke had to help me get out.
“You’ll never guess,” I said with a wry smile.
I explained the whole story to her as she helped me get to our first period P.E. class.
“You’re kidding!” she said wide-eyed as I got to the part where he caught me.
I’d conveniently left out the “mountain lion” part. I just changed the story slightly saying that the spider caused me to lose my balance and then I toppled off the side of the cliff. It didn’t sound as good, but a mountain lion sighting could cause some to panic. If that information got back to my brother or my dad, I would surely get it. It would be Nicholas’ and my secret.
By third period, news spread like wild fire around school about how I’d almost fallen to my death and some stranger rescued me. Girls I barely knew stopped me in the hall to ask me what happened. Each time I told the story, the reaction was the same—mouths open, then comments of how lucky I was. Every one of them were astounded and a tiny bit jealous, and I could only assume it was because they wanted to have the same thing happen to them. I would gladly trade my injuries and the attention with any one of them, as long as I knew for certain I’d meet Nicholas another way. But then, I’d be willing to fall again, just to feel the warmth of his arms.
The endless questions grew annoying as the day dragged on. I just wanted to get home and wait for Nicholas to come see me. Plus, my armpits were sore from hobbling around on crutches all day.
“What does he look like?” Dena asked me, while Sam and Katie listened in during lunch in the cafeteria; the boys talking about something else.
“Well, he’s probably six feet tall with dark brown hair, green eyes, medium build and I think he’s my age. Oh and he’s really strong. I couldn’t believe he carried me up the side of the trail and then all the way home. He acted as if it was effortless. And the weird thing was he knew me.” 
“You don’t remember meeting him?” Sam asked.
“No, I think I’d remember meeting him.” 
Again, I tried to place when we could have met. I wasn’t one for going to parties and we had a relatively small student body. I’d also grown up in this town and knew a lot of faces from the deli. I made a mental note to ask him when we had met. Yet another question he needed to answer.
“Maybe he’s a peeping Tom and he was stalking you,” Katie said with a smirk.
I shot her a look.
“He’s not like that.” I would know being stalked, for real.
“Do you think he’s in high school still? Or maybe he’s in college,” Sam suggested.
Dena and Katie giggled. I hadn’t thought of that. What if he was in college? Would he think I was too young?
“Now you have a date for the homecoming,” Dena said in a sing-song sort of way, eyes beaming.
“Oh, I don’t know about that. We just met,” I said quickly.
I wonder if he’d want to take me. 
The bell rang and we all groaned. 
I tried to concentrate in Algebra, but I kept daydreaming about what happened, and the entire class faded into a blur. I didn’t snap out of it until I saw our homework assignment and panicked. I hadn’t paid attention one bit and now was behind in two lessons. I’d forgotten to do my homework the night before. But it wasn’t due until the end of the week.
But when sixth period Spanish finally came to a close and I was free to go, I started to get nervous. And seeing Luke’s Blazer come into the parking lot to pick me up made me break out in a sweat. The wait would soon be over. He got out and helped me into the cab, putting my crutches in the backseat.
“How was it today?” he asked after pulling away from the curb.
“It was actually a good day. Everyone wanted to know what happened. It was crazy! I had girls I didn’t know wanting to hear the story. I couldn’t believe it!” I gushed.
“No one had the guts to tell you you were stupid for going out on that trail alone last night?” he said with a smirk.
“No,” I chided back, sticking my tongue out. He did have a point. “I think my school is just desperate for some good gossip and my mishap fit the bill.” 
“Uh huh.” 
I could tell he only half listened to me.
“I still can’t believe it happened, you know?” I babbled. “I mean, here I am, hanging off the cliff and Nicholas is there to catch me just in time. If you think about it, it’s so crazy.” 
“Yeah, you are.”
“Shut up!” I said as I jabbed him in the side, deciding it would be better to remain silent the rest of the ride home.
At home, I quickly changed and put on a light pink shirt I always received compliments on. I also touched up my makeup and fixed my hair a little bit, still trying to look natural.
I decided that I would sit on the couch close to the front window, with my leg propped up and work on homework until he showed up. This would give me a perfect view of the street and still look casual. 
But I got nothing done. Every car that drove by, or walker on the sidewalk, drew my attention and my head bobbed up in anticipation. This constant back and forth made it impossible for me to concentrate, so I gave up trying to do anything and just stared out of the window instead.
I tried to imagine what he might be doing at the moment. Did he have a job? And did he live close by? And how old was he really? Maybe he would take me to homecoming. Visions of me and him dancing on the floor with the “popular” guys looking on made me smile. I would have a real date for once.
I also couldn’t wait to get a little better so I could return to the place where we’d met. The thought of going back to the cliff made my insides knot up, in a good way. Maybe I could find some answers to my questions too.
“Don’t even think about milking this injury,” Luke joked as he walked past the living room. “You’re still going to have to do your chores.” 
“Whatever! I’d trade this sprained ankle with you in a second to do chores!” I yelled after watching him disappear upstairs. 
I hoped he wasn’t watching me a few seconds ago when a goofy grin covered my face.
Dad cooked salmon for dinner and it made the house smell like a seafood restaurant. I moved from my choice location into the kitchen to watch him work. I needed another distraction to help me in my quest for patience.
“How was your day?” Dad asked, turning for a brief second.
“Okay I guess. I’m pretty popular all of a sudden. Everyone was curious about what happened.”
“Oh?” he said, as he chopped up veggies to stir fry.
I’d always felt like my dad was different than other dads. For one, he loved to cook. So did Luke for that matter. Most other kids’ dads that I knew enjoyed sports or news on TV in their spare time, but not mine. When he wasn’t traveling on business or in the kitchen, you could find him in his office, on his computer doing research or reading a book. 
If I wanted any of his attention at all, this would have to be the time.
“I think the kids at school are just bored for something to talk about.”
“Uh-huh.” 
“The good news is my ankle feels a lot better. I can move around the house without crutches, so I think I won’t need them for a week like the doctor said.”
“I see.”
“I also think now is a good time to get my gas gauge fixed since I won’t be driving until I do get rid of my crutches. I was hoping you and Luke would take it in for me.”
“Okay.”
“Oh and when I woke up this morning, I had a weird incision on my left temple. I think alien’s abducted me in the night, and returned me in the morning, because I don’t remember having to get stitches yesterday.”
“Uh huh . . . Wait?” He spun around, his face contorted. “What did you say?”
I laughed. “Just checking to see if you’re listening, Dad.” 
Normally, Dad or Luke would make dinner and I’d clean up. It became an unspoken rule since all I could cook was cookies out of a pre-made package and scrambled eggs. But tonight, someone else would need to do the dishes because of my injury. That made me kind of happy.
“How was dinner last night? Is there anything new going on with Auntie Jo or John?” I tried to hide my disdain while saying his name.
“Dinner was nice. John got a new job and likes it. But Jo said she misses you and would like you to come over soon. Says you’re always so busy. Are you avoiding her for some reason?”
I knew eventually someone would notice that I’d completely stopped spending time with Aunt Jo and John. The reason I avoided them happened to be that I couldn’t stand to be around John. If I had an unsafe list, John would be the first one on it. He made it impossible to spend quality alone time with her. 
The last time I tried, he inadvertently invited himself along and turned it into a “let’s analyze Julia” nightmare. I secretly hoped his new job insisted that he travel like my dad. 
“No. I’m not,” I half fibbed. “I just don’t want to intrude since she’s married now.” 
“I don’t think John minds if you come over every once in a while and spend time with them. He understood when he married her you and your brother are practically her children.”
“I mind,” I muttered under my breath so he couldn’t hear me.
After the let’s analyze Julia session, I refused to let John know anything further about my life. But what bothered me the most was Jo seemed oblivious to the intrusiveness of John’s inappropriate questions. On top of that, it hurt that she hadn’t come to find out why I’d distanced myself, or even seemed to miss me. It felt good to know she actually did.
“Okay. I’ll try to make it over there this weekend,” I said, figuring it was time to at least make an appearance.
Dinner came and went and I’d completely lost track of time until I noticed it was a little after eight. My heart sank when I realized Nicholas was unlikely to show up tonight. Where was he? Did I misunderstand? Maybe he was running late?
I needed to find something to do. There was a slim possibility he might come within the next few minutes but I couldn’t wait and watch the clock. 
I limped into Dad’s office and sat behind his large desk, moving the mouse to activate the screen. From the desktop, I opened the browser and typed in “mountain lion” and clicked “search”. A few menacing images of lions popped up with over a million links to choose from. 
I scanned the list and then clicked “mountain lion attacks on people in the US and Canada.” On that page, I clicked, “statistics of attacks.” The new page loaded and I looked for the details in California. To my surprise, there had only been one attack last year and no deaths. 
Interesting. 
I clicked another link and jumped as the sound of a cougar cry came through the speakers. 
“Geez!” I exclaimed.
“What’s that?” Dad asked, calling from the other room.
“Oh, nothing. I’m just researching something for school,” I said and quickly turned down the sound. 
On the screen was a list of Do’s and Don’ts.
Do’s and Don’ts . . . Never turn your back on a lion. Never ever run from a lion. Do look at them in the eyes. Don’t go out in lion territory alone. Don’t go out from dusk to dawn. Act aggressively towards the lion. Make menacing noises. Smile and show your teeth. Use a stick and thrust it towards its face . . . 
Then I scrolled to the bottom and my eye caught a peculiar sentence.
It’s important to keep in mind that lion attacks are still extremely rare in California and nationally.
Rare? 
I clicked to read some first hand stories and noticed a common thread. All of the attacks happened during the day and most of the victims survived. Still the stories were creepy and I shivered.
Maybe it was another cat? I looked up “bobcat”.
Though the Bobcat prefers rabbits and hares, it will hunt anything from insects and small rodents to deer.
Nope, it wasn’t that. Extremely rare? 
Something just didn’t fit. 
Suddenly Aladdin jumped up onto my lap and startled me. She looked right up at me and meowed loudly, begging for some affection.
“Laudie, you brat,” I said as I gave her my meanest glare. 
It didn’t faze her as she rubbed her head against my outstretched arm, meowing repeatedly. Reluctantly, I scratched her neck.
She gently purred and started kneading my leg as if it were dough. I continued to pet her when it donned on me; she belonged to the cat family. 
I mentally reached out to see if I could sense her emotions. I would think I’d be able to feel her happiness and contentment as she purred softly on my lap, but I felt nothing. 
So, it had to be something other than an animal or was it only extreme emotions I felt. 
I thought about startling her to be mean, but decided against it as I casually glanced at the time. It was 9:32 p.m. 
Where did the time go?
I felt all hope drain from my body like a deflated balloon as the reality sank in. He hadn’t come and I would have to start the wait all over again tomorrow. I sulked as I limped upstairs and got ready for bed, fighting my disappointment. 
Why did I make such a big deal about it at school today? If it wasn’t for Luke actually meeting him, I would be sure people would think I’d made the whole story up. I started to think that I had, but my healing cuts and aching bruises were a constant reminder that it had really happened. 
Oh, this is so embarrassing.
I climbed into bed and turned off the light. I looked out the window again at the night sky, wanting the stars to guide me, maybe give me answers.
But what could have kept him? I didn’t know his last name, where he lived, or anything about him to find him. I worried my earlier gut reaction was right and I’d never see him again.
The letdown was overwhelming. I had such hopes that maybe he was different. That he cared. Not knowing made me furious. I started to wish he’d just left me there. I’m sure I would have survived the fall. At least being laid up in the hospital, with pain medication, would feel better than the complete embarrassment I felt right now. 
Why would he promise to come see me and not come? I wanted to feel sorry for myself, but my frustration overpowered me. He wasn’t going to have this type of pull on me any longer. 
I refuse to get upset over some boy I just met! Get ahold of yourself, Julia! 
Angrily, I grabbed the dirty shirt I slept with the night before and threw it in the corner. His scent had no business lingering on my bed, even though it had faded to just a whisper. I balled up my pillows before throwing my head down on them and shut my eyes tight. I was going to go to sleep if it killed me. 
It didn’t matter though. As soon as I closed my eyes, I saw his face; his beautiful eyes shining radiantly down at me, and felt the pull that melted my heart. I knew, no matter what I did, he was going to haunt me forever.



5 - FRUSTRATION
My eyes slowly opened and I strained to focus on the blurry surroundings. I recognized the place at once—I stood alone in the dark forest. What was I doing here again? I knew the creature was going to return and eat me like it wanted to and I had to get out of there, but my legs wouldn’t move. I turned before I heard the angry snarl. The noise came from just beyond the trees. Frozen in fear, I waited and watched. Evil green eyes appeared and stared out at me, with lips curled up to reveal teeth ready to rip me to shreds. I shied away but knew I couldn’t defend myself. I gasped when I recognized the face that bore daggers into me. It was Nicholas.
I found myself sitting up in bed, drenched in sweat and screaming. I looked around the dimly lit room for the thing I feared, but the dark images floated away like a fine mist, and suddenly I couldn’t remember what it was I searched for. I flopped back onto my pillows and I rolled over shivering, afraid to close my eyes. The clock read 2:20 a.m. like it did the night before.
The soft light of the full moon gently shone into my room and helped bring me to reality. My heart finally slowed as sleepiness clouded my mind. 
I’ll just close my eyes for a second.
Something made a horrible buzzing noise. Feeling groggy, I opened my eyes to find the sun’s happy rays glaring throughout my room. Annoyed, I reached over, hit my alarm, and groaned. My body ached all over. 
Keeping very still, I wondered how I would make it to school today. Staying home seemed like a more logical choice, but I knew I’d go stir crazy waiting around at home all day.
Once I got to school, I wished I’d gone with my first instinct. Even though only two days had passed since the accident, life at school had returned to normal. My rescue story was already yesterday’s news and everyone stopped living vicariously through me. Actually, they were starting to get annoyed at my disability and so was I. 
The girls played volleyball again, while I sat on the bleachers and watched during P.E. class. I tried to listen and take notes in History, but found myself daydreaming and tuned out Mr. Marshall’s monotone voice. When the bell rang to let us out of Chemistry, I packed up my things and gasped when I looked at my notes. I’d unconsciously doodled Nicholas’ name all over my paper. Quickly, I crumpled the evidence into a ball before Sam could see it. 
There goes turning over a new leaf.
We waited until the crowd subsided before leaving the room—less people for me to accidentally run into. She took one look at my pathetic heavyhearted expression and furrowed her brow. 
“You’re not doing any better, are you?” she asked.
I pouted up my lips and nodded my head.
“I’m trying, but I can’t stop thinking about him,” I said, completely despondent.
We headed across the lawn towards the cafeteria and Sam kept a slower pace. Since the accident, my appetite diminished to practically nothing and the thought of food made my stomach lurch.
“I know, let’s go do something tonight,” Sam suggested cheerfully.
“I can’t do much with these,” I said while lifting up my crutches.
She sighed. “When do you get rid of them?”
“The doctor said, depending on how I’m healing, I could try moving around without them on Monday, but he warned me not to overdo it.”
“How does your ankle feel?”
“Still tender,” I said, not wanting to reveal my heart felt a hundred times worse in comparison.
“I can’t wait until you can walk again. It’s hard to cheer you up when you can’t go anywhere.” 
“Tell me about it,” I said with a sigh.
“Hey, I know what we can do.”
A mischievous smile spread across her face.
“Oh no. What?”
“How about going to the Boardwalk?” she said while raising her right eyebrow. “We could get you a wheel chair so you don’t have to wait in line.” 
I imagined how stupid I would look and rolled my eyes.
“No,” I said, wrinkling my nose.
Everyone knew the only reason locals hung out at the Boardwalk was to show off their current infatuations, which I didn’t have. And even if all the rides happened to be free, I did not want to be subjected to unbridled displays of affection. 
“There’s always the beach,” she suggested.
“How am I going to use crutches on the sand?” I said, completely annoyed my injury prevented me from enjoying everything.
Her sudden embarrassment made me realize my harsh tone hurt her feelings.
“Sorry, I didn’t mean to sound like that. I know you’re just trying to help.”
“It was a stupid suggestion.”
“No, you know I love the beach. I’m just—” I searched to pinpoint my actual problem, “—being stupid.”
Sam laughed. 
“No, you’re not. It’s Nicholas’ fault. He’s the one being stupid.”
“You’re right. I’ll stop being so difficult,” I said with a smile.
We joined Cameron, Dena, and Morgan at our regular table.
“Do you want anything?” Sam asked me as I sat down as lithely as I could.
“Just a Luna bar, if they have one. Thanks.” 
“I’ll come with you,” Dena said as she got up and followed Sam to the cafeteria line. 
Prompted by Morgan’s longing, I decided to take advantage of my window of opportunity.
“Hey, Morgan,” I said.
His eyes flickered quickly to mine after realizing I’d caught him checking out Dena as she left the table. He looked away, his cheeks turning red.
“Oh, hey, Julia,” he said while drinking his soda to hide his embarrassment.
“I was wondering. Who are you taking to homecoming?” I asked with a smile.
He took one short breath, appearing calm, his anxiety known only to me. 
“No one. Why?” 
His eyes darted back and forth between me and Cameron.
“I think you should ask Dena to go with you,” I said softly.
I watched as panic spread across his face.
“Dena?” his voice cracked.
“Yeah.”
“I think she wants to go with someone else,” he said sheepishly, glancing over at her as she stood with Sam at the cash register.
“I think she wants to go with you.” 
His eyes came back to mine. I sensed his disbelief. 
“Me?”
“Yeah and you better ask her soon, before someone else does, and she has to say yes because she doesn’t want to go alone.”
Cameron cleared his throat rather loudly. We looked up just in time to see Sam and Dena’s return to the table.
“What are you guys talking about?” Dena asked.
Morgan stiffened.
“Just football stuff. Hey, where’s Katie?” I asked.
Dena’s powder blue eyes studied my expression as I feigned innocence. She paused for a moment then glanced at the tables around us.
“Off trying to get Tyler alone I think,” she finally said.
“She’s persistent,” I muttered followed by a chuckle.
“Yeah, it seems sorta hopeless,” Sam said.
Hopeless. 
That’s what I was. Why was I torturing myself, hoping Nicholas would show up?
The bell rang and I got a pit in my stomach; time to endure another torture session in Algebra. My only saving grace would be going out with Sam later. I almost hoped Nicholas would show up and find I wasn’t at home. I could imagine his face when he found out I was out having a glorious time without him. 
It would serve him right for standing me up. I do have a life after all.
“Are you coming?” Sam asked.
I snapped out of my fog and realized she was talking to me. As we headed over to our classroom, Cameron nudged me.
“You’re pretty sly, you know that?” he said.
“What?”
He nodded his head and I looked over in the direction he motioned. Morgan was sheepishly talking to Dena. I smiled. 
At least someone was following their heart.
During Algebra, I decided dinner and a movie would cater to my crippled condition the best. Sam thought so too. Actually, she didn’t seem to care what we did, as long as it cheered me up. 
“Can we go right after school?” I whispered in class.
She nodded.
That would be my solution for avoiding home completely. The sooner my distraction started the better. I sent Luke a text under my desk letting him know my plans. His confirmation reply came a second later. I suddenly felt excited.



6 - FOREWARNING
We took off down the freeway, the wind in our hair, tunes blaring, without a care in the world. I finally felt liberated, keeping thoughts about Nicholas in the far recesses of my mind. He would stay locked away so I could enjoy our fun-filled girls-only evening. I totally needed it.
“Where do you want to go for dinner?” Sam asked while we waited at another long red light. 
“I was hoping you’d want pizza,” I said, even though we ate at Pleasure Pizza all the time.
“Ooh, that sounds good.”
They had the greatest pizza ever, amazing homemade dough cooked to perfection in a stone oven. My mouth watered as I imagined my favorite, the Greek combo with feta, olives, tomatoes and artichokes. 
“And then, I thought it would be fun to watch the sunset at The Point.”
“Good idea.”
“And then, a movie?” 
“That sounds perfect,” she said in a purr.
I never grew tired of hanging out with Sam, even though we mostly did the same things together. She always acted as if my ideas were something completely new. I liked that about her.
“Hey, pull in here,” I said as I pointed to a little restaurant on the corner. “We need to get the movie times.”
The restaurant had a kiosk that held the News and Review paper right by the front door. Sam zipped in, parked and jumped out to snag a copy. 
Sam sped down Main Street as I flipped to the movie section. I couldn’t handle a romantic movie or a tear-jerking drama and horror was completely out. Experiencing fear to the nth degree once in my life was plenty for me. I scanned the remaining short list of movies. 
“Okay, we’ve got Ghost Flight, Arial’s Rampage, Ballad of Maria and—” I spotted a familiar title. “How about The Bucci Brothers’ Revenge?”
“Never heard of it, what’s it about?”
“It’s a comedy about two brothers who start a business venture designing a line of purses, trying to compete with Gucci. I saw a preview; it looked funny.” 
I bit my lip. A comedy with two gay brothers couldn’t possibly have any romance I could relate too, if any.
“If that’s the one you want, I’m game,” she said, a chipper tone in her voice.
“Are you being agreeable just to make me happy?” 
“Jules, the goal tonight is to do what you want. It’s your therapy, remember?”
I huffed. “Yes, but . . .”
“I promise, so far, everything’s been cool with me,” she said with a grin.
I let it go. Maybe if I stopped making suggestions, she’d come up with something she’d want to do. I didn’t want the evening to be all about me.
My attention was diverted when I noticed the temperature drop. The ocean view was just around the bend in the road. I could visualize the majestic crystalline water. It was like being reunited with a long lost friend. I took in a deep breath and filled my lungs with the crisp, salty air. Something about the beach always relaxed me.
“Wanna go to the cliff?” Sam suggested.
She knew me too well. I nodded, smiling. 
She accelerated and I sat back, eyes closed, feeling the warm sun on my face, trying to sing along to the songs blasting out of her speakers. Even though I sounded completely stupid and grasped at the words, I felt my heart heal a little. 
Within minutes, we pulled up to the familiar dirt parking lot on top of the cliff overlooking the most pristine beach, our beach. 
“You seem to be feeling better,” she said as she killed the engine.
“You know, I am actually. I think this is exactly what I needed.” 
I gave her a big reassuring smile.
“Good.”
We relaxed in her car and watched the waves roll in, crashing one by one onto the barnacle laden rocks. Sam filled me in on the most recent gossip she had just heard at school. Apparently Katie asked Tyler for help with her Chemistry. He agreed to meet her in the library after school, but when she got there, Mandy came instead. He forgot he had practice and figured since Mandy was acing Chemistry, she could help Katie. Katie was furious and became the fastest pupil Mandy ever tutored.
“Wow, I wonder how she remained civil,” I said with a chuckle.
“Well . . .” I sensed Sam’s compassion and felt guilty for being so mean. “I’ve been trying to tell her to move on, find someone else, like Erik or Logan McKay. They are both cute and single at the moment.”
I imagined her with another football player and sighed. She wouldn’t have any trouble nabbing either of them but I felt sorry for the poor guy. She’d only use him to try to make Tyler jealous and then dump him when it didn’t work. She was totally stuck on Tyler—like I was stuck on Nicholas.
I cringed at the realization that I had let thoughts of Nicholas seep around the wall I put up. Worse yet, the memories that flashed through my mind were so real I could almost smell his earthy scent. 
“Oh, yeah, she should do that,” I said, trying to sound perfectly normal as I stuffed the feelings back down.
I had to face it. Our relationship was over, plain and simple though it never really had begun and I had no need to reminisce any longer. Maybe another guy would help me as well. 
I re-centered myself and remembered back to when Sam and I found this place. It was shortly after Sam got her car. Ever since, I dreamt of exploring the beach below, but the sheer cliff edge made it impossible to traverse, even with a working ankle. I never saw a living soul down there, ever.
So, I imagined I was a bird, swooping and flying in the wind. With wings I could get to the beach, no problem. I envied their easy life as I watched them soar, wishing I could be one for just one day, only worrying about where to find my next meal.
Suddenly, our stomachs started to make horrible music together. 
“Was that you or me?” I asked.
“Me, but I think I heard yours too,” she said with a giggle. “You still want pizza?”
I nodded.
“Good. Me too.” 
I knew we needed to eat soon, because if we didn’t, Sam would turn into the Incredible Hulk and that wouldn’t be a pretty sight.
The parking lot at Pleasure was full, but we luckily snagged an empty spot right in front. I hobbled to the patio and found us a table at once and Sam headed for the doors.
“Wait—” I said, as I turned and shoved a $20 into her hand. “My treat.”
She tilted her head and gave me the mom look.
“Take it, or I’ll make a scene,” I whispered.
She opened her mouth as if to say something but my insistent glare stopped her. She knew I would do it too and I felt her resolve waiver.
“Okay; you win. Greek?” she asked.
“You know it,” I said with a smug smile.
I tried to wait patiently as Sam disappeared to order, perusing the movies again, reading each preview making sure I’d made a good choice.
When I couldn’t wait another second, Sam magically appeared and plopped the hugest piece of pizza on the planet in front of me. The smell alone launched me into the stratosphere.
“This is heaven,” I said with a mouthful.
Sam just nodded.
We felt no shame as we stuffed our faces in silence. 
“I hope this movie is good,” I said while I sucked on my soda, patting my full tummy.
“It sounds funny.” 
That was the whole idea. I needed an hour or so when I could escape and experience simultaneous joy from the other movie goers around me.
The Point was right down the street from the pizza place and we parked with Sam’s windshield positioned at the horizon. It would be our personal IMAX Theater when the sunset fire show began. 
“This is so ro-tic,” Sam said with a surly grin.
“Ro-tic?”
“Yup, romantic without the man.” 
I chuckled and faked a smile as Nicholas came to mind. 
Argh.
Frustrated with myself, I pushed his face away again and tried to find a distraction. The glassy surf was peppered with surfers and I zoned out staring at one of them getting ready to catch an incoming wave. I cheered in my head as he paddled and popped up, riding it in gracefully. He made it look effortless.
The sun started to touch the horizon behind him and instantly turned everything a vibrant orange. The waves danced and reflected the fiery hues creating a warm glow across the water. And slowly the sun fell behind the low-lying clouds, and golden purplish rays of light pierced like knives into the sky. We both watched in silence, the light getting dimmer and dimmer until in one tiny flash, everything turned to dusk. The beauty was breathtaking and sharing it with Sam’s awe and wonder made it even better.
“Wow,” I said, feeling like I should break out in applause.
“Pretty amazing.” 
“No wonder the real estate around here is so expensive.”
“No kidding.”
We sat for another minute, before Sam started up her car.
“Ready, Madam?” 
She gave me a mischievous look and revved her engine. I knew what she wanted to do. I smiled and I nodded my head to give her the signal. She tromped on the gas, pushing me back into my seat and I squealed lifting my arms out of the convertible’s top as she jetted down the road.
We raced through town and parked on a side road nearby the theater. Sam had offered to drop me off at the front, but I didn’t want the extra attention. I could hobble down the street if it wasn’t far.
“Hey, I have an idea,” she said with a twinkle in her eye.
Before I could object, she ushered me towards a tiny house with “Fortune Teller” glowing in the window.
“No.” I dug my heels in.
“Why? How come? It’ll be fun. Don’t you wanna know if Nicholas is ever going to come back?”
Oh nice. Bring Nicholas into it, why don’t you.
“No, actually I don’t. Besides, they just lie anyway.”
I would know. They couldn’t deceive me. Not with my gift.
“I really want to, please?” she begged, flashing me puppy dog eyes.
It was against my better judgment to go, but since she really wanted to, I conceded. We walked to the porch and spotted a sign in the window that said “come in”. Sam, now completely afraid, looked to me for support, so I turned the rusty knob and opened the door. Bells rang out to alert the owner of our presence. 
“If she really could see the future, she wouldn’t need those,” I whispered. 
Sam wrinkled up her nose and smirked.
The dimly lit room stunk of animal dander, patchouli oil and incense. Dusty plum colored scarves with gold fringes hung over the lampshades and tabletops. They matched the ugly gold and purple metallic paper on the walls. The only light in the room came from a few candles, which didn’t brighten the dismal appearance. I wondered if the décor scared off potential repeat customers. 
A black cat, with icy blue eyes, hissed at me from its perch on top of an armoire in the corner.
“Shhh Enigma,” a voice said from the other room.
A plump old woman full of distrust and pessimism entered the room through a doorway framed by a thick curtain held back with a beaded sash. She picked up the cat and shooed it into another room. 
“Come in, come in,” she said, while loosening the sash, letting the curtain fall. 
Her high pitched voice sounded out of breath, like she was going to croak at any minute. 
We looked at each other and stepped inside. The sound of the door slamming shut behind us signaled finality. I shivered, reminded of the children in Hansel and Gretel. 
“What can I do for you girls?” she said, her red lipstick not quite exactly on her lips.
“We’d like our fortunes read,” Sam said sheepishly.
The old woman smiled revealing crooked teeth aged from time. “Fine dears, lovely, come . . . sit down . . . sit down.” 
She motioned for us to sit in two chairs by a table adorned with more dark tapestries. Sam patiently waited as I hobbled over and leaned my crutches against the wall. I sat down, but kept a watchful eye as the woman waited for us to get comfortable. Her black taffeta dress swished as she moved to sit directly across from us. 
“That’ll be $10 each,” she said.
“What a rip off,” I murmured.
Sam jabbed me in the ribs, before she plunked down the money. The old woman pocketed it and snatched Sam’s hand, flipping it over. She paused, I’m sure for effect, before giving her answer. She told us Sam would have two children, marry the man of her dreams and live a long and prosperous life, but cautioned her to avoid making big decisions if the date happened to be the 16th and a Tuesday.
Sam asked a few specific questions about her family and Todd. The woman wanted to know their birth dates and then made up some niceties about how Todd could be the one because their birth signs were compatible. 
I rolled my eyes. What a crock!
But before I could stop her, Sam put down another $10 and plunged my hand into the old woman’s.
She latched on like a crab and her distrust overwhelmed me. I recoiled, but she didn’t let go. Her feelings seemed ironic since she was the one who made a living deceiving others in the first place. I wanted to laugh, before running out of the place, but I was slightly curious at what she had to say. 
“Hmmm,” she said, as she studied the lines on my hand. 
Her long boney finger traced along the ridges of my palm then froze. Her dark empty eyes fell into slits. She was afraid. 
“You’ve got quite a life line here,” she said quietly.
I tried to pull my hand away again, but she held on, her grip amazingly strong.
“Danger surrounds you . . . danger unknown to you.” She paused and furrowed her brow. “Ah . . . and you bear the mark . . . the mark of the innocent one.”
I started to feel unnerved because as far as I could tell, she told the truth. 
“The innocent human . . . the one to rid us of them.” 
Sam sat next to me with her mouth gaped open.
“Them?” I asked.
“You don’t know about them yet, do you?” 
The old woman looked deep into my eyes. I had no idea what she meant; her words gave me goose bumps.
“But what about Nicholas?” Sam said.
I kicked Sam under the table. The last thing I wanted was to reveal anything private to this looney. Sam felt confused and clammed up.
The old woman’s eyes shifted from Sam and then back to me. She dropped my hand.
“He’s trouble. Stay away from him.”
I rubbed my hand, grateful to have it back, wanting to wash it off thoroughly with antimicrobial soap.
“That’s all I can see. You can leave now,” she said, getting up abruptly.
I wanted out of there, so I got up too, grabbed my crutches and headed toward the door. Sam led the way.
“When you want answers, you’ll be back,” she said quietly behind me.
I pretended I didn’t hear her.
Once outside, I hobbled quickly down her walkway and took a deep breath to cleanse my lungs. She disturbed me. Her touch unleashed a wave of toxic emotions, as if she’d poisoned me. I moved as fast as my crutches allowed, down the walkway, relieved that with each step, my feelings began to return to normal. No way would I ever return to her house again—never.
“Sorry about that,” Sam said as we rounded the corner of the theater. “She was totally weird.”
“Yeah—” I looked back towards her house. “She was.” 
I tried to process what the woman said. What did she mean by them? And being innocent? She sounded like I would save the world, from some unknown darkness, like a super hero. 
And then her insistence to avoid Nicholas? Not that I had any choice in the matter seeing how he completely avoided me like the plague. Could she have been anymore cryptic? I looked at my palm for a special mark, but saw nothing out of the ordinary. 
I wanted to tell Sam about how I believed the mountain lion incident and the old lady’s rants were more than coincidental. I might have told her, if I could’ve done so, without disclosing my lie. I marveled at how insane my life had become, as if I was on a collision course with some crazy alter universe. I wished for normalcy. 
There was a line outside the theater. We walked to the end of the line to wait our turn. I checked the time. We had ten minutes until the movie started.
“What do you think she meant by ‘you bear the mark’?” Sam asked me.
“I have no clue. She’s crazy.” 
“I thought she was okay at first, like when she said—”
Sam kept talking, but I didn’t hear her. The same eerie stalking hunger-filled feelings from the forest were here. I whirled around to find the source.
I spotted a group of college-aged people walking in our direction. Something about them seemed unnatural, almost surreal, but I couldn’t put my finger on it. I stiffened and felt the need to protect Sam who still prattled away about the old woman. I put my arm around her and ushered her closer to the wall, away from the middle of the walkway. I glanced back in their direction. One member of the pack looked right at me with his dark black eyes and smiled a wicked grin. Frightened, I looked away and watched their feet out of the corner of my eye as they paraded past—not wanting to cause any trouble.
I breathed a sigh of relief as they moved away from us and the hunger feelings dissipated. Sam, oblivious to what just happened, was more concerned with paying for our tickets, than fearing for our lives, but I knew it wasn’t over.
Someone, who looked an awful lot like Nicholas walked hurriedly towards us. He wore the same long, brown leather trench coat and it flapped in the wind as he made his way in determination. When I spotted him, he flipped up his collar and averted his sunglass covered eyes, just before walking by. 
“Nicholas?” I said as he passed.
He ignored me.
I spun around and spoke louder.
“Nicholas.” 
He stopped and turned towards me.
“Oh, hi,” he said coolly.
“Hi,” I said, nudging Sam. “This is my friend Sam. Sam this is Nicholas.” 
I emphasized his name. He reached out and shook her hand.
“Nice to meet you,” she said with a smile and wide eyes that said ‘yeah, he’s gorgeous’.
“Likewise,” Nicholas said, with a nod, his voice polite, but his face like stone.
He made no attempt at small talk and the pause in the conversation became awkward. His emotions were completely different than before, as if our connection never happened. I searched his aura and looked for some sort of reassurance that we were still friends, but only sensed fear and icy aloofness.
“So . . . how are you?” I asked, trying to relieve the tension.
“Julia, I can’t talk right now. I have to go,” he said abruptly “It was nice to meet you, Sam.” 
A lump formed in my throat and I blinked back the tears, feeling completely stupid as he walked away. I couldn’t believe he didn’t want to talk and just ditched me. Why did I call out to him? Sam, not sure how to react, tugged at my arm.
“Let’s go, the movie is about to start.”
My body went into autopilot and I followed her inside, unable to pay attention to where we were going. Before I knew it, she’d found us seats and I sat down, thankful for the darkness.
The movie started and so did my tears. 
What was I doing insisting he notice me? I’m so stupid.
As the movie progressed, I did my best to try to follow along, but couldn’t concentrate. The movie I watched was the one in my head of what just happened, not the silver screen. I slumped back into my chair and stifled my sniffles. Everyone was enjoying the movie and their laughter echoed all around me, but I’d never felt so lonely in my life.
Sam passed me a tissue.
I’m so pathetic. I can’t even keep myself together. 
I tried hard to stop crying; not wanting to ruin everything Sam had done to help me have a good time, but I couldn’t. The damage was done.
“This movie is lame, wanna go?” she whispered after a few minutes.
Relief flooded me—I did want to leave. I wasn’t sure how much longer I could endure the torture of holding back my emotions. 
“Yeah,” I murmured.
We pushed the double doors to exit and I felt thankful to leave the theater alone, without curious onlookers. I could image their confusion, because I’d looked like I’d just left a tragedy, instead of a comedy.
“I’m so sorry, Jules,” Sam said as we walked to her car.
“It’s fine. I’m fine. It’s just—” I choked back a sob.
She put her arm on my shoulder and squeezed it, her care and concern soothed me.
“I guess he’s not who I thought he was,” I finally said. “Maybe he is trouble.”
I wanted to say jerk, but my mouth wouldn’t form the word. I cared about him still—too much actually. I was astonished at my willingness to be a glutton for punishment.
“Trouble? No, he was plain rude,” she said, slamming her car door. “Honestly, he saves your life a few days ago, but now he doesn’t have a few minutes to say hello and meet your best friend? Whatever.”
She started her car and backed out of the parking spot.
I appreciated her desire to protect me and her interpretation of the situation helped me see that I wasn’t crazy. Nicholas was the one with the problems. But, I still wanted to know why he didn’t like me anymore? 
“Yeah, you’re right. I just don’t get what happened.”
“Guys are weird. They get all spooked for the stupidest reasons.”
“I guess so.” I gave a fake chuckle.
Luckily, he only met Sam and not my whole group of friends. Now, that would have been utterly embarrassing and Katie never would have let me hear the end of it.
I slumped back in my seat and watched the world move by in a blur as Sam drove. She’d found a man-hater song on the radio that seemed to match the mood. I could sense her worry, but I didn’t want to talk for fear I’d burst into tears again. It was a lousy way to finish our evening. 
“Sorry I ruined your movie,” I said as she pulled up to my house.
“You didn’t. It’s understandable considering the circumstances.”
“But still . . .” 
“Do you want to talk about it?” she asked, her eyes kind.
“No. I think I just want to go to bed.”
“You sure?” 
“I’ll be okay, honest.” I did my best to muster up a convincing smile. She studied my face for a minute then bought my charade. 
“Definitely call me tomorrow when you wake up, okay?”
I got out and peered through the open door. “I will.” 
I gave another weak smile and shut the door.
She waved one last time, with sympathy in her eyes, and then drove away. I watched until her car disappeared, took a deep breath and limped up the cobblestone path to the house. Disappointment flooded me when I opened the door to find it dark and empty.
It was times like this I wished I had a mom to talk to. Even if Dad were home, he would never understand and it would be awkward to try to explain it to him. I thought of Jo and sighed. If any consolation was going to be given tonight, it would have to come from me.
I walked upstairs and decided to forgo the whole “getting ready for bed” routine and just changed into my jammies. I had little energy to do anything beyond that. Aladdin jumped on my bed and wound her body into a circle resting her head on my hand.
What rotten luck. Why did he treat me like that? Was fate trying to tell me something?
I looked out the window after shutting off my light and snuggled under my covers. It was partly cloudy, so I couldn’t see any stars to wish upon. I rolled over and yearned for sleep, but I couldn’t shut off my brain. It hurt inside; ached actually. 
I wanted to know why. Next time, if there ever was a next time, charming or not, he’d give me answers, or at least get an earful about what I thought about his wretched behavior. 
I groaned and pulled the covers over my head. Any normal person would get a grip and move on. But the panicked feeling inside made me question if I just lost the best thing that ever happened to me. How stupid to hang onto the past. But the brutal reality, raw and unkind, told me he didn’t want to have anything to do with me.
I wished I didn’t care.



7 - FOG
Even though my eyes were closed, the early light of morning pierced them like daggers. All night I longed for happy dreams to escape into so I didn’t have to think about my pathetic life, but ended up with nightmares instead. Unable to sleep any longer, I rolled over to get out of bed and accidentally knocked Aladdin off in the process. She meowed loudly and sulked out of my room. 
I stared at the ceiling, wondering why I kept dreaming about mountain lions and evil people with red eyes and sharp teeth hunting me down with the intent to kill me. I wanted to just grab my pillow and scream into it, but I couldn’t find the strength and worried Luke would hear me. 
My tummy growled as I limped down to a cold, dark kitchen—the first time without the use of my crutches—and pulled my favorite tattered robe tighter around myself, disappointed to find the room empty. Saturdays were supposed to be big breakfast mornings, but Dad was still away on a business trip. My mouth watered thinking of fluffy scrambled eggs, sausage links, cubed fried potatoes and golden pancakes drizzled with lots of syrup. Somehow, the thought of toast and cereal just didn’t seem as appetizing.
While the toast cooked and the coffee finished brewing, I watched the birds out the kitchen window bathing in the fountain. Something about how they frolicked made me want to sit on the patio and watch them.
Maybe the fresh air would help me feel better.
With my toast balanced on the top of my coffee mug in one hand and a fuzzy blanket in the other, I carefully walked outside and snuggled up on the wooden lounge. I rested my head on the back of the chair, closed my eyes and focused on the peaceful sound of the creek gurgling through the ravine. Normally, the ambiance would diminish my worries, but was clearly not going to soothe away my wounds today.
I tried to think of a good reason why Nicholas had been so rude to me the night before, but drew a blank. It just didn’t make sense, almost like the Nicholas I first met and the one I ran into last night were two separate people. I wanted desperately to forget all about it—the fall, his eyes, how being connected with him made me feel so alive and safe, but I couldn’t make it go away. 
This wasn’t how I wanted to feel. I prided myself on my ability to handle my emotions better than other girls my age, being forced to feel their rollercoaster’s all the time. But one interaction with one guy and I’m just like them? I felt completely crazy, irrational and wished for a switch to turn it all off. 
I glared at the dying potted flowers scattered around the deck, trying to blame them for looking so needy. The last thing I wanted to do was garden, so I looked away, fighting their wilting-leaf guilt trips. But after a few minutes, unable to stand it anymore, I got up and grabbed a watering can. I figured maybe some gardening therapy would help distract my mind.
Before I knew it, an hour had passed and I’d weeded, watered and even planted some bulbs for next year feeling a tiny bit better. I was dusting off my hands and admiring my handy work when Luke walked onto the patio.
“What are you doing?” 
His happy-go-lucky nature nauseated me, so I kept my back to him.
“Baking a cake,” I said with a smirk he couldn’t see.
“Ha-ha. Very funny.”
I turned and glared at him, giving him the don’t mess with me look which he should have been very familiar with. 
“What’s your problem?” he said half joking—half serious, but then he stopped chuckling after I kept scowling. The regret he felt gave me a sick satisfaction.
“Nothing,” I said, my tone terse, forcefully tugging a handful of weeds. 
I wanted him to pry, but didn’t want to look dumb either. It was already embarrassing enough. If I admitted my feelings to Luke and he teased me, it would be more than I could bear.
“Must be that time of the month,” he mumbled under his breath while turning to leave.
“What?” I gasped. “Whatever.” 
I pushed past him into the house and slammed the door behind me. Why did every male believe that if a woman was upset, it was because of her monthly cycle? I was particularly annoyed by his comment as it was his male species that wreaked havoc on my life at the moment, not my hormones. 
“I’m not on my period!” I yelled through the closed door. 
My anger welled up and I stood there, fists clenched, realizing I could no longer wait anymore for the person I really needed to talk to. So I walked directly over to the phone, picked it up and dialed, prepared to say what I needed to say to get my Jo back.
My ankle ached when pressing the gas pedal as I drove the short distance to Jo and John’s. Every second that passed seemed to make my heart beat a little faster and my palms began to sweat while holding the steering wheel. In my head, I rehearsed what I would say if John was home. I should’ve had the courage to ask Jo if he was at home, instead of being too chicken. I decided if he was there when I arrived that I’d just be blunt and tell him he wasn’t welcome then ignore his hurt feelings and pouting.
I parked in front and noticed a new “Welcome to the Ritchie’s Home” sign that hung on the side of what used to be Grandma’s house. My stomach churned. Yet another reminder Jo and Grandma were no longer a part of my life—I wished I wasn’t jealous. I pushed the thoughts aside, walked up the walkway and knocked, prepared in case John answered the door. 
“Julia!” 
Jo ambushed me with a huge hug almost knocking me off my feet after opening the door. I melted into her hug and fought back my emotions as we embraced for a moment—basking in the warmth of her undying love.
“I’ve missed you. Come in . . . come in.” 
It felt really good to be genuinely missed and I realized how stupid I was—John or no John, I shouldn’t have waited so long to see her. As Jo ushered me into the house I smelled cookies baking. 
“I just made some chocolate chip cookies. Would you like some?” she asked as we walked towards the kitchen.
I nodded while turning the corner and stopped in my tracks. The kitchen had been totally remodeled. 
“Wow,” I said, overwhelmed by the ostentatious colors and furniture changes. “When did you . . . It looks so . . . different.”
“Do you like it?” she said, her joy flowing all around us. “Well, now that Mom is gone, John and I felt we should make it more our home. I hope that doesn’t make you feel like we are trying to erase the memory of your Grandma.”
“Oh, no . . . yeah, you should,” I said while heading toward a newly upholstered bar stool to sit down. I needed a moment to take it all in. 
The walls were now a buttery yellow which complimented the oak cabinetry and granite countertops. The bar stool upholstery matched the draperies, a burgundy fabric with white magnolia flowers. The kitchen was completely unrecognizable from before and very modern. For as long as I could remember Grandma Mae hadn’t changed anything in her home. I wondered if she’d approve of what they were doing to her house. 
I felt like someone was staring at me and I turned. A huge wedding portrait of John and Jo hung on a now deep burgundy colored wall in the dining room. The photo perfectly captured the beauty of Jo’s hazel eyes and long auburn hair that flowed ever so gently over her cream colored dress; her slender arms draped delicately around his neck. I remembered the day well and felt guilty for feeling such disdain towards the man she loved with all her heart. 
“Where’s John?” I asked, not feeling his actual presence but expecting him to come around the corner any minute.
“He had some things to do today and will be so disappointed he missed you, but he’ll join us later for dinner,” she said, while dishing up another batch of cookies to bake in the oven. “What’s new in your life?”
I stood there stunned. I couldn’t believe I’d have Jo’s attention all to myself for the entire afternoon and didn’t have to insist on it. My mind went haywire for a second, trying to think of where I wanted to start. 
“Boys,” I finally said. “I—I don’t understand them.”
Jo suppressed a giggle and smiled appreciatively.
“Yes, I remember what boys were like when I was your age. And that’s what they were—boys. What’s going on?”
I looked in her eyes and sighed as she took pity on me. Her depiction of boys my age wasn’t good news.
“Well . . .” I thought about Nicholas. He wasn’t what I would classify as a boy, but he sure wasn’t acting like a man “ . . .they can be so immature.”
“Ah,” she said, as she put her arm around my shoulder, looking at me with a tender expression. “Have patience, they’ll grow up eventually . . . just give it a few years.” 
“Years?” 
My gift constantly reminded me girls matured faster than boys, so I didn’t understand why this revelation shocked me. Maybe it was because I’d compared every guy to Luke, who was very mature for his age and hoped I’d find someone like him someday. No one ever measured up until I met Nicholas. Or at least that’s what I had thought. Now I wasn’t so sure.
“Well, I’m sure you heard about what happened,” I began, my tone somber.
“With your accident? I’ve heard bits and pieces. Tell me what happened.”
I smiled because she really wanted to know, and I kicked myself for not fighting harder to have the privilege of sitting in her kitchen sooner. Her kind, listening ear was always there through my toughest storms. She never judged and knew exactly when it was time for listening or time for finding solutions.
The non-mountain lion version of the story flowed easily from my lips as I’d told it so many times already, but I fought the urge to tell her everything, knowing she’d overreact and tell my dad, which meant I’d never be allowed to leave the house unchaperoned again. It hurt again to tell her how Nicholas had reacted at the theater, which was a complete flip from the week before. I studied her face and emotions to see what she thought. Her quiet concern bothered me. 
“I’m not sure if he really is busy, or he’s blowing me off. What do you think?” I asked sheepishly.
She took another bite of her cookie and thought for a moment.
“Well, I’m not sure Julia. I think young men have a hard time expressing how they feel about things, especially to a woman they might like. You say he seemed rushed and surprised to run into you? I don’t think that’s a good sign.” 
I bit my lip to hold back a tear. The honesty hit me like a punch in the ribs. 
“Or he might just be acting tough, like men are supposed to act. They may like a girl, but then they don’t show it, possibly because they are afraid they’ll be rejected. You may think it’s easy for them, but it takes a lot of courage to put your feelings out there. Imagine being in their shoes. Take John for example. It took him a whole year to finally ask me out,” she said with a chuckle. 
I sighed secretly on the inside.
“I hate to tell you this, but it seems young men don’t get over this until they get some relationship experience. Maybe he was embarrassed because Sam was with you.” 
I knew he wasn’t embarrassed. It was more like distracted. He had a legitimate reason to go. And he was afraid too, not the fear you feel when you’re scared, but the one you feel when there’s impending danger.
“It’s hard to know exactly what’s changed. I’m sorry honey. I think you need to try to move on. For some reason, he’s not interested in getting to know you right now.”
Listening to her words, something in my heart broke, but I knew she was right. Even though I still longed for him to stop by my house and end my agony, I knew he wasn’t going to—at least not this new Nicholas anyway. I needed to face the facts. It was over. There would be no us and I needed to move on.
“Julia, these things happen. There will be a few guys in your life that you will have a huge connection with. Some will be poor timing for you; some will be poor timing for him. But one day, the timing will be right for the both of you and hopefully, that will be the one you’ll spend the rest of your life with. I know you’ll find someone who’s as wonderful to you as John is to me; you’ll see.” 
She smiled again and I forced a fake smile in return. Her love for him beamed like the sun reflects off new snow and I saw John in a new light—Jo’s light. And I decided, for her, I’d look for the good in John even if it was probably going to kill me. After all, he did make her so happy.
She squeezed me tight and I soaked in her aura’s sensation that I’d missed so much. 
“My suggestion is to move on—find someone new to think about. I’m sure there’s got to be another boy at school who you might be interested in perhaps?” 
She lifted her eyebrow at me and waited for my reaction. No one came to mind at the moment, so I made a face and shrugged. I’d never felt like that with anyone before, so imagining myself finding another guy like him so quickly seemed preposterous.
I shook my head.
“Well then you’ve got it bad my dear. So give yourself some time to heal. But, if for some reason he does come back around, find out first why he took so long, before you get upset. He may have a very good reason for making you wait. John did.”
“Okay,” I said after a short pause, letting it all sink in. 
John’s big excuse was that he was a chicken. I refused to think Nicholas was like him, but hopeful it wasn’t completely over just yet. Maybe he did have a good reason and it was something like he thought he was too old for me, or that I had a boyfriend already. But would I have to wait a year to find out? 
Oh please dear God. That would be dreadful. 
“So, let’s move on, shall we? Get your purse,” she said in delight. “I’m kidnapping you.” 
“Kidnapping me? But . . .” I pointed at my bandaged ankle.
“This won’t require walking and actually might help your ankle.” 
I gave her a suspicious look and before I knew it, she ushered me to the car in the garage and made me get in the front seat. Her contagious excitement made me wonder what she was up to. 
The entire ride I tried guessing our destination, but she remained tight-lipped, not revealing any hints about where we were going until she pulled up into the parking lot in front of a nail salon.
“We are getting pedicures,” I announced in glee.
“Not just any type of pedicure,” she said with a twinkle in her eye. “This one will be . . . different for sure.”
I furrowed my brow. “Okay, now you’re scaring me.”
“You’ll see, come on.”
We walked into the salon and Jo went up to the counter and whispered to the receptionist. I looked around and everything seemed like a normal salon. A variety of nail polishes sat in little racks on the counter and pictures of manicured hands and feet hung on the walls. A sign with the pricing of the services was on a wall behind the receptionist. The only thing that struck me odd was the sign saying they offered Dr. Fish Treatments. I sat and waited patiently for Jo to rejoin me.
“Are you ready?” a girl with long blonde hair said as she motioned us to follow her down the corridor. “Please come this way.”
Jo kept watching for my reaction as we followed the receptionist into a room with some oversized chairs. I sat down in one and Jo sat in the other, a Cheshire grin across her face. I was still trying to figure out what the big deal was. 
“Okay, what are we going to be doing that’s weird?” I finally asked.
“Just wait. You’ll see.”
Two ladies came into the room and introduced themselves, then washed our feet.
“Is this your first fish treatment?” the brunette asked me.
“I . . . guess so?” I looked to Jo for reassurance, afraid I was supposed to know something.
“Yes, this is Julia’s first treatment. I’ve had several,” Jo said.
“Fish treatment? As in real fish?” I gasped. Images of soaking my feet in fish guts filled my head and I panicked. “I’m not putting my feet in fish guts!”
Everyone giggled and I blushed.
“No, it’s nothing like that,” the other woman said and she smiled kindly at me. I felt my cheeks return to normal. “You’ll be visiting our famous Doctor Fish tank, where our little friends are going to clean your feet for you.” 
Clean my feet? Ewww.
I was not crazy about fish in general, which is why swimming in lakes and streams always freaked me out. I didn’t want any fish within 100 yards of me, so actually letting them bite me was absolutely insane, not to mention much worse than putting one’s feet in fish guts. The only fish I knew of that ate flesh were piranhas.
“You’re kidding me, right?” 
“I’m not kidding. They are special fish that only eat dead skin. I promise they won’t hurt you.”
Ewww gross!
“Okay?” I said with trepidation. The idea of letting the fish nibble on me just seemed wrong, but the peer pressure kept me from running out of the salon screaming, to wait in Jo’s car.
We stood up and followed the ladies into another room where a rounded bench seat surrounded a shallow tank. A bunch of little gold colored fish swam around in the water.
Jo sat down and plunged her feet into the water. The fish instantly swam over and covered her feet and toes. I gasped. 
“Does it hurt?” I asked while squinting.
“No, it actually feels good. Are you going to try it?”
I sat on the bench and hovered my feet over the tank. Was I actually going to do this? The only reason I wasn’t begging for a normal pedicure was because Jo was enjoying herself. So, I closed my eyes and before I could think, put them in the water. It surprised me that the water was warm. I opened one eye. My feet were covered in fish and it tickled. I let out a squeak.
“This is so weird,” I said, trying not to wiggle.
“I know, but just wait. Your feet are going to feel so soft,” Jo said.
The fish worked their way around my cuticles and heels and I fought the urge to flick them away. I didn’t realize I had so much dead skin.
“How did you hear about this?” I asked.
“They suggested it here when I got a regular pedicure. I was apprehensive at first, because I hate fish. But you know me; I’m always willing to try anything one time.”
“Well this is something I never would’ve guessed I’d do and can’t believe I’m doing,” I said while shaking my head, still gritting my teeth. “They seem to be finding a feast on my toes.”
“You’ll thank me later,” she said while grinning. “How’s school?”
“Fine, I guess. Algebra is going to kill me though,” I complained.
“Oh, really?”
“Well, Sam’s been helping me a lot because she’s really good at math. I just hope she doesn’t get so frustrated with me that she pulls out all her hair.”
Jo chuckled. “You’re so dramatic sometimes.”
“Hey, I try.” I swished my feet around forgetting that the fish were doing their job and then froze thinking I might have accidentally kicked a few in the process. But they came back unafraid, nibbling hungrily again. I still couldn’t get over how weird it was.
“I do have some good news,” Jo said with a big smile.
I’d noticed Jo seemed happier than usual, both on the inside and outside. She had a huge smile plastered on her face the entire time we’d been together. 
She pressed her lips tightly together.
“Yeah?”
“John and I are expecting a baby.” 
My eyes grew big and I screamed in delight.
“Oh. My. Gosh. That’s wonderful!” I threw my arms around her neck and gave her a huge hug. She had tears in her eyes. 
“Oh, Auntie, I’m so excited for you guys.”
I had an unfair advantage when it came to babies because I knew exactly what they wanted. Mothers were amazed at my ability to get even the fussiest baby to sleep so easily. Thoughts of holding my new cousin whenever I wanted was so exciting. Their sweet emotions were up there with the blissfulness of falling in love and it had been a long time since I’d had the privilege of holding one.
“You know, I wasn’t ever sure if I’d get to be a mommy, I mean I will always feel like your mom in a way, but to have a baby of my own. We are so excited.”
“Yeah, this is really awesome. You feeling okay?” I asked
“So far so good. I’m a little tired, but I’m four months along already.” 
Jo took out ultrasound pictures from her wallet and handed them to me. I tried to find the baby in the black and white photo, but all I saw was a peanut looking thing.
“The baby is right there. See?” She pointed to the dark blob in the photo. I squinted and it came into focus. The larger part of the peanut shape suddenly looked like a head and I could see where arms and legs were forming.
“Wow. This is truly amazing.” Seeing the picture brought it all to reality and I had tears in my eyes too. “Have you thought of names yet?”
“Well, a few but we want to wait until we know if it’s a girl or a boy. That’ll make it easier.”
I instinctively reached over and felt her flat tummy.
“I think I feel a bump already.”
“No, that’s just the cookies from earlier. I’ve had the worst sweet tooth. It’s horrible,” she complained, but with a giggle. I saw a light in her eyes I’d never seen before. 
“Then it’s going to be a girl,” I joked, not sure if that was how the saying went or not. 
“We’ll know soon enough.”
After the fish pedicure, we decided to have lunch at a little café in town. We had to fulfill the baby’s craving for Chinese chicken salad and no other restaurants would do. After lunch it started to rain again, so we rented a movie. It seemed fitting for the afternoon. We contemplated going to a theater, but Jo said the popcorn smell made her queasy and I didn’t want to share that feeling with her, so I agreed (with much enthusiasm) to watch a movie at home. 
I prayed secretly John would not come home early so we could watch it in peace. The last time, he talked over the entire movie and even ruined the ending by telling us who done it. 
But John didn’t show up until closer to six when Jo just about had dinner ready. They invited me to stay. To my surprise, John and I got along better this time, making dinner an enjoyable experience. However, after dinner, the lack of sleep started to catch up to me and I just wanted to go home. I congratulated them again on the great news of the new baby and then drove home.
When I walked into the house, I planned to head straight for the stairs and my bed, but heard the TV going in the living room. My guilt surfaced as I felt Luke’s dread. He had no idea where my moodiness had come from earlier and it wasn’t fair I’d taken my frustration out on him, so I swallowed my pride and stood in the doorway. Luke faked like he didn’t see me.
“Hey,” I said. 
He flickered his eyes to me and then back to the TV.
“Hey.”
I entered the room and sat down. I didn’t know exactly what to say, so I waited for a minute before speaking.
“Sorry about earlier.”
He hit mute on the remote.
“It’s okay,” he said quietly, while studying his fingernails. He acted tough, but I knew he was more upset than he let on.
“I’m just frustrated.”
“About?”
“You can’t tease me,” I said quickly.
Luke put his hands up, as if in an act of surrender and I smiled. It was sweet he wanted to know.
“I just don’t understand guys sometimes,” I said while playing with the string on my sweatshirt.
“Psscht . . . I could say the same about girls,” he said, rolling his eyes, but then he smiled. He wasn’t being rude. He was trying to sympathize. “So who’s the guy you don’t understand?”
I bit my lip and then let out a sigh, still afraid to share. Luke waited intently and raised his eyebrows, encouraging me to continue. 
“It’s Nicholas. He said he’d come by a week ago and he hasn’t and then I ran into him last night. He was kinda rude and said ‘I can’t talk now’ and rushed away. I didn’t expect him to be like that, so I don’t get it.”
“Really,” he said, surprised. “Wow. I thought he was a cool guy. I wonder what happened.”
“Me too.”
“Well, it sounds like he’s blowing you off.”
“You think so?” I said disappointed.
“I don’t know. It’s hard to tell. I wasn’t there.”
“Why do you think he did that?”
“Heck if I know, but you can’t just sit around here and hope he’s going to come and see you. You need to move on, have fun and realize, if he’s blowing you off, then he’s a jerk and he doesn’t deserve you.”
It warmed my heart to hear Luke hold me in such high regard. I knew he was right about the moving on part. I just hated not knowing.
“Julia, there’s a lot of cool guys out there; you don’t need this one,” he said with a convincing smile
I found his gesture sweet, but I didn’t want any other “cool” guys. I wanted Nicholas.
“Yeah, I know.” 
I continued playing with my sweatshirt string. And after Luke realized I was finished, he turned up the TV and started watching his show again.
I sat for a few minutes, happy we’d reconciled, then headed towards my room. Flopping down on the chair at my desk, I listened to the rain coming down outside and thought about what Luke and Jo had said. There were way too many thoughts going on in my head, so I decided I needed to write them down to get closure and clarity. I pulled out my journal and began to write.
Dear Diary,
It’s been a week since I’ve seen Nicholas. Tomorrow, I’m going to say goodbye forever.
And then I knew what I wanted to do. I pulled out another sheet of paper and began to write. 
It started out . . .
Dear Nicholas,
I’m writing to say goodbye . . .
I just wrote what my heart needed to say in order to move on. As the ink spilled the words out onto the paper, my eyes welled up with tears. At the end, I signed it, then folded it up neatly. I had plans for it in the morning.



8 - FAREWELL
The crisp morning air and the warm travel mug in my hands should have stopped the lump from forming in my throat, but this wasn’t going to be a normal stroll. Birds sang happily to welcome the day after the night rain, but I couldn’t rejoice with them. Everything inside me felt numb.
Earlier, when I got up after another disturbing, restless night, I discovered Luke had already left the house. But to my surprise, I found a pot of hot coffee waiting for me. It could only mean he’d forgiven my girlish behavior. He also left a note telling me he was at the store, which was a good idea since all we had in the fridge were a few rotten vegetables and moldy bread. I ducked out quickly, leaving a vague note next to his about my whereabouts, to avoid any unnecessary questions. I felt within my pocket to make sure I’d remembered to bring my new fully-charged cell phone just in case.
The road to the forest trail seemed lonely as I listened to the crunch of the wet gravel under my shoes. I wanted to laugh out loud at the irony. Every day since I’d met Nicholas, I wanted to return to our meeting spot—until today. Had it only been a few days since we made the trek in the opposite direction? I inhaled and refused to reminisce about the past, pulling my coat tighter around myself. 
Soon, too soon in fact, I stood at the mouth of the trail and my heart beat a little faster. Stairs made of railroad ties wove their way down into the dark redwoods below. I questioned my sanity. 
After a moment of waffling, I carefully limped down each step. I couldn’t help but remember how nimbly Nicholas carried me up these stairs. It was going to take me an hour at least to traverse them by myself later. 
Why did all this happen?
At the end of the stairs, I stepped onto the muddy trail, thankful I wore my old sneakers. All the familiar landmarks were welcoming in the daylight and the ominous scariness seemed completely non-existent. No wonder I thought I could walk through here unafraid, even if it was dark. 
Unable to help myself, I looked around for evidence of Nicholas’ presence: a foot print, a possible piece of torn fabric off his shirt, maybe even fur from the mountain lion. I rounded the corner and gasped. Someone had run a tractor through the area, or at least it looked like one had. Huge holes in the ground were all that was left of the trees that once stood and the ones remaining seemed askew with fresh overturned dirt at their trunks. A huge indentation against the trail wall showed evidence something large had been pushed against it, dislodging the soil upwards, widening the fissure in the rock face.
Whoa, did this happen before or after my fall?
Confused, I wandered around and tried to piece the scene together. Nicholas and the mountain lion couldn’t have possibly made all this damage. A pit formed in my stomach as I remembered the hungry feelings from “it” and then shook my head. I still didn’t understand how, for that brief moment in time, I felt its feelings. Maybe it was because I was in mortal danger. 
I slowly crept to the edge of the trail and looked down. A piece of the remaining branch stuck out of the earth part way and I gulped. This was the cliff I had tumbled over. My fall really did happen and it was a long way down to the creek bed below. Without Nicholas’ help, I would have been a goner falling from this height. Who knows how long I would have been down there, unconscious. Suddenly I felt woozy and I backed away from the edge, drawing my arms around myself. I didn’t want to think about the what ifs.
I sat down on a stump to think as the weight of the past bore down on me. More questions than answers tumbled around in my brain. The closure I desperately craved wasn’t going to be obtained today.
Out of the corner of my eye, I spotted the protruding tree root that started this whole mess. A broken piece of wood lay next to it on the trail. I picked it up and turned it over in my hands. One side was smooth from where people had walked on it and the underside rough, torn like my heart. 
Folding my hands over the wood, I contemplated my next actions. Part of me wanted to keep it and the other, to throw it off the cliff. My goal had been to get rid of the past and leave it here in the woods with the rest of my demons, but I couldn’t. Too much had happened.
I picked up a sharp rock and carved the date into the smooth side of the wood. And against my better judgment, I carved a heart around the numbers. The pressure broke the piece into two. I laughed. The break went straight down the middle of the heart. 
Transfixed, I gazed off into the woods while holding the wood, and took the letter from my pocket. The wind blew the trees softly, bringing down large droplets of rain water as though the forest was crying for me. The letter felt heavy in my hand as I read it one last time. I thought I would cry, but I didn’t. Instead, I gently folded the paper around one half of the wooden pieces and threw it off the cliff while tucking the other half in my pocket.
It soared through the air and disappeared out of sight. At the same time, the wind whipped up and tousled my hair. I held my breath, hoping for closure, finding disappointment instead—the whole charade suddenly feeling over-dramatic. Then I felt someone was coming down the trail so I quickly limped back home, afraid it would be someone I knew.
* * * 
The next morning came and so did the sun. 
For once, I actually wanted to go to school, anything to give me a mental break. I planned to take Jo’s advice. There had to be at least one guy at school that I could like. I just wasn’t sure who. The idea seemed insurmountable, but I was willing to try. I needed to do something. 
Running late, I rinsed off my breakfast dishes and rushed towards the door, happy I was driving myself today.
“Hey,” Luke said while walking past me into the kitchen sporting a bed-head hair-do. He deeply inhaled. “Is that coffee?”
I turned around and stood in the doorway. “You’re up kinda early?”
Luke scratched his head and filled up his favorite coffee mug. “I have a job interview this morning,” he said with a yawn.
“Really?” 
“At Bic’s”
I continued to look confused.
“The auto parts store?” he said with a sarcastic inflection. “I can get a discount if I work there.” 
I knew there had to be a catch. 
“Oooh,” I said and punched him in the arm before heading out. “Good luck.”
He grimaced. 
“Thanks.” 
I walked across the lawn and reached in my pocket for my cell phone to text Sam when I noticed a white piece of paper folded up on the ground near my car door. I unlocked the car, put all my junk inside, then fetched the note. My throat went dry as I stared at the words written inside. 
Was this note for me?
Baffled, I closed the note and looked around even though I knew I was alone. Someone had written ‘I’m sorry’ in scratchy masculine-looking lettering and left it unsigned. The penmanship didn’t look familiar.
My mind raced and I quickly thought of who could possibly owe me an apology. My cheeks turned bright red as I imagined Nicholas gawking in the shadows while I threw the letter over the cliff—the letter that revealed all my feelings. Did he retrieve it? No. I would’ve felt it if someone was close by. I was sure I was alone. It had to be someone else. Who else owed me an apology? John maybe?
I got in my car and inconspicuously looked in my mirrors feeling vulnerable. Nothing seemed strange or out of place, but I was beginning to question my abilities. Someone could be watching from far away. I folded up the note, shoved it in my pocket and started my car. 
The mental exercise to figure out the anonymous note writer faded after I parked and actually walked to class, free from my horrendous crutches. But I’d forgotten to tell Sam the good news and she was waiting for me at the front of the school.
“When are your crutches?” she asked when she saw me.
“Sorry I didn’t tell you. I meant to text but . . .”
“Yeah, no call or text all weekend? What gives?” Sam put her hands on her hips and acted annoyed.
The guilt of neglecting my best friend hit me. All weekend, I’d spent my energy on myself and I’d not called or texted once like I promised I would.
“Sorry. I forgot. I did get your text though. Thanks.”
Sam let out a sigh. “I was worried. I thought you fell into a deep depression.”
“No,” I said and rolled my eyes at her exaggeration. “But I did make up my mind to move on. I’m done with him, Sam. It’s over.”
I tried to sound convincing.
“That’s good to hear. Well, it’s not like I could talk anyway. I was at Aunt Patrilda’s all weekend for a family reunion. They don’t have cell service where she lives. I felt completely cut off from society.”
We hurried to our lockers as Sam filled me in on her boring weekend with her cousins. I had to tell her about my pedicure experience. She couldn’t believe I’d let fish peck away at my feet. I wanted to mention the weird apology note, but I didn’t have enough time before she rushed off to change for P.E. class.
Just before I turned to walk towards the gym, I noticed someone’s ardent desires and reluctantly turned around. My gaze fell on Justin, a geeky Sophomore with greasy brown hair that rimmed the top of his glasses.
“Hi,” Justin said with a stutter.
Just my luck.
I sighed on the inside. It was obvious where this awkward conversation was headed. Maybe if puberty had been kinder to his pockmarked face, or he was a little taller, I might possibly say yes to going to the dance if he asked, but his feelings left me feeling rather violated.
“Hey,” I said with a straight face while shutting my locker door.
“I, um—”
A group of Junior cheerleaders walked by and giggled, whispering to each other. I sensed their insecurity, something I felt daily—more so from the popular kids than anyone. Their cruel teasing was only a cover-up of the real truth of how they viewed themselves deep inside.
“Justin.” I cringed inside, but tried my hardest to protect his ego. “I’m late for class. What do you need?”
His cheeks flushed and fear hit 7.0 on the Richter scale.
“Oh, nothing.”
He took off down the hall.
Relieved, I shook Justin’s feelings off and walked to class, sitting alone on the bleachers as my classmates filed in one by one. Coach Hoffman split them up into teams to play volleyball. My doctor’s note was good until the end of the week and I planned to milk every day of it. And lucky for me, since the fields were drenched from the rain, the guys were playing basketball indoors. I shimmied down the bench inconspicuously, hoping Coach Hoffman wouldn’t catch me, so I could watch the boys play. 
My eyes were drawn towards the new guy with sandy blonde hair who just started school a few days ago—someone more my type. I wondered why I hadn’t noticed his surfer physique with broad shoulders and a strong upper body before today. He also had impressive basketball skills. 
His charisma was evident in his camaraderie between the other players. But the real test would be if he was as nice on the inside as he appeared on the outside; that was if we ever met.
The distraction of watching the guys worked and before I realized it, the bell rang. I took off, hoping to find a warmer classroom in History. Being the first student to arrive, I tried to act busy until Sam came and sat next to me. Mr. Marshall was writing dates on the blackboard, preparing to review for our test tomorrow. Since I’d been daydreaming in class all week, I’d not taken any notes and stared at the unfamiliar topics on the board. I thought my life was over, until I read Open Note Test at the bottom. With relief and after my fingers defrosted, I asked to borrow Sam’s notes. 
“You going to the bonfire tonight?” she whispered.
“Bonfire? I hadn’t heard about it.”
“Some of the Seniors on the football team are getting together and Todd invited me to go,” she said, filled with anxiety and excitement.
“Oh . . . I don’t know,” I said with apprehension, imagining the overly amorous environment. “I . . . have a lot of homework to do.” 
Her sudden disappointment and fear told me she wasn’t asking me to go, she needed me to go.
“Really? Can you work on it after school?” 
Her doe-like eyes were more than I could bear.
“Okay. I’ll try,” I said, feeling the atmosphere change in the classroom.
Mr. Marshall had stopped lecturing and the silence was deafening. I looked up and met the source of the invisible loathing I sensed. My cheeks grew flushed and I quickly looked down and acted like I was writing, praying the silence would stop. I was relieved when he started lecturing again.
Going to a senior bonfire sounded very intimidating to me. I’d never been invited to one by that crowd before. In the past, I figured I was overlooked because I wasn’t a cheerleader, rich, or good looking enough. But that was fine with me. Tonight though, I would be totally out of my element, especially if Sam left me to be alone with Todd. The more I thought about it, the more I regretted that I said I would go.
English and Chemistry were a blur and before I knew it, it was time for lunch. My appetite came back and something in the cafeteria smelled appetizing today. I scanned the room to find Sam when I noticed the new guy standing at the end of the line. My heart quickened at the thought of actually trying to start a conversation with him. 
I mustered up courage and walked quickly to stand behind him before a chatty group of freshmen got there first.
“Hi,” I said with a little smile.
He turned, flashing baby blue eyes at me and my heart did flip flops. 
“Hi,” he said, smiling back. 
I noticed his perfectly straight and incredibly white teeth. Close up, he was way cuter than from a distance on the basketball court. His darling dimples, coupled with his admiration of me, made my mouth feel like it was full of cotton balls.
“Are you new here?” I asked with a squeak and then felt stupid for asking such a dumb question.
“Yeah, I’m Phil.” He extended his hand to shake mine. When we touched, his free-spirited happy aura infused me deeper and calmed my nervousness. 
“Nice to meet you,” he said.
“I’m Julia . . . Julia Parker,” I gushed. “Did you . . . just move here?”
“Yeah, from Los Angeles.”
“Really? I’m from Los Angeles too. What part?”
“I’m from the Valley, but my Dad got transferred, so we had to move.” His distress amplified. He must miss home. “Is the pizza any good?” 
I was concentrating on his feelings and missed the question.
“Pizza?” I fumbled. “Oh, it’s okay, I guess.”
He grabbed a slice and winked. “I’ll know soon enough.”
I followed suit. I wanted to take a slice of chocolate cake, but decided I should grab a banana instead. 
“We used to live in the Valley too. Well, when I was a kid. We moved to be closer to family. My Dad’s a computer consultant,” I said, feeling comfortable to share. “I’m not sure what that means, but he’s gone a lot. What does your dad do?”
“My dad is an engineer. He builds computer chips. Wasn’t too bad moving here. At least I’m still close to the beach, but this school needs to loosen up.”
With his free hand, Phil leaned into me and put his arm around my shoulder. 
“Take that guy over there,” he whispered in my ear. “He’s trying to score, but he’s doing it all wrong and she’s not buying it.”
Brad, a sophomore, was a bit too loud and his laughter a little too forced, while talking to a pretty freshman I knew he liked.
“If he’d just loosen up, talk to her like he talks to his buddies, she’ll eat it up. Trust me.”
I smiled and nodded my head amazed at how at home I felt under Phil’s arm. I found I didn’t want him to move it away. I was disappointed when we got to the cash register and he let me go to get his wallet.
“I’m getting hers and mine,” he told the lady.
I blushed. I’d never had a guy buy my lunch before.
“Thank you.”
“No problem. It was really nice to meet you,” he said and he turned and walked in the other direction. “I’ll catch you around.”
I just stood there and watched him go sit with the guys he was hanging out with in P.E. class.
“He’s cute, who is he?” Katie asked as I walked up to our table at the other end of the cafeteria. 
“Phil. He just moved here,” I said, a little stunned, trying to make heads or tails of what just happened.
“What, no more . . . what’s his name?” Katie snapped her fingers repetitively. “Nicholas?” 
I shot her a glare. She was the queen of being fickle when it came to boys. How dare she question me when I was just being friendly? 
“I just said ‘hi’. It doesn’t mean anything.”
“It looked a little bit more than that. It looked like he bought your lunch.”
“A . . . loan. I’m paying him back,” I stammered. 
I finally understood why Sam kept her feelings for Todd a secret. Nothing got past Katie. Like a shark, she smelled blood and was in for all the gory details. 
“Hmm . . . I wonder if Phil’s got a date to homecoming,” she said and glanced in his direction.
Two senior cheerleaders hovered over him flirting and it surprised me that I felt jealous.
“You have a date, why do you care?” I snapped, feeling stupid I even took the time to talk to him.
“Not for me, for you. I figured since you stopped talking about Nicholas, things didn’t work out. But it looks like you’ve got some competition now.”
I stopped staring at Phil and looked down at my pizza, which was cold. Somewhere, my appetite changed and my free lunch mocked me.
“Whatever. I just met him,” I said, wanting to be anywhere but there listening to the laughter coming from the other end of the room.
“So who’s going to the bonfire?” Katie asked the group.
“Me,” said Sam with a gleam in her eye.
“Really?” Katie said, somewhat surprised. “That’s cool with Todd?”
“Yep.”
“How about you, Cam?” 
“That’s funny, Katie. I wasn’t invited by the ‘in’ crowd,” he said while using his fingers to make quotation marks in the air. “I’m not a jock, remember?”
“Don’t be silly, Cam. You don’t have to be a football player to go,” she said.
“It helps,” he muttered under his breath.
“You know what, Sam? I really can’t go either,” I said quickly, hoping Katie could be my substitute so I didn’t have to endure anymore awkward moments.
“What?” Sam said hurt. “Why not?”
“I have so much homework to do. You’ll be there with Todd and Katie.”
“No, Julia, you have to come. It’ll be fun. It’s not just the popular people going,” she said, begging. “Please?”
I wanted to believe her, but I knew better. I felt the return of her fear. This would be a big step to be there alone with Todd, almost like a date. 
“Okay . . . I’ll go,” I finally said. 
She had no idea her feelings had twisted my arm. I could endure a little bit of humiliation so she could spend some time with Todd. If love was being gracious to her, I couldn’t be cruel—even if it happened to be tormenting me. 
“Cool,” she said, sitting back with a relieved smile. 
I smiled back and over her shoulder, I caught Phil looking in my direction. He flashed his pearly whites back and winked. I instantly looked away, hoping Katie didn’t catch the exchange, my heart quivering in my chest. 



9 - CHANGES
I arrived at the beach right at dusk and instantly regretted my decision to come. There was a huge bonfire as promised, along with an overly amorous group of popular kids from my school—which I totally expected. My first instinct was to leave, but my obligation to Sam kept my feet firmly planted in the sand. Where was she anyway? 
I ducked to avoid a flying football and wove my way around couples making out on scattered blankets, towards a vacant log close to the fire. I sat down, thankful not to be noticed, but still feeling awkwardly alone. The heat from the blaze felt good and helped me warm up from the wind’s chill. I kept my gaze glued to the flames and blocked out the lovey-dovey feelings around me. Sam had only a few minutes more to show up before I high-tailed it home.
“Julia, you made it,” Sam said out of breath, dragging Todd by the hand behind her. 
“Hey.” 
“Great bonfire, huh?” she said.
I took a deep breath and faked a smile. “Yeah . . . Just great.” 
She sat down next to me. Todd stood, until she pulled his hand to have him sit too. She tried to make small talk that included all of us, but their invisible longing and anxiousness made me feel like a third wheel. Maybe it would work to my advantage. After a few minutes I couldn’t handle it anymore and insisted they take a walk on the beach so I could take off. Sam tried to hold back, but with Todd’s encouragement she caved. 
“Please don’t leave,” Sam whispered in my ear.
“Okay,” I said and kept a smile until Sam turned. 
Darn it!
Alone again, I needed a new game plan. I couldn’t take the romantic atmosphere any longer. Distancing myself from the crowd was the only way I would find solace. With my blanket in hand, I walked along the beach until I found a spot far enough away from the crowd to provide relief, but still within view in case Sam needed me. 
The wind had died down leaving the surf glassy and quiet except for when the waves would break, crashing perfectly from right to left. I sat at the surf’s edge as it eroded the sand into a miniature cliff with each pass, making a protective barrier, keeping me dry. 
The full moon shone down onto the waves, illuminating the white crests of foam as the water peaked and then splashed over. Something peculiar was happening though. After each wave, the water radiated a strange pale green color as it washed up and lapped the beach. I’d heard of a red tide before, but not one that turned the water green. The waves entranced me and I watched intently, hoping to figure it out.
“Pretty cool, huh?” a familiar voice said. 
I looked up.
“Phil?” My stomach flip-flopped for the second time that day.
“This seat taken?” he asked, pointing at the spot next to me.
“No, please . . . sit down,” I scooted over and gave him a corner to sit on. “I didn’t know you were coming tonight.” 
“Well, I thought it might be a way to get to know some people, but everyone is here with their girlfriend. So . . .” I felt his longing. “It’s really making me miss mine at home.”
“You have a girlfriend?” I tried to keep my voice even. 
The disappointment hit me a little harder than expected.
“Yeah,” he sighed. “It’s okay though. I only have to endure being apart for a few months. We’re going to the same college next year so we’ll be together soon. It’s really been lame having to change schools my senior year and come here. I had to leave all my friends . . . my girlfriend . . . everything.” 
“I didn’t know. Sorry.”
“No biggie. What about you? Where’s your boyfriend?”
I almost busted out in laughter, but his seriousness quickly sobered me up. His question was truly genuine. 
“I . . . don’t have one,” I finally said. 
The admission was slightly embarrassing. His laughter startled me.
“You don’t? Really?”
I laughed back nervously. Like I had any control over the matter. How was he to know boys avoided me like the plague at school? I dug my toes in the sand and wriggled them around to help alleviate my anxiousness. 
“I don’t know. I don’t think anyone likes me,” I said quietly.
“Don’t be silly. I’d like you if I didn’t have a girlfriend.”
His candor took me off guard and my cheeks flushed in response. I instinctively reached up and tried to hide them. From the corner of my eye, I could see him smiling at me. 
“Honestly, I think I scare guys away,” I said, surprised at my new found realization.
“What makes you think that?”
His tender concern enveloped me like a ray of sunshine. Since the threat of trying to make a good impression evaporated once I found out he had a girlfriend, I couldn’t stop the words from falling out of my mouth.
“You’re going to think this is corny.” 
“Try me.” 
Before I knew it, I’d proceeded to tell him the whole story about running out of gas, traipsing through the forest without a flashlight and then tripping and falling off the ledge catching a branch on my way down the cliff. I told him everything, even about the mountain lion.
“That’s literally insane,” he said astounded. “Did he actually kill it? That’s a felony offense I think.”
“Well, I’m not really sure. He said he was a hunter.” I started to panic. I didn’t know Phil very well. What if he told someone? “Please don’t say anything, okay? I don’t want him to get in trouble. He did save my life.” 
“Of course,” he said truthfully. “I mean, if I was in the same situation, I’d probably do the same. What did he kill it with?”
“Um . . .” I couldn’t believe I didn’t know this or think this part through. I never asked Nicholas if he used a weapon or not. “I don’t know.”
Phil laughed. “I think he was showing off and just scared it away.”
I remembered the hissing and snarling and the endless waiting before Nicholas came to my aid. I knew for a fact he fought something and very valiantly. 
“Even still, he carried me the whole way home because I hurt my ankle and then promised to come back and check up on me. But he hasn’t. That was a week ago,” I said with a sigh.
“Maybe he’s in jail.”
I jabbed Phil in the ribs. “Very funny.”
He laughed. “He could be.”
“Well, I know he’s not,” I shook my head. “I ran into him later and he didn’t want to talk to me.”
“The guy sounds bipolar.” Phil said flippantly.
“He does, doesn’t he?” I forced a chuckle to cover my hurt. My family had been more considerate of my feelings when talking about Nicholas’ behavior, unlike Phil. 
“Sorry, Parker. Guys can be idiots.” Hearing him call me by my last name was endearing but his apology for the whole male species didn’t really help me feel better. “And if I knew him, I’d tell him so. But don’t worry. I’ll find someone worthy of you. I think I know your type.”
Again, I blushed. “Well, that’s really not necessary.”
“What? You don’t have faith in me? I’ve hooked up a couple of my buddies with great girls.”
I laughed nervously. This was starting to scare the tar out of me, because plain and simple, I wasn’t normal and being someone’s pet project made me feel more like a freak. 
“For now, I think I’ll pass. Thanks.”
We sat in silence. Phil’s carefree spirit let me know his feelings weren’t hurt after I declined his matchmaking services. I marveled at how different he was from other boys and yet so similar to Nicholas—both very self-assured and confident. But why did Nicholas have to be such a jerk and Phil taken? Was I doomed to forever meet incredible yet unavailable guys? Was my gift really a curse when it came to love? 
“You know why the waves glow like that?” Phil said, breaking my spiraling thoughts. “It’s actually plankton. The waves break their bodies apart and they glow because of it. I’ve only seen it one other time before. It’s pretty rare.”
As we watched, I wondered if the plankton died when they were broken. It seemed really sad they were sacrificed to produce such a beautiful phenomenon. 
“Thanks,” he said out of the blue.
“For?”
“For letting me hang with you. I was really bummed a minute ago.”
He reached over and hugged my shoulder and kept his arm around me. I melted into his side, leaned against his body and allowed his concern for me heal my wounds. I ignored my secret hope that something more than friendship could be blossoming between us. 
“I can’t wait to surf these waves. Look at how they’re breaking. If they were a little bit bigger, I’d be out there with my board and wetsuit right now.”
I chuckled. “I’d be scared to surf at night.” 
“Why?”
“Haven’t you seen Jaws?”
“You can’t think about that, only the thrill of the ride. I’m willing to take my chances.”
I imagined a shark watching my legs dangle under the deep dark water and shivered. Phil responded by pulling me tighter to him. He made me feel safe and I found myself relaxing and leaning into the comfortable curve of his shoulder. I could’ve stayed that way all night, but reality intruded. The hair on my arms prickled as a feeling of ravenous primal hunger overwhelmed me. My stomach tightened and my heart began to pound. I had sensed the same feelings before; first in the forest followed by the time at the theater. Since then, they’ve consumed my nightmares. Panicked, I raised my head from Phil’s shoulder just enough to peer down the beach trying to determine the source of these horrifying feelings. 
Two groups of people were squaring off on the beach—our football players against some guys with Soquel High letterman jackets on. They’d probably walked up to talk smack about the upcoming homecoming game. It appeared to only be harmless antics full of testosterone driven angst, nothing more. 
Until I spotted them. 
On the fringe, three familiar faces watched the interaction; the weird, spooky group from the theater. The dark haired boy shot a look at me that sent chills up my spine. I hid behind Phil’s shadow to shield my face from his view.
“You know them?” he said, as he realized I was using his body as a buffer.
“Not personally, but they aren’t people I want to get to know.” After I said it, I realized Phil wouldn’t understand who I was referring to, or why they petrified me, so I changed the direction of my statement. “I think they are from Soquel High.”
“Why do guys always have to mark their territory?” he said shaking his head. “I mean really, it’s so juvenile.”
Normally, I would have laughed, but I was terribly frightened. Every impulse in my body called for me to run and hide. 
“I think we should go,” I whispered.
Phil ignored my pleas and stood up.
“I want to see what’s going on,” he said, taking a step towards the feud.
“No,” I grabbed onto his pant leg. “Don’t.” 
“Why?”
“I’m not getting a good vibe. Trust me,” I said. “Something very bad is going to happen.”
“Back off,” someone yelled.
I stood up behind Phil and held his arm firmly. He tried to free himself from my grip but I held tighter. 
“Hey man, we don’t want any trouble here,” said Jake Callahan, our star quarterback.
“Then get off our beach!” another yelled from the opposite side.
“It’s a public beach. We have every right to be here as you do!” Ali Johansson said.
A tall lanky boy in a dark colored hoody called her a derogatory name and Ali’s boyfriend lunged at him. A few guys held him back.
“That wasn’t cool man,” I heard Tyler Kennedy say.
Phil looked at me, removed my hand and whispered “It’s okay.” Before I could object, he walked away from me confidently towards the crowd.
I stood and trembled in the distance.
“Hey, let’s not cause any trouble,” Phil said in a commanding voice. “You guys can settle this on the field on Friday.” I felt the calming magic of his tone temporarily soothe the crowd a bit, until a red and blue flash came from the top of the hill.
Police.
Someone yelled “cops” and the rivals scattered. Two officers came down the hillside to the beach and I watched Phil walk over to meet them. 
Sam ran over to me, grabbed my hand and pulled me over to the group. I had a hard time remaining calm with overwhelming sea of testosterone filled anger washing over me. I overheard someone say they called 911 to report the potential fight and that the cops happened to be patrolling in the area.
“That was lucky,” Sam said, relieved.
“Yeah,” I forced out, feeling suffocated by the hysteria.
I spotted Katie and she ran over to greet us.
“Hey,” Katie said out of breath, completely elated. “Fun night, huh?”
I shook my head. Only Katie would find danger exciting. 
“Time for everyone to go home. There’s a curfew in effect.” A masculine voice boomed out of a loudspeaker from the top of the cliff followed by a large spotlight that flashed right into the crowd of kids. I squinted and held my hand up to block the glare.
“Curfew?” I asked. “Since when?”
“Since the serial murders’,” Todd said in a condescending tone. “Where have you been?”
My cheeks flushed and I looked away. I must have been too absorbed in my own world to notice. What was happening to our safe town?
I scanned the disbursing crowd to see where Phil went, hoping he’d come back and join me, but he was nowhere to be seen.
“I came back and looked for you earlier. Where did you go?” Sam asked, drawing me back into the conversation.
“I was watching the waves,” I said, pointing to the surf’s edge, hoping to see Phil’s sandy blond head.
“Alone? I didn’t see you.” 
“No, Phil was with me. Have you seen him by chance?”
Sam’s eyes grew big and I knew she suspected something more than what really happened, but now wasn’t the time to go into details. I hadn’t been able to shake the foreboding feeling that set in earlier and I just wanted all my friends to go home where it was safe, especially Phil. Where did he go? I couldn’t believe he’d leave without saying goodbye. I thought our talk meant more than that. 
“I didn’t even know he was here,” Sam said with a sing-song in her voice.
The cops started combing the beach and forcing people to leave. I didn’t want them to come over and hassle us, but then I didn’t want to walk back alone either.
“Can you guys walk me to my car?” I asked Sam and Todd, frustrated Phil had disappeared on me. 
I gathered my things and we trudged up the hill to my car. I weakly smiled to the officer directing the kids off the beach. He didn’t seem amused, so I kept my head down and we silently paraded past until we reached my car, which was parked further down the road, close to a small thicket by the lagoon.
“I’ll see you tomorrow, okay?” I said as I gave Sam a hug.
Behind her, Todd began to grow impatient. 
“Yeah,” she said super softly. “Thanks for staying around.”
“No problem.”
I slid into the driver’s seat and watched them walk away holding hands and sighed, trying not to be jealous. Was it really too much to want an uncomplicated relationship with someone I could trust, too? Why was that such an impossible thing? I turned the key in the ignition and my car roared to life. I was about to pull out onto the highway when I felt a sensation of pain coming from nearby. 
I looked out the car windows, but I didn’t see anyone. The pain intensified, so I opened my door and got out. I waited a second to see what direction the feelings were coming from, when I heard a moan behind the bushes. 
My knees almost buckled when I discovered the identity of the bruised and disheveled body hidden behind the shrubs. 
“Phil,” I whispered as I knelt down and gently nudged him. His skin was cold and gray and his clothing torn. He had scratches, cuts and rows of crescent-shaped puncture marks on his neck and shoulder. And no matter how much I tried to wake him, he didn’t respond. 
Oh, Phil, please be okay. 
For a second, I didn’t know what to do. I looked around for help, but no one was around. He needed to get to the hospital quick. I bent over and listened for a heart beat. When I heard his breath, slow and shallow, I was relieved. I tried my hardest to pick him up, but the dead weight of his body made it difficult to lift him. The only alternative was to wrap my arms around his torso and drag him to my car.
He moaned softly again.
“It’s okay, Phil. I’m going to take you to the hospital.”
I laid him across the backseat and then covered him with my beach blanket. He started to shiver, taking in short, raspy breaths.
“Hang on, Phil.”
I jumped in the front seat and drove like a maniac toward the hospital, checking my rearview mirror frequently to make sure he was still breathing. 
“We are almost there, Phil, hang on,” I kept telling him.
I rounded the corner and flew into the hospital parking lot and raced towards the emergency room entrance.
“Help me!” I yelled, as I flung open my door and sprinted around to open the back door, showing my injured passenger. A guy in scrubs ran to the car, took Phil’s vitals and then another came with a stretcher. Soon a group of hospital staff surrounded my car, separating me from Phil.
“What happened?” a blonde woman with horn-rimmed glasses and pink scrubs asked me.
“I don’t know,” I said as they lifted him out of the car and placed him on the stretcher. “I just found him lying in the bushes like this.”
“He’s lost a lot of blood,” I heard another say. “Looks like it’s an animal attack.”
“Take him to room four.” 
“What is your friend’s name sweetie?” The blonde woman asked, stepping in front of me, blocking my view.
“Phil,” I said, frantically looking over her shoulder, watching them wheel him through the double doors. I made a move to follow, but the woman stopped me.
“And what is your name, hun?”
“I’m Julia. Julia Parker.”
“Okay, Julia, we’ll take care of your friend, but you’ll need to wait in the waiting room until he’s stable,” she said, putting her hand on my shoulder. Her words were sincere, but on the inside, she didn’t care. She was the gatekeeper and it was her job to keep me away from the patient until they finished doing their job.
“What? I want to be with my friend.” 
Her eyes were sympathetic, but it was all a façade. Really, she was annoyed, but not as annoyed as the security guard who was marching towards us. 
“You can’t leave your car there,” he grunted, a little bit louder than necessary.
I looked at the nurse and ignored the guard, hoping she’d not really make me wait in the waiting room with all the untreated patients. 
“Please. Don’t make me wait in there. I want to be with Phil. He has no one to support him,” I begged. 
“I’ll come get you as soon as he can have visitors,” she said while giving my hand two nice pats. Nothing was going to break this ice queen. I clamped my mouth shut, wanting to say a few choice words but instead watched helplessly as she left me standing outside the double doors. I had to figure out another way to get inside and fast.
“Ma’am, you need to move your car,” the security guard snapped, his cigarette and stale coffee breath blew in my face.
“I heard you!” I snipped and spun around. “Gosh!”
I glared at him when I drove past, but he stood at attention with his smug smile.
Even before crossing the threshold of the emergency waiting room, I could feel the putrescent stench of misery inside. The electric doors opened and shut as I waffled whether or not to go in. On the other side was agonizing suffering but I had no choice. For Phil’s sake, I had to endure it. 
I held my breath before plunging myself into the air conditioned room and clutched my stomach for fear I’d get sick right in front of everyone. The arrangement was different than my local hospital. There was no desk inside, just a sign with a clipboard and instructions to fill out the form and put it in the slot on the door marked Triage which didn’t apply to me. 
There was a different security guard standing in the corner by the only set of double doors leading out of the waiting room. I walked towards them and hoped maybe there was someone inside that could help me.
“Can I help you Miss?” the guard said and stepped in front of me, blocking my path.
“Oh . . . my friend is in there. I need to go see him.”
“Do you have a pass?” he grunted.
“No, but . . .”
“You can’t come in here without a pass. You’ll need to wait over there and I’ll get a staff person to assist you.” He pointed behind me. When I didn’t move, he became irritated. “Please, ma’am. Wait over there.”
I looked where he was pointing. There were already a few anxious faces waiting in a row of well-worn chairs. 
“You don’t understand—” I started to say.
“You need to wait over there, or you’ll have to be escorted out,” he said pointing more firmly. 
I scowled, knowing I couldn’t win this showdown. He controlled the door to this ludicrous facility and could keep me from going inside if he really wanted. With a huff, I obeyed and walked over to the wall close to the chairs. I might have moved, but I wasn’t going to sit where he told me to. 
I stood for five incredibly long minutes, but no one came through the doors. The guard stood straight-faced, telling the same thing to anyone who tried to come through the doors after me. 
I was beginning to think I would have to torturously wait there forever, when the doors finally opened and a nurse entered the room. She was ambushed by a group of people all explaining their situations at once. She silenced them and then motioned to someone who sat patiently in the chairs I was supposed to be sitting in and took them into the back. The others began to complain loudly, but the guard silenced them.
I started to pace. The feelings in the room were putting me on edge and I needed to focus to keep from freaking out. 
I am here for Phil.
I am here for Phil.
I wanted to go outside and escape the slow painful suffocation, but was afraid I’d miss the heartless nurse in the pink scrubs who promised to get me. I looked around to find the source of all the discomfort I felt. 
I noticed a little boy, no older than seven in a wheel chair, with his leg propped straight out and his side badly scratched. I felt the pain throbbing in his leg and was relieved to see them take him into the back room. It didn’t seem fair to have him endure that kind of pain for long. A woman in her mid-forties looked like she’d cut her hand, another feverish and nauseous, an ear ache, a sore throat. I moved closer to the disheveled bruised drunk who nursed a swollen wrist. At least his inebriated state numbed me a little.
But overall, I couldn’t keep straight who was feeling what and closed my eyes to block out the agony.
“Julia?” 
I opened and locked eyes with the nurse in pink scrubs. 
Hallelujah!
“Yes?” I ran over to her.
“Come with me.” 
I followed her through the doors, tempted to stick my tongue out at the security guard as we passed, but I felt his disdain. He really hated his job.
“How is he?” I asked.
“He’s stable now. We needed to transfuse him. He’d lost a lot of blood.”
I tried my hardest to listen to what she was saying, trying to keep a straight face as I felt new and awful ailments accompanied by hopelessness and despair. It seemed to get worse the further we walked down the sterile hall of the hospital.
“Is he awake?” I asked, attempting to keep my focus on the problem at hand.
“He’s awake, but not very coherent. We can’t get him to tell us what happened or where his family is. Do you know who we could contact?”
“I don’t know his parents.”
“Okay. We have his information from his wallet, so I’m sure we’ll be able to find someone soon.”
She led me to his room and opened the door. Phil sat up in bed, bandaged now, with his eyes open, but his head was turned towards the window overlooking the dimly illuminated parking lot. He had an IV in his arm and a monitor recording his erratic heartbeat. He still looked gray. The nurse left us alone.
“Phil?” I said quietly
He didn’t turn.
“Phil? You okay?” I walked around to the other side of his bed hoping his hearing wasn’t affected too.
His eyes were empty as he looked beyond me out into the night. Inside I mentally reached out to see what he was feeling and felt nothing. He was completely numb to me.
Then he blinked and looked directly into my eyes. The happy Phil I’d met earlier was gone, replaced by this empty shell. I looked closely at his blue eyes. They weren’t so blue anymore. Dark fluid was swirling around his irises. I fought back a gasp.
“Phil, what’s happening?” I said and grabbed his hand, leaning in for a closer look. 
At my touch he pulled his hand away. 
“I’m fine. What are you doing here?” he said, with a bitter tone.
“I brought you here, don’t you remember?” 
He glanced down and glared at the IV taped to his hand then back at me. He blinked slowly and shot me a deadly look. I started to feel his hostility.
“What happened?” I said softly, as I backed away, trying not to irritate him further.
“Nothing happened, and you should mind your own business. Did they send you in here to interrogate me?” he barked.
“No.” 
“I really just want to be left alone,” he said, while loosening the tape on his hand.
“Okay, I can go. But can I call your parents and let them know you’re here?”
“No. Just go. GO!” 
Suddenly feeling afraid for my life, I stepped back, tripped over the chair leg and stumbled out of the room. Something was seriously wrong and I sensed he was on the verge of freaking out. I looked for the nurse to warn her, but she wasn’t anywhere to be found.
In the room, the heart machine started beeping loudly. A staff person got up to investigate, but Phil, now dressed, stood in the doorway of his room. He pushed past me, not acknowledging my presence and ran down the hallway away from us.
“Sir. SIR!” the male nurse called after him. 
Phil ignored him too.
Instinctively, I ran after Phil, but he disappeared in a blur. Once I reached the doors to exit the hospital, he was nowhere to be seen. 
It was as if he had vanished into thin air.



10 - DRAMA
All I wanted to do was escape school and be alone. And if stubborn Mrs. Hinney, the school secretary, would’ve given me Phil’s address, I would’ve ditched. 
Instead, she gave me a lecture on student privacy and how she’d be breaking the law if she gave out student information without parental permission, blah, blah, blah. So, I returned to first period P.E. class, sat on the bleachers and watched the boys’ locker room door, waiting for Phil to emerge. 
With my jacket’s hood pulled over my head, elbows on my knees and my chin resting in my hands, I suddenly started feeling very sleepy. After finally falling asleep last night, I ended up reliving the same horrible nightmares again and woke at 2:20 a.m. unable to go back to sleep. Last night’s dream was particularly disturbing and involved me running from fanged creatures at the beach. I forced myself awake when one looked similar to Phil.
The locker room door flew open. I held my breath. False alarm. It was only Jordan. Where was Phil?
Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Sam staring at me with a frown. I’d been so wrapped up in waiting for Phil I didn’t notice the girls’ volleyball game. She took advantage of the moment when her team switched sides and ran over to talk to me. 
“You okay?” she said, out of breath.
“No, actually. Something happened after you left last night,” I said quietly. “With Phil.”
“Phil?”
A smile spread on her face. I could tell she got the wrong impression again. 
“No, it’s not like that. Something bad,” I quickly said.
“Oh?”
“Come on Sam, let’s go,” Coach called out. “You can socialize after class.”
“I have to go play,” she said and made a face out of view of our teacher and moved to rejoin her team. 
The class period droned on. Sam periodically exchanged worried glances with me and I knew the wait was killing her too. After the bell rang, I paced by the locker room door. Sam was the first to exit.
“So?” she asked half-worried, half-excited. “Tell me.”
I took a deep breath and caught her up to speed.
“He ran off?” she asked in astonishment. 
“I was hoping he’d come to school today, but he’s not here.” 
“Oh. My. Gosh.” Sam paled. “Where did he go?”
“That’s just it. I don’t know. But something is wrong with him. He seriously acted almost possessed.” 
An image of Phil’s face flashed through my mind. The animalistic fire in his eyes still frightened me and it reminded me of my nightmare. 
Sam stood there, mouth open but speechless. I wanted to continue, but the second bell rang and we were now late for History.
Quickly we rushed through the door and took our seats. A messenger from the office spoke privately to Mr. Marshall and prevented him from noticing we were tardy. I took advantage of the moment and I opened my notebook to write Sam a note. 
“Julia,” Mr. Marshall said abruptly.
I froze.
“Yes?” I said, my cheeks changing from pink to crimson. 
I slowly shut my notebook and tried to look inconspicuous.
“You need to collect your things and go to the principal’s office.”
A low scolding murmur came from the other students.
“That’s enough,” he barked, dark eyes piercing over the top of his glasses.
The room grew quiet, but people still gawked at me. I glanced at Sam and she shrugged. So, I slid my books across my desk into my arm and tried to exit quietly. One of the books toppled off the stack and hit the floor with a loud thud. My cheeks flushed again. Some of the students giggled, but Mr. Marshall paid no attention and continued with his lecture. I graciously escaped.
My heart surged faster as I walked to the principal’s office. What did he want and why did he want to see me? No one knew about Phil yet, or did they? I rounded the corner and took a deep breath before approaching a frosty glass door with the name Principal Lyle Brewster in gold block lettering. I turned the door handle to let myself in. 
Inside, Candy Stewart, the principal’s raven-haired, bombshell secretary sat at her desk in the lobby. It had been quite a while since I’d been called to this room and noticed he’d remodeled, again. She smiled when she saw me arrive. 
“Hello, Julia,” she said sweetly through ruby red lips. “They’re waiting for you.”
They?
Candy stood up and moved around her desk, dressed in a tight, low-cut blouse and matching mini skirt. I found it ironic I was the one being called to the principal’s office for some sort of infraction when Candy’s outfit clearly violated the school’s dress code. I rolled my eyes and followed behind as her red high heels clicked against the tiled lobby floor. 
My uneasiness rose the further we walked down the hall as I sensed an increasing ocean of worry and despair. I no longer felt intimidated by her beauty, only concerned for what lay on the other side of the door. Part of me wanted to run in the other direction as I watched Candy reach for the door knob and turn.
I was surprised to find my Dad staring back at me, along with two other adults I didn’t know in the room. I turned in confusion towards Mr. Brewster sitting behind his large mahogany desk. 
“Come in, Julia,” Mr. Brewster said, motioning for me to sit in an empty seat next to my Father. 
“Dad?” I murmured, scared I was in huge trouble.
“It’s okay, Julia. Jim and Beverly D’Elia just have some questions for you,” he said and patted my knee after I sat down, but he radiated an air of confusion and worry as well.
I hadn’t met the D’Elia’s before. They looked like Hollywood celebrities, dressed impeccably and strikingly attractive with white blonde hair and blue eyes. Their features were strangely familiar, but they both looked haggard, like they hadn’t slept in a week.
I smiled weakly, hoping it would help the situation but their stony expressions didn’t change.
Mr. Brewster sat back in his chair, his face grim. He put his finger tips together to form the shape of a diamond. 
“Julia, as you may or may not know, Phil didn’t come home last night. The D’Elia’s received a call from Mercy General telling them that you brought Phil to the emergency room. When they arrived at the hospital, Phil was no longer there. The staff reported that they saw the two of you leaving the hospital together. Do you have any idea where he is?”
My eyes darted from Mr. Brewster to Phil’s parents now realizing why they’d looked so familiar. Phil bore a striking resemblance. But, then I saw the precarious situation I was in. They’d assumed I was somehow responsible for his disappearance. 
“Actually, we didn’t leave together at all. He got upset and took off. I tried following after him, but by the time I got outside the hospital, he was gone. I don’t know where he went,” I said meekly.
“What happened?” Mrs. D’Elia asked with concern in her voice and tears in her eyes. 
Mr. Brewster cleared his throat, possibly because he wanted to control the conversation. I couldn’t believe he’d be so insensitive to her feelings, so I ignored him and told her the story. 
After I finished, Mrs. D’Elia welled up and turned to be comforted by her husband. He draped his arm around her shoulders. I felt his overwhelming blame.
“Did anything else strange happen, maybe before you found Phil. Possibly during the bonfire?” Mr. Brewster asked.
I wondered if I should mention what happened at the beach. I didn’t trust Mr. Brewster. He seemed to have an air of concern for his students, but I knew differently. He was more concerned about how his school was going to portray him to the public eye and kept tight controls to make sure his students didn’t embarrass him. 
“No, nothing significant happened,” I said cautiously.
“Do you know of anyone who would want to cause Phil harm?” Mr. Brewster asked with distrust in his voice.
What a weird question. Everyone likes Phil. 
“The nurse said it might be an animal attack—“
“Just answer the questions please.”
I paused, waiting for my dad to stand up for me, but he remained silent. He was angry and I didn’t know why. I’m sure being dragged in here from an important business meeting, when his daughter didn’t tell him she was playing ambulance in the middle of the night, would be a lot to comprehend and forgive.
“No,” I finally said. 
“So, you did not see anyone physically harm Phil?”
“No, like I said, I found him in the—” 
“And you took him directly to the hospital? Alone?” Mr. Brewster fired back.
“Yes, but—”
“Did anyone see you put him in your car?”
I gritted my teeth. This line of questioning was getting ridiculous.
“No.”
“Did he tell you who hurt him?”
While he was unconscious? Or after he wanted to rip my head off.
I forced myself to act civilly, reminding myself that they were only concerned for Phil’s welfare, as I was.
“I don’t think anyone hurt him,” I said emphatically. “The nurse said—“
Mr. Brewster leaned forward in his chair and glared at me. “We know what the nurse said. A yes or no would suffice.”
“No,” I said with a sigh.
Mr. Brewster continued his volley of questions. “Did he ever mention before if his life was in danger to you?”
I suppressed a guffaw. 
“Uh, no?” I said with an intentional sarcastic tone.
“And you didn’t meet secretly somewhere after you left the hospital?”
I pursed my lips before answering. 
“We didn’t leave together and to answer your next question again, no, I don’t know where he is,” I said slowly enunciating each word.
Mr. Brewster’s eyes grew into slits while he remained visibly calm. If it were only the two of us in this meeting, I’m sure other words would have been exchanged. Even still, I felt backed into a corner.
“Well, then, if you were so concerned about Phil, why didn’t you tell anyone last night?”
The question hit me like a blow to the stomach and I suddenly felt anything I said would be used against me and wanted a lawyer. What could I say? That my Dad was unavailable and I thought he wouldn’t really care. Or that I didn’t know who to tell at midnight when Phil probably just went home. I barely knew him anyway. 
“I don’t know,” I said and looked down at my shoes.
Mr. Brewster let out a long sigh.
“Okay, then. If there isn’t anything else you want to tell us, then you can go back to class,” he said without hiding his animosity.
Anger burned inside me. Not only was I being accused wrongly of helping Phil run away, but no one thanked me for actually saving his life. I glanced at my dad. His overwhelming disappointment matched his “we-will-talk-more-about-this-later-young-lady” face and the D’Elias plain ignored me. I was the enemy in their eyes.
“Oh and I’d like you to keep this conversation private please,” Mr. Brewster slid in right before I left the room.
The words stung like lemon juice on a paper cut. I made a loud humph after I walked out. What happened between me and Phil was my business and I’d tell anyone I wanted.
Candy wasn’t at her desk when I exited the office and I was glad. My brave outer exterior started to crumble and I would be mortified if Mr. Brewster knew he’d made me cry. 
Tears fell silently down my cheeks as I ran down the hall, careful to avoid eye contact with curious onlookers. I had no intention of returning to class, but I needed somewhere to hide. I spotted the library.
Wiping away my tears, I ducked inside. The computers were located at the back wall in cubicles with desks. I slipped into the closest one, logged in and began typing into the Google search field. After a minute, I found the exact website I needed and clicked it. I scanned the page and then read through a list of symptoms.
Irritability
Excessive movements or agitation
Confusion
Hallucinations
Aggressiveness
Bizarre or abnormal thoughts
Muscle spasms
Abnormal postures
Seizures (convulsions)
Weakness or paralysis (when a person cannot move some part of the body)
Extreme sensitivity to bright lights, sounds, or touch
Increased production of saliva or tears
Difficulty speaking
I printed out the list, shoved it in my pocket and left the library after more students sat at the desks next to me, giving me weird looks. I realized I needed to be in a more secluded place. My emotions were difficult enough to control as it was and I didn’t want to have to deal with anyone else’s on top of it.
Careful to avoid being spotted, I snuck out to the parking lot and got into my car. What I really wanted to do was drive to the cliffs, but decided against it. With my luck, I’d get caught, and right now staying under the radar seemed imperative. Since I was already excused from History, skipping the rest of class seemed harmless. 
The hour flew by and I got lost sorting through the facts. It concerned me that Phil’s behavior closely resembled many of the symptoms from the list. The problem was I didn’t know him well enough to predict his next move. I hoped wherever he ended up, a sensible person would make him go back to the hospital. But deep in my heart, I knew whatever information Mr. Brewster and his parents were keeping from me was the key to finding him.
I watched students mill around the campus on their way to their next class and decided to stay in my car. My eyes were puffy and my mascara was a mess. The last thing I wanted was a bunch of nosey questions about why I was upset. 
I kicked myself for not being more assertive. I should’ve demanded that Mr. Brewster and the D’Elias tell me what they knew. But knowing Mr. Brewster, he had the whole thing planned and intended to make me look guilty. It must have fed his ego to prove he knew his students so well. But they were completely on the wrong trail.
My head hurt and all I wanted to do was lean back and close my eyes. Far away I could hear the waves crash and the fog horn blare as the cool salty breeze tickled my face. 
“Where have you been?” 
I jerked awake. Sam stood outside my car window with her hand on her hip and a frown on her face. 
“Haven’t you been getting my text messages? Have you been here all afternoon?”
I groggily looked over at the clock on the dash and realized I’d slept through all the rest of my classes. Sheepishly, I avoided her gaze, adjusted my reclined seat forward and rubbed my swollen eyes.
“Tell me what’s going on, Julia,” she demanded when I didn’t respond right away. “You didn’t come back to class. Then they announced that if anyone had any information about Phil’s whereabouts to let the principal know. I thought you were in big trouble or something.”
I opened the door and stepped outside.
“I kind of am in trouble,” I said.
“In trouble? Why?”
“Because I was an accomplice in his escape from the hospital and didn’t tell anyone,” I said with a hint of cynical disdain.
“What? No way.”
“They—” I said with air quotes “—seem to think that my silence is admission of my guilt, but whatever. They’ve got it totally wrong anyway. They think someone beat him up, but the nurse told me he was attacked by an animal.”
“What do you mean they? Who else was in the office?”
“Phil’s parents and my dad, but I couldn’t get a word in edgewise.”
“Oh, wow,” Sam said with concern. “So he didn’t go home after all.”
“No.” I looked down. “I couldn’t come back to class. After getting ganged up on in the meeting, I needed to get away and think. But, I didn’t mean to miss the rest of the day. I’m going to be so busted.”
“Oh,” she said, her anger melting away. “Sorry I yelled at you. I was worried when you didn’t come back, so I texted you.”
“I left my phone at home by accident,” I said, wondering how many other messages I had missed. 
“That would explain why I didn’t hear back from you.”
Sam was gracious to be so forgiving and I felt bad for worrying her. Her presence could’ve eased the blow while I processed all of this nonsense, but I didn’t need to drag her into the mire with me. 
“Sorry,” I quickly replied. “Please don’t tell anyone, or I could get in more trouble.”
“You mean I can’t tell Katie?” she said with a silly smirk. 
I frowned back playfully and shook my head. We both let out a laugh.
“Seriously though, don’t worry. They’ll find him,” she said with a reassuring smile.
If I could see the hope she exuded, I imagined it would look like sunlight radiating iridescently off of her skin. I wanted so badly to think so too, but there was no way to explain the change right before he vanished from the hospital. Phil’s terror and anger frightened me and deep down, I wasn’t sure if I actually trusted him anymore. 
“I hope so,” I said knowing it was an empty wish.
We hugged and Sam’s compassion flooded over me, putting a temporary Band-Aid over my tattered spirit. For a brief second I wondered if I should just have her come home with me, but I knew I was in deep trouble with my dad and needed to smooth over that situation first. Begrudgingly, I got back in my car.
“I’ll call you if I hear anything,” I said as I shut the car door.
And as I suspected, as soon as I drove away, Sam’s buffer vanished and all my grief flooded back in. 
When I got home, I threw my things on the floor, rushed into my Dad’s office and slammed the paper I printed out in the library on his desk.
“I know what’s wrong with Phil,” I said.
My Dad looked up from his computer screen and glowered over his glasses. I internally pushed past the annoyance I felt from him and answered his glare with determination. I had to get him to understand the truth.
“Rabies. That’s got to be it, he’s got rabies,” I blurted out. “Look at the list.”
His eyes glanced down at the paper and then back up to me.
“I could also say you’ve got a few things on this list as well.”
My mouth dropped open.
“What?” 
“Let’s see.” He dragged his finger down the list. “Irritability, yes. Confusion, yes. Irrational behavior, yes.”
I slumped down in the chair in front of his desk. “I’m serious Dad,” I said, watching my credibility crash down in flames.
“I’m serious too, Julia. Your behavior as of late has been very disappointing.”
“I can explain everything.”
“You’ve had enough time to explain; now you’ll listen. You didn’t go back to class like you were instructed today. You also went to a bonfire on a school night that you didn’t ask permission to attend. You didn’t even let your brother know you were going.”
“But—”
“No buts. I cannot trust you, or your judgment. First, you decided to take a shortcut in the woods and got seriously hurt. And now you’re narrowly missing gang fights. Do you not understand there’s a serious gang problem right now?”
“But—”
I stopped when Dad gave me the infamous ‘sleeper wave’ scowl—when he knit his brow together to form one ominous fold of skin that juts out over his eyes. His uni-brow resembled the scary silent wave the beach signs warned about. If it snuck up on you unaware, it would pull you out to sea. I was a goner.
“You’re grounded.”
My chest constricted, but I kept silent and waited, knowing from past experience if I didn’t let him finish, the punishment would get worse.
“No extra-curricular activities, no going out after dark without permission from me. I forbid you any contact with Phil. Period. And, if anything happens that’s remotely out of the ordinary, you will call and tell me. Understood?”
“Yes,” I said with my head hung low. This was much worse than I expected.
“Okay, then. You’re free to go.” 
I stood up and walked towards the door. I felt his anger dissipate just a bit. I sensed he knew he’d gotten through to me, so his love and concern could flow out instead.
“Sorry, Dad,” I said with a quiver in my throat.
“Come here, Julia,” he said with arms stretched wide. I ran into his chest and sobbed. “It’s going to be okay, honey.”
This was a typical response for him. Lots of yelling and threats and after he felt his point was made all became forgiven, though the punishment stayed intact.
“Dad, I’m so sorry . . . I didn’t know what to do . . . I had to take him to the hospital . . . I didn’t help him run away, I promise,” I said through tearful rasps. “I really think he has rabies.”
Dad gently let go and gave me a tissue to wipe my snotty nose.
“The bites were human,” he said gravely. “It’s a sick gang initiation and Phil is somehow involved.”
Human bites?
“Oh.”
“And if it doesn’t stop, I’m thinking of moving. I initially wanted to come here to get you away from madness like this in L.A. Now it’s infecting this city as well. I was looking to move to Oklahoma.”
“What?” I gasped. “No, not Oklahoma.”
The thought that I’d never see Nicholas again gripped my heart from nowhere. Deep down I must have still hoped we’d work things out, but didn’t know I’d suppressed the desire until this moment.
“I’m not done doing my research, but I’m going to find a place where I can feel safe leaving you and your brother while I travel. I should have done it when you were babies, maybe then . . .”
I held my breath. He was referring to Mom’s disappearance. Maybe he’d finally talk about it and break the silence. More than anything I wanted to know what really happened. 
“Mom’s disappearance wasn’t your fault, Dad.” 
He cleared his throat and turned to his computer monitor. I felt the familiar stone wall come back up; the one that hid all the feelings he’d stuffed down deep. Every time the subject was breeched, he shut down. I waited for years to feel his grief and felt nothing. 
For a long time I felt responsible and thought if I could only remember what happened, I could solve the case. But the memories stayed locked up tight in my subconscious without any hint of a key. And Dad’s response was to second guess every decision he made thereafter. We both couldn’t move on. 
“I have a lot to do, Julia,” he finally said.
“Okay,” I said as I left his office feeling rotten. I should have known better than to mention her. “Please, let’s not move to Oklahoma.”
“We’ll see.”



11 - ANSWERS
The next day, the school walls were covered in fliers with Phil’s description, offering a reward for information leading to his safe return. Ironically, it seemed everyone suddenly knew him personally and told first hand accounts of his last words and possible whereabouts. Some said he provoked the attack while others claimed the serial murderer left him for dead, but he escaped and ran for his life. One rumor even speculated police attacked him after the bonfire because he refused to leave peaceably and Phil ran for fear of arrest. But the general atmosphere, fuelled by greed, whetted the appetites of attention seekers, anxious to get a piece of the action. 
But the worst part of it was someone leaked that I was the last person to see him. So again, people I didn’t know were coming up to me asking me questions, but I declined to answer. The whole charade disgusted me and I refused to be a part of it. 
“What happened?” Katie asked quietly as we all sat at lunch.
“Why are you asking me?” I said, infuriated by her insensitivity. “Just ask anyone, I’m sure they’ll tell you the whole story.” 
I looked directly at Sam.
“Julia, I promise, I didn’t tell anyone anything.” 
I studied her feelings, thankful to find she told the truth and felt guilty for questioning her. 
“Sorry. I know you wouldn’t. It must have been Mr. Brewster. He probably said something when he interviewed other people.”
The thought made me furious. He was the one who said not to say anything.
“Well, where do you think Phil went?” Dena asked tactfully.
I scanned everyone’s eyes and studied their intent and found them loyal. Even Katie was concerned for once. 
“Whatever I say stays in this circle, agreed?”
Everyone shook their head and I took a few extra seconds to get full confirmation from Katie.
“I promise,” she said after feeling the weight of my stare.
“Okay,” I said, and everyone leaned in so no one outside of our circle could hear what we discussed.
“Honestly, we only talked at the bonfire for a little bit so I’m not really sure where he’d go. The only thing I know is that he’s got a girlfriend in L.A. and his parents made him move his senior year because his dad got a promotion. Maybe he’s upset after getting beat up and needed her support. I bet that’s where he went,” I whispered.
“It has to be those guys from Soquel High that roughed him up. They weren’t too happy when he tried to get them to leave. Maybe they figured he’d snitched on them to the police,” Katie said.
“But that doesn’t explain his behavior after.”
“After?” Cameron asked.
Angry at Mr. Brewster, I decided to tell them everything I knew since he seemed to be doing the same.
“I thought maybe he’d been bitten by a rabid animal, but my dad said his injuries were human bites,” I said.
Dena gasped. “That’s disgusting.”
“How does your dad know all about this?” Sam asked.
“From Mr. Brewster I think,” I said. 
Feelings of curiosity caused me to turn my head. As I suspected, behind me was a group of nosey freshmen girls that lingered a bit too close.
“Get lost from your sandbox?” Katie yelled at them across the table.
Embarrassed, they rushed away.
Katie leaned in again with a smug smile to finish. “Well, I heard that if they don’t figure out what’s going on, they might cancel the homecoming game tonight,” she said with one eyebrow raised.
“Really?” I said, feeling other onlookers’ snooping interest swirl behind me.
“Will they cancel the dance too?” Dena asked, concern in her voice.
“No, I think they are worried that if they hold the game, there will be a riot. The football players want to avenge what happened to Phil,” Katie said in hushed tones.
“Well, I’m grounded from everything right now, so I couldn’t go to the game if I wanted, but if any of our guys saw what they did to Phil, they’d be kicking the crap out of them right now. “
“I don’t understand how anyone could be so cruel,” Sam said. “He’s such a nice guy.”
I felt my stomach tighten when I remembered finding Phil half-dead behind the shrubs. 
“Can we change the subject? This is really starting to bother me.”
“I know this must be so hard for you,” Sam said, putting her hand on my shoulder.
“Did you hear about the reporters that tried to come on campus?” Katie announced, oblivious to my request.
I glared in her direction.
“No way,” Dena said.
“I guess the principal made them go away, but they tried to interview some students about what happened,” she continued, proud of her juicy little tidbit.
“This is getting totally out of hand,” I said, meaning both the drama and Katie’s continued interjections. 
At the same time the bell rang and I was the first to get up. Sitting in class, even Algebra would be better than rehashing all the ugly details.
But class wasn’t the escape I desired. People still gossiped behind my back and their overwhelming feelings of curiosity gnawed on me. I almost got up and left when the girls next to me wouldn’t stop gawking and whispering to each other. They finally stopped when I glared at them.
In Spanish though, Mrs. Valenzuela put her foot down and wouldn’t allow any extra talking unless it was in Spanish. It almost felt like a normal day until the announcement came that the homecoming game was postponed. The entire class went into a frenzy and blamed the administration for overreacting.
I was amazed they’d do something so drastic, but at this point, keeping drama to a minimum would be Mr. Brewster’s modus operandi. The game, though, was the least of my worries. My only tie to homecoming would be helping Sam get ready for the dance tomorrow night. 
When the bell finally rang, I ducked out before anyone could corner me. I wanted to be far away from the school drama, and the quicker the better.
Nobody was home when I arrived to change and get ready for work. I was earlier than I had expected, so I had a little bit of time to kill before heading out.
The setting sun left the sky a beautiful display of vibrant purple and pink hues so I grabbed a bowl of cereal to eat on the back porch and enjoyed the view. The quiet breeze played against the trees and the birds sang the day away. I closed my eyes and listened to the creek gurgle along.
All the weight of the events of the past week pressed heavily on my heart. I had no idea anyone’s life could be so complicated. In a short time, I’d managed to meet two terrific guys and lose them both without explanation. I didn’t know if I could handle any more pandemonium. 
A single tear trickled down my cheek and I tried to hold back the emotions I couldn’t seem to keep stuffed down. What I really needed was answers. 
What did I do to have this chaos in my life? Why was this happening to me? 
I feared I’d never know the truth or ever be able to get over Nicholas fully, even though I’d said my goodbyes at the cliff’s edge. In time, I hoped I’d stop thinking about him so much, but something in me craved the completeness he made me feel the night of the fall and I couldn’t help it. Even when I dwelled on the mean things he said outside the theater, as soon as I let my guard down, the longing would come back—almost like his presence was the missing puzzle piece to happiness I’d been looking for all my life. 
I could still feel his strong body carrying me up the hill, his touch when he brushed aside my hair, his tenderness and concern when I fought going to the emergency room. He ruined all future relationships for me because no one could compare. And the sad part was, in one small lifesaving gesture, he’d managed to capture my heart and he had no idea. 
I hated him for it.
And then there was Phil. I knew he was in trouble and for some reason afraid to go home. I constantly worried about him. But then, I was banned from ever being his friend. There was no escape.
I wanted to throw my cereal bowl and smash it into a million pieces. More than anything, I needed to talk to someone who would understand and give sound advice—someone who would tell me I’d survive—someone who had been through what I was going through—someone like a mom. The tears flowed down my cheeks and splashed into my bowl. I couldn’t hold it in anymore and I felt so tired. 
If only I could just stay home tonight.
I drug out my pity party as long as I could before I walked into the house. I washed my face with water, blew my nose and tried to cover up my red cheeks with a little make-up. The puffy eyed girl in the mirror smiled and conveyed things would work out. They had to.
When I arrived at work, everyone was happy to see me. It was my first day back since the accident. No one said anything about my red eyes, so I assumed my blotchy face had returned to normal. I wore a smile on my face but had a burden in my heart as I put on my apron and got behind the counter to take orders.
The evening was slow, which wasn’t typical for a Friday night. Everyone blamed the countywide curfew. I really wanted to keep busy, so I asked if I could organize the storeroom.
Once I saw the mess, I wished I hadn’t volunteered. Straws, napkins, silverware and condiments were everywhere and needed to be consolidated to make room to stock the missing items. But eager to distract myself, I got right to work. It felt good to dive into a mind-numbing project. When I was done, I gathered up the bag of trash I’d accumulated and headed for the dumpsters out back. As I neared the back door I sensed something.
Evil lurked outside in the alley. I looked out the peep hole expecting something horrific, but didn’t see anything. Convinced my recent drama had me overly spooked, I slowly opened the door and peered out. 
The events I witnessed unfolded like a scene from a scary movie. Three tough-looking guys in leather trench coats approached a lone guy who had his back to me. Their voices were hushed, but confrontational, full of overwhelming, confident anger. Warning bells went off in my head to shut the door and get help, but I couldn’t tear my eyes away from the showdown.
The ghostlike similarity of the thugs’ translucent skin struck me odd as it strangely reflected the light of the alley. And the inky blackness of their irises reminded me of those of a shark, unfeeling and cold. I watched them shift their glances from each other to the man they encircled, almost as if to communicate a secret plan. Suddenly, the rage rose, along with the tension. They were about to strike.
I yelled in my mind for the lone man to run knowing he didn’t stand a chance. But instead, he reached into the folds of his jacket and pulled out a pointed stick, holding it in his hand next to his side, poised, ready to act.
The thugs began to laugh and mock him as they tightened closer around him, but the lone guy did not move from his position, fearless as ever.
I held my breath, anxious to see what would happen, when I heard a “hey” coming from my general direction.
I almost looked behind me when I realized, the sound came from my own throat. And before I knew it and against my will, I’d stepped into the alley. The big door slammed shut and locked behind me. I froze in terror. 
All four men turned to look at the noisy new intruder in the alley.
I blinked my eyes and began to process in slow motion. I fearfully stared back at the shifty men, wondering if I should try to run for it. But my breath caught in my throat and my knees grew weak when I focused on the face of the lone man. It was someone I knew. 
“Julia, watch out!” Nicholas called to me, but it was too late.
Suddenly, I was knocked off my feet and one of the thugs was on top of me, his hungry black eyes excited as he growled like a tiger. I tried to scream but nothing came out. He opened his mouth and licked his long, pointed, canine teeth.
“Hmmm . . . look who came for dinner,” he said with a hiss and sniffed the air above my collarbone.
I forced my eyes shut and prayed the nightmare would end, when I felt him go limp and fall heavily, right on top of me. I heaved him off and watched as he twitched with a wooden stake protruding from his back. 
Not sure if he was actually dead or not, I began to crawl away. He grabbed my arm. 
“Where do you think you’re going?” he demanded with a raspy voice.
I pulled with all my might to get away when suddenly, fire spread out from the edges of the stab wound and consumed his torso. The thug squealed as I yanked harder, ripping his arm off his body in the process. I screamed and flailed my arm, with the smoldering appendage still gripping me tightly. The fire continued to burn down like a candle’s wick towards my skin. But, right before the flame reached me, his arm’s flesh disintegrated into a plume of dust that flew everywhere. I looked back at the rest of the thug’s body as he dissolved into a pile of ash.
I stifled a scream with my hand and watched wide-eyed while the remaining pieces continued to sizzle. All that was left was his greasy handprint on my arm. I rubbed violently until it came off, surprised to discover my skin unharmed underneath.
The sounds of fighting and destruction drew my attention from the ashes to the other end of the alley. I watched in fear for Nicholas’ life as the blur of what seemed like twenty other animalistic men-creatures ambushed him. Every once in a while, one would come flying out of the pack, slam into the pavement, stand up unharmed, then jump back in. After a few seconds, I realized it was the same two guys. They were hurling themselves at him, biting and hissing, trying to get some sort of contact. But Nicholas was faster and fought them off with a graceful ease.
I sat mesmerized at how the incredible fight looked; like a planned, choreographed event. Nicholas was actually having fun, while the thugs were just getting angrier because they couldn’t defeat him.
And then, after I felt Nicholas’ boredom, he whipped out two more stakes and in one fluid motion, stabbed them both in the chest at the same time. And just like the first one, they squealed and burned up in smoke too.
Nicholas was at my side before the stakes hit the pavement. 
“Are you okay?” he asked, cupping my elbow and helping me stand up.
“OKAY? Am I okay? He . . . they’re . . .” My mind swam in confusion. I just used my hands to motion to the scorched shells of people. 
“Did he hurt you?” 
I blinked and shook my head, still tongue-tied and shaken.
“Just breathe. It’s going to be okay.”
I furrowed my brow and slowly looked around at the three piles of dust, complete with wooden stakes. My head started feeling woozy, so I grabbed the wall to steady myself. Nicholas’ worry heightened.
“Julia, I know this is hard to comprehend, but I can explain what you just saw,” he said slowly and deliberately.
“Yes, you need to explain,” I whispered, my voice shaking uncontrollably.
I realized I was breathing again.
“I’d prefer not to do it here. Can we go someplace else?” 
“Leave?” I questioned, afraid there were more of them hiding around the corner. I only felt safe next to Nicholas.
“Yes, someplace other than here?” he asked in urgency.
“But . . . there could be more . . .” my voice sounded frightened, raspy and broken.
“There are no more, Julia. But it’s not safe out in the open. Let’s go to my car.”
I took a few small steps forward and kicked a bag of trash, the one I originally needed to throw away.
Work. I’m still on the clock.
“I need to ask to leave early,” I mumbled.
Nicholas gently put his arm around my waist and directed me out of the alley to the front of the store. The short walk got the blood moving into my limbs and I started to think a little clearer.
“I’ll wait out here,” he suggested. I stared blankly into his green eyes, managed to gain composure, and pulled open the door.
I don’t remember what I said, or how I managed to collect my things and make it out of the store without causing my manager alarm, but I did.
Nicholas escorted me over to his black Chrysler 300, opened the passenger door and helped me get in. The door shut and left me alone in the deafening quiet. I drew my feet up onto the seat and hugged my legs. My heart was still beating a mile a minute. 
The word vampire kept ringing over and over in my head and I wanted it to stop. I started to rock back and forth. There had to be a rational explanation for what just happened. Vampires were not real. 
His door opened and he slid in, checking his rearview mirrors carefully first before turning to me.
“I’d like to take you someplace so we can talk, if that’s okay with you.”
I nodded, trembling, feeling a little safer in his car.
“Can you please put on your seat belt?” he asked while putting on his own. 
I drew in a deep breath, straightened my legs and complied with his request. Once the seat belt clicked, he started the car, pulled out of the deli parking lot and headed towards the highway.
“I owe you an apology Julia,” he started off.
I turned my face towards him in disbelief. This had to be Nicholas’ twin brother or an alter ego of the one at the theater. Who did he think he was anyway? One moment he played the shining hero and the next a horrible ogre. I wasn’t going to fall so easily this time, even if I knew the apology to be genuine.
“The night you almost fell off the cliff, I had to lie to you about what happened. I really wanted to tell you the truth, but I couldn’t, so I told you I’d killed a mountain lion.” His voice was low and even, as if he chose his words wisely. “What I actually killed was a vampire.”
I gulped. That was the first time the word vampire had been uttered out loud, confirming that they truly existed. He hesitated when I didn’t respond. 
“You aren’t handling this very well, are you?”
“No,” I hoarsely whispered, still feeling I couldn’t catch my breath.
“You don’t have to be afraid,” he said with overwhelming confidence.
“You’re kidding me, right?” I stated, wondering if he was in the same alley I was in a few minutes ago. 
“I just wish you hadn’t come into the alley. What were you thinking?” 
He clenched his jaw and gripped hard on the steering wheel. The sudden anger both internally and externally startled me.
“I didn’t mean to.” I bit my lip and turned my head down. “I seem to be a magnet for trouble these days.”
Nicholas’ abrupt chuckle confused me; I didn’t get the joke. But whatever I said eased his tension, so I didn’t ask.
“So now you know why I couldn’t see you,” he said matter-of-factly.
“What do you mean?” 
He paused and took a deep breath. I could sense his guilt.
“I couldn’t tell you what really happened. You’d already found loopholes in my story. It was best to disappear from your life.”
I felt a pang of dread in my heart. Nicholas’ disappearing was the last thing I ever wanted. Something deep inside me needed him to be there. I needed the safety he gave me, like a guardian angel.
He checked his rearview mirror again. The lights of the cars behind us lit up his green eyes and reminded me of the surf from the night before. Their beauty stunned me.
We turned onto an abandoned dirt road that wove through the woods and ended in front of a meadow. He parked the car and shut off the motor. The sudden silence became uncomfortable.
“Why would it matter if I knew?” I asked softly.
“It’s not something anyone would openly share. And trust me; you wouldn’t have believed me anyway.”
“Maybe,” I said sheepishly, wondering if I would believe him or think he was crazy. “So, is that why you were rude in front of the theater?”
When I said the word ‘rude’, Nicholas felt remorseful. It made me wish I’d chosen a different word.
“It wasn’t what I wanted to do. A pack of parasites had just passed you and I couldn’t let them get away.”
“So those were . . . vampires too?” I uttered, choking over the word.
“You saw them?” He frowned. “I was afraid they’d see me talking to you. If they had any idea you and I knew each other . . . it would’ve been bad.”
“Why?”
“Because I think they’ve figured out who I am,” he said, his voice cold. “This group is different than the others—smarter. I’m usually able to eliminate witnesses.”
“Do you do that often?” I asked with concern. “Hunt them?”
“When I can, I do.” His pride swelled. 
I gulped hard, unsure what to say. It was one thing to realize vampires existed, but to find out he hunted them regularly was a whole different story.
“Don’t get me wrong, I’m glad you eliminated the ones hunting me, but don’t you think it’s a little dangerous?”
He turned and smiled.
“Dangerous for me? No. Only when it comes to you, then it can get tricky. This was not your first run-in with a vampire. You’ve had others.”
“I have?” I said startled. “When?” And how did he know?
Another chuckle and another smile.
“Do you remember the time you got lost at the fair and the Ferris wheel guy offered to help you find your dad?”
I remembered it like it was yesterday; the creepy ‘wanting’ feelings he had for me. I may have only been ten, but I knew he was bad news.
“Yeah, but I ran.”
“Vampire,” Nicholas said nonchalantly.
Suddenly it clicked and all the confusion made sense. The feeling I had felt at the fair, in the forest, on the beach and at the theater were all the same. The thirst, a cross between lust and hunger, was the vampire craving what they crave. 
“Wait—you were there?”
He hesitated for a minute, like he’d accidentally revealed something he didn’t want me to know.
“I’ve always been there.” 
My heart raced.
“Whoa, what do you mean always?”
Sadness swept over Nicholas’ face. I looked into his kind emerald eyes but the starry night sky behind him faded in a shimmery mist. Where I was transported only happened in my mind, but it felt real. I was no longer sixteen. We sat together in the front bench seat of my parent’s old Plymouth that smelled of aged leather and vanilla scented air freshener. He held my hand. I was shivering and tears fell down my cheeks. Something bad had happened. My blue pinafore dress was torn. Had blood on it. Not my blood. 
“No!” I exclaimed, as the blocked memory surfaced.
I clutched my chest. I couldn’t breath. I needed air. 
I clawed at the door, tugged it open and ran. Tears blinded me as my feet splashed through the wet grass. I needed to get away—far, far away. My mouth became dry like cotton and my muscles burned, but I ran on until I reached a cyclone fence that stopped me. I grabbed it and screamed, beating against it until my hands were torn and raw.
Then I felt his hand on my shoulder. He pulled me off the fence and into his arms. I sobbed.
“Why?” I screamed into his chest. “Why?”
It was all there—the fear, the dark evil eyes and the sickening cackle echoing in my mind. We were trapped. She shielded me from him. He clamped down on her neck, but watched me over her shoulder. I cried and stood in fear, feeling all her pain and then her empty silence. He dropped her lifeless body onto the ground. He wanted me next.
“He killed her . . .” I choked out of my tears as my body heaved.
Nicholas held me tight and I sunk into his body. The flood of emotion and anger cut so deeply I wanted to vomit. How could I have forgotten? This whole time, the past was locked in my subconscious. She was gone and never coming home.
“But how?” I asked in a whimper. “You were there?”
“I was,” he said. “But too late. I’m sorry.”
I felt his grief mix with mine and it tore my heart in two. All I knew of my mother’s disappearance was somehow I ended up on my parent’s front porch the morning after we were missing. Later my mother’s car was found at the bottom of the river. It wasn’t known if she dropped me off and left again, or if someone else brought me home, but her body was never found and no one saw what happened.
The case baffled the investigators. My dad took a lie detector test to prove his innocence. No one else had a motive to hurt her. She disappeared into thin air. It didn’t help that I couldn’t remember what happened, even with counseling. But, I believed my Dad never wanted to know what I’d blocked out, for fear of what I’d say happened.
“You took me home?” 
“I did.”
I leaned my head into Nicholas’ chest and sobbed. The fact she was really gone hit me hard and I thought my heart would stop right there. I’d always believed she was alive somewhere and remained hopeful, like my father, that one day she’d come home. 
As Nicholas stroked the back of my hair, his comfort infused me like I’d just crawled under a pile of warm laundry fresh from the dryer. He was the only person I could imagine being with when I finally remembered.



12 - REVELATIONS
After I somewhat recovered, Nicholas helped me walk back to his car. The distance seemed longer than I remembered now that I was clear-headed and aware of my surroundings. By the time we reached his car on the other side of the meadow, I felt drained, wanting to curl up into a ball. Nicholas’ guilt made it worse, but I didn’t want to be away from him.
“It’s all my fault,” he said, after we got settled inside.
I looked at him, confused and bewildered.
“Why would you think that?” 
“I could have stopped him if I was sooner. I was only in time to save you. She’d been bitten and . . . it was too late to save her.”
I closed my eyes. The scene was still alive, replaying like a bad movie in my head and the tears began again. The urge to run stiffened the muscles in my legs, but the adrenaline rush had zapped all my energy. 
“How could you know?” I said to ease his guilt. “It’s the animal-who-took-her-life’s fault. He should get the blame.”
Nicholas hung his head. I sensed his hesitation to agree.
“He didn’t get away, did he?” I asked with gritted teeth, ready to become a vampire hunter too if the filthy beast still roamed the planet. 
Nicholas’s eyes tightened into a scowl.
“I gave him what he deserved.”
“Good,” I said, with a hard edge to my voice.
Finding out Nicholas avenged my mother’s murder strangely comforted me and made the pain soften for a bit. But after my anger subsided, I found myself even more worn out. In the last two hours I had discovered vampires were real, the truth of my mother’s disappearance, why Nicholas avoided me and why he was there in the first place. My head felt like it was going to implode.
“But wait a minute,” I blurted out. “How could that be? You’d be only, what—” I counted on my fingers. “Like eight-years-old?”
He paused and looked like he didn’t want to answer.
“I wasn’t eight,” he said sheepishly, “I was eighteen.”
“But how is that possible?” I said slowly.
“It’s because I’m not what you think I am.”
My stomach dropped and I leaned away to study his face. Could he be a vampire and just learned to control his bloodlust? He did have unexplainable super human strength and amazing agility.
“Are you one of them?” I whispered.
I cringed in anticipation of the answer. If for some reason he was, there had to be an explanation. He waited before answering and nervously shifted in his seat. 
“I’m half actually,” he finally muttered out, his stern face avoiding my eyes.
“Half?” 
“It’s a long story,” he said with a sigh. “I was born this way.”
“You don’t have to tell me if you don’t want to,” I said, afraid to pry.
“I don’t see any reason not to tell you, now that you know the truth.” He took a deep breath and the pain came close to the surface.
“My father is a vampire and my mother, a human. Most of the time, when a vampire falls in love with a human, the human wants to become immortal so they can be together forever, but my dad refused to turn my mom and insisted they try to have a normal relationship. 
“Vampires don’t procreate by having babies, so when my mom found out she was pregnant with me, my dad assumed she cheated and left her. When she went into labor, she refused to go to a hospital and had complications, so—my dad raised me.”
“Oh,” I said, feeling insensitive for dredging up his past. “That’s horrible. I’m really sorry.”
“Yeah . . . so, to answer your question, I age slowly.”
“That’s good, right?” I said, in an attempt to recover my blunder.
“Well, until you show people your driver’s license,” he said, joking to cover the hurt. His mouth curled up at the corner. “You don’t know how many times I’ve had it confiscated as a fake.” 
“And you’re super strong and fast.”
“I do have all the vampire abilities, plus I can walk in the daylight—a very nice bonus.”
He flashed his white teeth and the next question slipped out of my mouth.
“Do you drink blood?” 
Nicholas turned with an inquisitive smile and I became horrified at myself.
“Questions, questions,” he said teasingly, “No. I don’t. My father believes if I ever did, the vampire side of me would take over and I’d lose the ability to control my thirst. I don’t care to find out.” 
I was relieved Nicholas’ vampire traits were more of a blessing than a curse and that he indulged my silly questions.
But Nicholas emanated a new found freedom and the guilt melted. I couldn’t imagine how difficult it must have been the last ten years—to be near me, but stay anonymous and invisible, unable to share the truth or the grief. I felt more connected to him than ever.
“So, you followed me after my family moved?” I asked.
“I did,” he said. “She didn’t deserve the fate she received, so I’ve protected you ever since.”
Tears welled up in my eyes again. I was grateful; not only for his valiant effort in trying to save her life, but for killing her murderer and breaking down the wall in me that held her memory. I could see her in my mind now. Smell her sweet dewy fragrance. Feel her warmth. The healing could begin.
“Thank you,” I said as I blushed. I hated the circumstances surrounding our friendship, but I couldn’t have earned a more amazing guardian.
I wanted to ask him more about his special vampire abilities but glanced at the clock on the dashboard and almost had a heart attack.
“Is that the real time?”
“I believe it is.”
“I’m going to be so dead. I need to get home.”
Before I could finish the statement, Nicholas spun out of his parking spot and took off down the gravel road.
“What are you doing?” I yelled and grabbed panic-filled onto the arm rail with one hand and fastened the seat beat with the other. 
“Speeding,” he said, completely at ease. “So you won’t get in trouble.”
“Without your headlights?” I yelled louder. “Are you crazy?”
Nicholas laughed.
“I do this all the time. I have natural night vision,” he said, amused. “But I can slow down and put my lights on if it makes you feel better.”
The thought of my irate Dad standing in the doorway tapping his watch changed my mind. 
“No, that’s okay. I do need to get home.”
My breath slowed back to normal when I realized he was in complete control of the car, even when he blindly turned onto the highway and wove with precision through the traffic. 
I relaxed and trusted his instincts. We sped through the streets, and the dark night blurred past me outside. As soon as we turned off the freeway, he flipped the headlights on.
“This is insane,” I said as I shook my head.
“Welcome to my life.”
We pulled into the deli parking lot and I noticed my car was one of the last ones parked there. The thought of driving home alone made me nervous. I couldn’t stop the flashes of the hungry eyes of the vampire that attacked me, and I pictured others waiting in the dark at home. This was worse than the imaginary boogey man I used to be afraid of. Vampires were real and quite possibly everywhere. 
“Do you think you can drive?” he asked, as he parked next to my car.
“I think so. I’m feeling a little better now,” I lied.
“I’ll follow you home if you want.”
“Please?” I asked, grateful he sensed my hesitation. 
Once I got into my car, I immediately locked the doors behind me, even though I knew there were no vampires around. With a turn of the key, the engine revved to life and I waited for it to warm up while I blew hot air into my hands. My Quantum paled in comparison to Nicholas’ Chrysler.
I pulled out a compact mirror from my purse and added powder to my eyes. I didn’t have a clue how I was going to get past my dad without being noticed. Maybe they’d be in bed already. 
After a few minutes, I looked in my rearview mirror to back out and noticed Nicholas’ concerned face in the reflection. My heart warmed at the revelation of the truth. All along, when I thought he’d ditched me, he was still there, agonizing over our separation too. 
I cranked the heater and drove. Nicholas followed closely behind and his headlights shone through the back window. He couldn’t drive stealth following me and it made me grin. 
Quickly, I formulated an excuse in my head for why I was late, just in case. Nicholas’ superb driving did shave off precious minutes and instead of being an hour past curfew, I was only about a half-an-hour late. But with all the drama, I knew he’d be counting every minute and exponentially adding them.
I figured out a decent story when I noticed we passed the spot it all happened and my car lurched a little, almost as if it recognized it. I couldn’t believe my late-night mishap was just days ago, when it felt like ages—back when I was still naïve.
I turned down my quiet street and felt my tension release when I found my house dark and my family sleeping peacefully inside. Nicholas was at my door just as I shut the engine off. It was as if he’d read my mind.
“Thank you,” I said as he helped me out of my car.
“I can’t imagine what you must be going through,” he said his face full of concern.
“I’m glad I know,” I said, trying to sound brave. I looked up at him in the moonlight; his beautiful face and amazing eyes sparkled down at me. 
He reached out, pulled me gently toward him and hugged me. I melted into his strong chest and inhaled the sweet aroma of his skin. His arms were warm and comforting. He rested his chin on the top of my head and took a deep breath.
“It’s going to be okay, I promise,” he said, as he held me tighter.
I vowed not to cry anymore in front of him, but I couldn’t help it this time. A little tear trickled down my cheek. 
“So, now what happens? I mean, I know I’m not supposed to be seen with you, but how can I contact you?” I asked softly, not wanting him to let me go. “What if there’s an emergency?” 
He held on for a second longer before pulling away to look down at me.
“You can call me,” he stated simply.
“You have a cell phone?” 
I didn’t know why I assumed he didn’t and scolded myself.
“I don’t get many calls, but I do have a phone,” he said with a snicker.
My cheeks grew hot and I felt sorry I doubted he’d be part of the 21st Century like everyone else. He ignored my faux pas and quietly told me his number and I told him mine.
“Memorize it. Don’t store it in your phone. Call me only in an emergency. I don’t want anyone to find out we are connected in any way.” 
He scanned the forest line again and then ushered me closer to the house. I reached out with my own powers too. As far as I could tell, we were alone.
“Do you think we were followed?” I asked once we reached the porch, wondering if he sensed something I didn’t.
“Not tonight. But you can never be too careful.” 
He looked at me wistfully and put a stray hair of mine back into place. My heart erupted in a flutter when his hand brushed my cheek and I tried to control my breath, which came out a little quicker than normal.
“But one thing I forgot to tell you. Never invite a vampire into your house. They cannot cross your threshold uninvited. Understood?”
“Really?” I said with a snort. “Like I’d do that.”
“It’s just a precaution, and during the evening, stay in heavy-populated areas, just in case.”
“I will.”
“Try to get some sleep,” he said as he gathered me to his chest once more and kissed the top of my head. His feelings were paternal at the moment. I took in a deep breath and hugged him back, hoping we could stay like this forever.
“I need to go,” he whispered and loosened his arms.
I looked up at his chiseled face and frowned.
“I’ll see you soon, I promise,” he said in response.
His tender eyes made my stomach burst into a nervous flutter once again. 
“Okay,” I choked out, unsure how he was going to keep that promise, but knew he meant to. 
“Bye,” I nervously said and let myself into the house. I shut the door quickly, hoping it would lessen the sting this time. 
In the hallway I stood with my eyes closed and felt the bitter separation. The tremendous sense of loss flooded my senses like it did the first time and I ached. Luckily, this time I didn’t get the warning Nicholas was never coming back. 
I tried to analyze why it physically hurt so much to leave his presence. Maybe it was because he helped me survive the nightmare of my mother’s death that connected us, or some other weird nuance of my secret power. Whatever it was, I knew I would always need to be a part of Nicholas’ life.
“Julia, is that you?” 
My insides jumped at the sound of my dad’s gruff and half-awake voice.
“Yes. Did I wake you?”
I walked over to the foot of the stairs and fearfully looked up.
He stood at the top in his pajamas and a frown on his face. 
“Julia, you’re late. Where were you?” 
“I was talking with my manager. I know, I’m sorry,” I said, my rehearsed speech rolling easily off my tongue. 
“You promised to call.” 
“I didn’t realize the time, Dad. Sorry.”
He turned, mumbled something and shuffled back to his room. I heard the door shut.
I stood in the dark and realized I hadn’t heard Nicholas pull away. When I went to the window to look out, the only car that remained on the street now was mine.
Exhausted, I drug myself up the stairs and got ready for bed. I knew I’d have issues falling sleep. My raw hands ached and my body felt fatigued, but my mind was alert, racing with new information.
I decided I’d try to fall asleep on my own before taking a Tylenol PM. I pulled the covers up to my neck and turned off the light. The moonlight shone into my room and I turned towards the night sky. 
My phone buzzed with a message on my nightstand. It was from the number I’d just tucked into my memory bank.
- Goodnight and don’t worry. I’ll stay close by tonight.
I blinked in astonishment and instantly felt better. I sent a message back.
- Thank you. Goodnight to you, too.
I wanted to look out the window but didn’t want Nicholas to see me. If anything was ever to happen between us, I didn’t want to appear too eager.
Happy with the new tidbit of information, I snuggled up in my covers, reenacting his arms wrapped tenderly around me, and to my surprise, quickly drifted off to sleep.



13 - YEARNING
I woke up to a beautiful Saturday morning and found I’d slept soundly the whole night through. The sweet aroma of freshly brewed coffee drifted under my door and I heard pots clanging in the kitchen.
The light of the bathroom hurt my eyes as I examined the puffy marshmallows that were my eyelids. I slathered them with special cream and hoped Dad wouldn’t notice.
I threw on my favorite tattered robe and bunny slippers and scuffed down the stairs to the kitchen.
“Good morning sleepyhead,” Dad said with a quick glance over his shoulder. “Want some coffee?”
“Yes,” I mumbled, and made my way to the pot.
With my mug in hand, I slid onto a seat at the kitchen table and put my lips to the rim to take a long slow swig. I felt the warm liquid go the length of my throat, all the way to my stomach, and let out a sigh. 
“That good?” Dad asked as he continued voraciously dicing zucchini, onions and broccoli into slivers. 
Within seconds, the veggies hit the pan with a sizzle and filled the room with a mouthwatering garlic aroma. I waited for a lecture about coming in late the night before, but he said nothing about it.
“Things going better with you?” he finally asked.
“Yeah, I guess so.”
I wanted to share what I remembered about Mom, but knew this wasn’t the right time. He seemed happy today, like everything between us was patched up. Why would I want to ruin it?
“Has Phil come back yet?”
“No,” I said quietly. “Not yet.”
“I’m sorry to hear that,” he said with a twinge of worry. I guessed it wasn’t for Phil’s welfare, but my own.
“They cancelled the homecoming game because of it.”
“Really? That’s a shame,” he said sounding surprised, but I knew he wasn’t. Probably something else Mr. Brewster revealed after I left the meeting.
“Yeah, I wasn’t planning to go anyway.”
“And you are still grounded,” he said in a fatherly tone.
I sulked down in my seat, hoping he’d forgotten.
Before I could pout, he slid a steaming hot gourmet plate of scrambled eggs with sautéed vegetables and seasoned potatoes to die for in front of me.
“Looks really good, Dad,” I said.
The skin around his eyes crinkled up when he grinned. He was unsure about his parenting skills, except when it came to cooking. It was one area he could be successful at every time.
“What’s cooking?” Luke said as he sauntered into the kitchen.
“Sorry, it’s all gone,” I said with a mouthful of food.
Luke made a face at me before dishing himself up a plate.
We sat and enjoyed our breakfast quietly. It had been a while since we’d all been together for a meal and I treasured the moment. 
“So what are your plans for today, Jules?” Dad finally said, after taking his last few mouthfuls.
“The homecoming dance is tonight and I’m going to help Sam get ready, if that’s okay with you, Dad.”
“Aren’t you going?” Luke asked innocently.
“No,” I said with a tiny hint of disdain. “I’m grounded, remember?”
“Oh, yeah,” Luke said, hiding his smirk while keeping his eyes on his plate.
“Did you want to go?” Dad asked.
I sensed the dance, unlike the game, might have been something negotiable if I really wanted to go, but I didn’t, at least not with anyone from my school. And Nicholas was a little busy hunting down the vampires of the world.
“I don’t have a date.” That’s entirely human, half-vampire actually, but he doesn’t drink blood or anything gross like that.
“You don’t seem too upset about it,” Dad said catching my mysterious smile.
“I hate dances, Dad. You know that.”
“Ah, hey that reminds me. Whatever happened to that boy that helped you home last week?” Dad asked while picking up the newspaper off the table.
I froze. Had he seen us together last night?
“Yeah, what was his name? Nicholas?” Luke asked. 
I shot Luke a look and shook my head back and forth, wide-eyed to plead for him to shut up.
“I think he’s been busy,” I stammered.
“Oh,” Dad said, suddenly absorbed at something in the news.
Luke looked back with apologetic eyes. I held my breath, hoping the subject would pass. I didn’t have a good excuse prepared, and the chances of getting caught in a lie were greater since we just hung out the night before.
“Anyone need anything else?” I asked, as I planned my escape and stood to clear my plate.
“Hmmm?” Dad said while perusing the stock page. “You can clear my plate.”
Luke handed me Dad’s plate along with his own and gave me a wink.
Normally, I would have told my brother to do his own dishes, but said nothing and moved to the sink, unsure of what he was going to do. To my delight, I heard him ask Dad about the status of some of his favorite stocks. When I turned, I caught his eye and mouthed a thank you. He smiled. 
When I took out the trash, I looked around suddenly feeling conspicuous. 
What if he’s watching me right now?
I tried to see if I could sense his presence, realizing I never felt watched in the past, but the surroundings were void of feeling, so I didn’t know. But to think he might be made me a little uncertain. I wondered if I should feel more violated. Was he spying, or just easing his conscience? 
This must be how people with bodyguards feel.
I decided I wasn’t going to worry about it, or I’d make myself crazy. We’d have to work out all the gritty details later because one thing was for certain; I wasn’t going to have some invisible guardian in the shadows my whole life—especially one whom I wanted to spend more time with.
I went back inside and immediately got busy. My insurmountable to-do list consisted of house cleaning, laundry and homework. I’d gotten buried in dust bunnies and dirty clothes since my accident and I had to get most of it done before going to Sam’s house tonight.
I didn’t have to work, like I’d originally told everyone. My boss had to make cuts in everyone’s hours due to declining business. But after Nicholas’ and Phil’s mysterious disappearances, none of my friends brought up finding me another date. I think they all started to suspect I was cursed.
It was just as well anyway. I only wanted to go with Nicholas, whom I’m sure would have been my date, if his situation wasn’t so complicated.
Sam and Todd were doubling with Dena and Morgan, as I’d hoped. Katie was going with Erik, her new boyfriend and lineman on the football team, separately from the group. Cameron was more than happy to skip the dance to play a Magic tournament with the chess club.
“I wish you were coming,” Sam said with a sigh while I worked on her hair. “I have an extra dress you could borrow.”
Her beautiful brown locks, elegantly piled up on top of her head in a French twist and dangling ringlets, were under assault as I sprayed every last strand with glitter-filled hairspray. 
“You’ll have a good time with Todd.” I tried my best not to sound jealous, because now I wanted to go. “Plus, I’m grounded.”
“Oh, I forgot,” she said as she wrinkled up her nose. “But you’re here—?”
“He fudged since he knew you’d kill him if I didn’t do your hair and ruined your dance.”
“Smart thinking,” she said with a wink, while she turned in front of the mirror.
I slumped down on her bed and thumbed through a magazine.
“I wasn’t going to say anything, but you seem . . . different . . . happy even. You finally doing better?” she asked, looking at me through the reflection.
I tried to hide my smile. I wanted to tell her I felt a hundred times better now that I knew the truth, but couldn’t. 
“I am,” I said quickly, so I wouldn’t say anything more.
Overnight, everything changed and every time I almost said something, I had to bite my tongue. The problem was, I didn’t know where to begin. Nicholas’ situation forced him to tell the truth after I witnessed his heroic acts, and he was right—you couldn’t just blurt it out. I contemplated making up a story, but didn’t want to lie to my best friend. I had no choice but to keep it to myself for now. 
I checked the time again. The limo was scheduled to pick Sam up last so her mother and I could see everyone and take pictures. 
Sam’s dress was a lilac strapless, A-line, knee-length number with a sequined bodice and tulle skirt. She wore open-toed heels with sparkly, sequined straps. The whole ensemble with her ringlets trailing down the back of her neck was breathtaking.
She spun around a few times in front of the mirror and I’d never thought she’d looked more radiant. She stopped when her mom knocked at the door. Nervousness hit me from all different directions. Todd must have arrived.
“They’re here, Samantha,” Sam’s mom said.
“Don’t worry,” I said in response to Sam’s newly horrified expression. “I’ll go down and talk to him. Come when you’re ready.”
Sam gulped hard and nodded.
I bounded down the stairs in front of Sam’s mom and greeted a petrified Todd in the foyer, wearing a black suit, holding a corsage. 
“You look really nice,” I said with a smile to give him courage. 
He weakly smiled as he rocked back and forth on his heels.
“Mrs. King,” he said with a nod.
“Samantha will be down in a minute,” Sam’s mom said, amused. 
I had a feeling he’d already greeted her formally when she opened the door and was stuck for something else to say.
The foyer felt crowded with everyone anxiously waiting for Sam to join us downstairs. I could sense her hesitation, but she finally appeared. We all watched in silence as she sauntered gracefully down the stairs.
“You look so . . . beautiful,” Todd said when she touched down on the ground floor.
“Thank you,” she said and blushed.
Todd slid the corsage on Sam’s wrist just as there was a knock at the door. I left the three of them to see who was knocking, while Sam’s mom snapped away on her camera. I opened the door to Dena and Morgan holding hands, with huge smiles on their faces.
“Hey guys,” I said feeling smug in my matchmaking abilities.
“Hey, Jules,” Dena sang as they stepped inside the house. 
I winked at Morgan.
Dena wore an exquisite white chiffon, knee-length gown with an empire bodice and a black ribbon sash that tied around her waist. The dress bounced in slow motion when she walked. Morgan also wore a black suit and I commented on how he cleaned up well. 
“Okay, you guys need to hurry up or you’re going to be late for dinner,” I barked while trying to shoo people out the door.
Sam shot me a wistful glance, but obediently filed outside with everyone else. However, before the group could make it to the limo, Sam’s mom insisted on a group photo in front of the rose-covered terrace. Sam’s mom primped, preened, and positioned everyone for the shots, and the group didn’t know who to look at as we both snapped a ton of pictures. Before long everyone got antsy. I watched Sam’s mom fuss over Sam and give Todd the lecture about when to bring her home. Sam appeared embarrassed, but I found the gesture very loving. I felt a pang of jealousy. I’d do anything to have a mother who would dote over me.
Watching Sam and her mother, and feeling their unconditional love for one another, brought home the finality of my own mother’s life. I could feel tears threatening to break loose. The last thing I wanted to do was ruin their evening, but inside I unraveled. And as if they’d read my emotions, they got into the limo and left. 
Sam’s mom hugged me goodbye. I held it together until I got into my car, then I let the tears flow. I never realized how much I missed her, counting on the hope she’d return. Thinking of my mom made me want to be with Nicholas again. He was the only one who could understand my pain, could comfort me. Where was he? Would this constitute as an emergency?
On my way home, I decided I needed ice cream—double fudge chocolate ice cream to be precise. I pulled into the Safeway grocery store parking lot. I didn’t even need to look in the mirror to know my eyes were red again, so I put on a pair of sunglasses before going inside. I didn’t care how silly I looked. I needed chocolate. 
I made a beeline to the frozen foods section, pulled out a pint of Ben and Jerry’s Chocolate Fudge Brownie and headed to the check out stand. As the checker rang up my purchase I averted my gaze, hoping she wouldn’t ask any questions. I was relieved when she gave me my change without giving me a second look.
The sun had descended while I was inside. Without the light, the temperature had dropped and felt noticeably colder. I pocketed the sunglasses, wrapped my arms tightly around myself and headed towards my car. I just wanted to be home, in my jammies, eating my ice cream, watching a good mind-numbing movie.
“Julia.” 
I turned around, unsure if someone called me. No one was there. I shook my head and continued on towards my car.
“Parker.” 
This time I knew I wasn’t hearing things. I recognized Phil’s voice, even though tonight it was raspy and barely more than a murmur. I spun around, but he wasn’t there. Weird. 
“Phil, where are you?” 
I saw movement in the shadows at the corner of the store, just outside the light. That’s when I saw him. A gasp escaped from my lips. 
He leaned against the wall, with a black sweatshirt hood over his head, shifting his eyes from me to the other patrons who left the store. His skin was no longer tan, but a creamy white and if he hadn’t called me by my last name, I wouldn’t have recognized him. He appeared agitated and I could feel his extreme hunger—the unmistakable hunger—the hunger of a vampire.
My eyes widened and my pulse increased as I tried to remain composed, frozen in my spot.
“Parker, I need your help,” he said soft and slow, sounding like he was hurt.
My mind screamed and told me to run, but my feet stayed firmly rooted. 
But how did this happen? 
The only thing that crossed my mind was the bites from his attack must have been vampire ones. Is that how vampires are created? I didn’t know, but whatever happened, he was one of them now and more than I could handle. I needed Nicholas’ help. This was a true emergency.
“Phil,” I whispered. It was all that would come out.
“Please come over here for a minute. I want to talk to you in private.” 
His hunger overwhelmed me and I knew without a doubt what he wanted. I wasn’t going to fall into his trap.
“Phil, I know someone who can help you work through this change,” I said, talking from complete ignorance, but hoped Nicholas would know what to do.
He gave me a wicked grin.
“Clever girl,” he hissed and the leaves at his feet spun up as if caught in a whirlwind and he was gone.
I looked around the parking lot for any evidence of his presence, but he was nowhere to be found.
Phil and his hunger had vanished.



14 - FASCINATION
Unsure of whether Phil was still lurking in the shadows waiting for me, I darted back inside the store and took out my phone.
- I’m in trouble. Where are you? 
As I clicked send, I watched the parking lot with trepidation, waiting for his reply. Nicholas had said I was safer around people, but I would feel better if he were here instead. Someone touched my shoulder and I jumped.
“I’m sorry to startle you. Are you okay, dear?” asked a store employee with a name tag that read “Pam.” 
“Oh, yes . . . I’m . . . I’m just waiting for my ride,” I stammered as I lied, feeling self-conscious about my demeanor and tear-stained cheeks.
“Well, if you need anything, come see me, okay?” 
She pointed to the flower shop in the store. I thanked her, plastered a happy grin on my face, and moved to a more secluded area of the store lobby.
My phone vibrated.
- I’m here. What’s wrong?
How was I going to tell him in one text message all the details about what’s transpired with Phil? 
- Long story, but my friend who had an accident, just confronted me in the parking lot. He’s one of them now.
The wait for the reply text seemed to take forever. What would he think? Did he already know?
- Walk out with the next person and go straight to your car. Don’t go home. I will follow you. I want to see what he does.
With gritted teeth, I flipped my phone closed and shoved it in my pocket. I didn’t like his brilliant idea that I be the bait to lure Phil out of hiding. 
I stood at the double-doors pretending to read the labels on the kitty litter and waited for a tough dude to walk out with. When the third old lady exited the store, I gave up and started to head out until I spotted a security guard.
“Um . . . excuse me,” I said, as I approached him.
“Yes ma’am?” the gray-haired gentleman said. 
I spied his name badge.
“George, I was wondering, would you be so kind as to escort me to my car?”
“Is there something wrong, ma’am?” he said, instantly on guard.
“Oh no . . .” I stammered. “It’s my tire. I think it’s flat. Can you look at it to see if it might need some air?”
The old man straightened his shoulders and pulled down his jacket. “Why of course young lady.” 
He motioned for me to lead the way.
The guard made small talk about the importance of car care and how he always had to remind his granddaughter to check her oil as we walked towards my car. I claimed complete ignorance, and promised to have my dad give me some lessons on basics, while I scanned the parking lot. 
He examined the tire and made mention that it was a good thing I asked for his help. The tire was low on air and he directed me to go straight over to the Gas-n-Go the next block over.
I gave him the sweetest smile I could, promised to get air immediately, got into my car and hit the lock switch. My heart was pounding so fast it made my hands shake. Luckily, the guard didn’t notice.
I drove out of the parking lot as instructed, firmly grasping the steering wheel so my hands would stop trembling. Unsure of where to drive, I headed towards the highway.
I could feel Phil was somewhere nearby because the hunger feelings were back, but I wasn’t sure which car was his. In my side-view mirror, I saw the familiar shape of Nicholas’ black Chrysler and watched him pull directly behind me. I felt relieved to know he was nearby. 
The crooked road required all of my attention to traverse, my concern staying in well-populated areas. I felt Phil’s feelings come and go and my nerves responded accordingly. Then I received another text.
- He’s following you. Go ahead and go home now so you’ll be safe. I’ll deal with him.
I slammed my phone closed in frustration. Go home? Was he insane? 
Incensed, I reopened my phone and dialed his number. 
“Are you crazy?” I yelled as soon as Nicholas answered.
“It’s the only way I can get him away from you where you’ll be safe,” he said with a tense voice.
“I’m not leading him straight to my house!”
“It won’t matter. I plan to deal with him tonight anyway,” he said, determined.
“No. Find another way.”
Nicholas let out a huge sigh. Through the phone, I couldn’t sense anything, so I had to pay attention to his voice inflection to know what he was feeling. I didn’t want to anger him, but I wasn’t going to let him put my family in jeopardy. 
“Why are you being so difficult?”
“I’m worried about my family!” I barked, irritated he didn’t consider their safety.
“Fine, let me think.” He exhaled sharply and paused. “Do you know where the tunnel is over off of Ravine?” 
“Yes.”
“Park in the middle of that tunnel, so he’ll come to you. Just crack your window when he approaches. But stay in your car and leave it running. I’ll only be a minute.”
“What are you going to do?” I asked, my heart beating faster. 
“I’m going to park above the tunnel and take care of him when he leaves.”
Take care of him meant killing him and I hadn’t even confirmed he was a vampire yet. I couldn’t let Nicholas murder him arbitrarily.
“You aren’t going to hurt him, are you?” 
“Julia, he’s a vampire,” he said, his voice laced with annoyance.
“But he’s my friend.”
“And wants to suck your blood. I need to take care of him.”
There was emotional finality in his voice I couldn’t argue with. If I was to stop a needless murder, I needed to come at it from a logical angle.
“Well, then answer me this, can a vampire choose to be good and not kill humans?”
Nicholas took longer than I wanted to answer. The silence lingered for ever.
“Yes, but it’s rare.”
“Okay, so before you eliminate him, can we see first? Please?”
Nicholas took a deep breath and I crossed my fingers.
“I’ll talk to him,” he said reluctantly. “But if he tries to leave, I can’t promise anything.”
I didn’t have to read his emotions to know I frustrated him to no end but knew we needed to at least try. I was sure, with my encouragement, Phil could be good. Becoming a vampire couldn’t have changed him that much.
“Okay. How will I know when it’s time to drive away?” I asked, feeling high from the adrenaline surging through my veins.
“I’ll send you a text message.”
“Okay,” I said, my breath quickening. “Wait, what type of car is he driving?”
“He’s not. He’s flying.” 
“Flying?” 
“Yes . . . I’ll explain later, just get to the tunnel and be ready to act.”
“What if something goes wrong?”
“Honk your horn, but whatever you do, don’t open the door,” he said, his words giving me courage 
I hung up. 
Nicholas’ Chrysler abruptly turned left, as I continued straight towards the underpass, his car disappearing into the black forest. I figured he’d turned off his headlights to drive stealth again. With white knuckles, I concentrated on the winding mountain road with growing consternation, convinced I’d crash if I attempted to peer into the night sky. The dark tunnel seemed to swallow me whole as I parked inside to wait. 
Even though Nicholas told me not to, I shut off my engine. The only excuse I could think up was car trouble. I cautiously looked around and waited for Phil to walk up to my car. Something rapped on the glass of my window and I jumped, letting out a squeal in surprise.
“Sorry to startle you,” he whispered. “Having car problems?”
Close up and without a hood over his hair, I got my first good look at Phil’s transformation. Every inch of his skin was flawless and translucent and his deep, dark, majestic eyes danced with excitement and power. White perfect teeth glinted in the night, as his smile beckoned me to trust him.
“Um . . . yes,” I said, completely mesmerized by his angelic beauty and terrified at the same time. He was taking the bait without hardly any effort on my part.
“Well then, why don’t you come out and I’ll take a look at it for you?” 
He tried the door handle. 
“Um . . . that’s okay. I’ve called someone. They’re coming to help me. They should be here any minute,” I stammered, grateful I’d locked it earlier.
He studied me suspiciously, his dark eyes pulling at me, trying to hypnotize me.
“Parker, please . . . I just want to talk to you.”
“No,” I said, shaking off the spell. “I can hear you from here. Just tell me what you want to say.”
“Fine . . .” 
He shifted closer to the front of my car and leaned against the side of my hood. With his head cocked to the side, he watched me, analyzing every angle. 
“I’m curious,” he finally asked with a soft and golden voice. “How do you know about us?”
“I just know,” I said, not thinking of a better excuse. 
I kicked myself for accidentally revealing I knew his secret earlier.
He shot me another seductive grin but unknown to him, his aching thirst washed over me instead, making me nervous.
“Oh I don’t think so,” he said with a scandalous smirk, eyes alive. “Because if you did—”
His penetrating gaze of desire caused my heart to erupt in a fury. He wanted me and it wasn’t just for my blood.
“What do you mean?” I asked. My voice cracked. I struggled to shake off his invisible advances.
“I wish you’d come out of the car, so I could show you.” He flashed another mischievous flirty grin, “Stuff that would blow your mind. I’m not all bad, honest.”
From nowhere, I felt an overwhelming desire to get out of the car, as if an unseen hand pulled mine to turn the handle. I had to break eye contact in order to regain my senses.
“I’m staying in here,” I choked out, unsure how much longer I could spurn his requests. “I don’t believe you.”
It hurt to resist him, like when all you want to do is sleep, but can’t and have to force your eyelids to stay open. I had my hand on the lever ready to pull the door open when he moved away from my car. He turned to scan the front opening of the tunnel and then the back.
“You little sneak,” he seethed. He glared at me through squinted eyes, his face instantly stony and cold. “This isn’t over.” 
He disappeared.
Panicked, I picked up my phone, flipped it open to find I had no service. I turned the ignition key and put my car into reverse. Once outside the tunnel, the service returned. The phone vibrated with a message.
- Leave now
Was this message intended for earlier? I didn’t care. I threw the car into drive, and headed home. It was the only place truly safe from any vampire, and suddenly where I wanted to be. I forced myself to concentrate in order to keep my car on the road as I drove. Did he find Phil? Were they fighting? I flinched and refused to think the worst.
Phil’s amorous feelings lingered and grabbed my inner being as I concentrated on the road. I tried to shake it off, but a part of me couldn’t help but enjoy the attention. Any time anyone had feelings like that for me in the past, it left me feeling dirty, but with Phil, it was different, sexy even. I scolded myself for indulging a second thought. 
Nicholas is the one for you, not Phil. Are you crazy?
I wondered what Phil actually wanted to show me, if he even intended to show me anything other than how tasty a snack I’d be. But I might never know if he didn’t survive tonight for some reason. 
I looked at my phone again to ensure I had reception, wishing for an update.
Call me!
As I approached my home, I felt the knot in my stomach tighten. What if Phil had eluded Nicholas and flew above me, just out of the reach of my powers? The thought made me scared and elated all at the same time. 
I parked closer to the front of the house than normal. Before shutting off my car, I looked up into the sky. All I saw were stars and a few wispy clouds. My laughter bubbled to the surface and I sat amazed for thinking somehow I was safe in this little tin can. The front door was my beacon of safety.
I quickly grabbed my things and sprinted across the lawn. But just as I was about to reach the porch, my phone rang. The distraction caused my foot to snag on the wooden step and I sprawled forward with both hands, dropping everything on the ground. Ignoring the searing pain in my palms, I scrambled to collect my stuff, threw open the door and went inside. When I spun around to shut it, I glanced back at my car and thought I saw Phil crouched next to it. When I took a double take, no one was there. My phone rang again.
“Is that you, Julia?” Dad called from his office.
“Yes,” I said, trying to keep my tone from coming out in a high-pitched breathless frenzy.
I glanced at the phone and flipped it open. 
“Hold on,” I whispered and held the phone at my side.
“What’s all that racket?” he asked, his voice closer than a second ago.
“Sorry,” I said and turned towards him, forcing a smile. I tried to act natural as he joined me in the hallway. “I tripped outside and fell. That’s all.”
My dad furrowed his brow.
“Are you feeling okay? Your head’s all sweaty.”
“It is?” I reached up and smoothed my damp bangs away from my forehead. “I feel fine. But my ice cream is melting.” I moved towards the kitchen and tried not to limp. 
“Try to be more careful. You don’t want to re-injure your ankle,” he said behind me. 
I felt his hesitation, so I stuffed the soft ice cream in the freezer and headed for the stairs. Halfway up, I heard the wheels on his office chair squeak as they rolled against the floor. 
Whew.
“Sorry about that,” I said into the phone and softly closed my door. 
“Everything okay?” Nicholas asked.
“You called just as I was coming in the house. My dad wanted to talk to me first,” I said nonchalantly. “So what happened?” 
“He got away,” he said in a low and angry tone. “Why didn’t you drive when I texted you?”
“I didn’t get it . . . until later. I didn’t have reception in the tunnel.”
“You didn’t get it?” he asked dubiously, letting out a huff. “Well, we have bigger problems now,”
“What do you mean?”
“He saw me, so my cover’s blown. And, he knows you know what he is and that we’re working together. ”
I sensed the danger in his voice, but I didn’t feel threatened. Vampire or not, Phil was still my friend. I knew he didn’t want to kill me. 
“What did he want anyway?” 
I fumbled for an answer. I didn’t want to tell him Phil wanted me and that he almost got me out of my car against my will.
“Well . . .” I laughed nervously. “He’s curious how I know about vampires and he’s enamored with his new powers. But mostly, he just tried to get me out of the car.”
Nicholas inhaled and exhaled sharply. I didn’t know if it was a good or bad thing. Then he chuckled.
“Good thing you didn’t. He is an interesting one. When you said he was in an accident, what happened?”
I explained everything that went down that night, from the shifty people in the crowd, to the change in Phil’s demeanor at the hospital.
“Phil was never meant to be sired,” Nicholas said in revelation. “Maybe he is working alone.”
“Is this good?”
“I’m not sure yet. Vampires don’t let their new sires wander around unsupervised. It’s not smart. They cause problems . . ..”
“But even still, he’s targeted you for some reason and if he goes and tells the others about us, we won’t be safe.”
I gulped. 
“We need to talk privately,” he continued.
“We do?”
I gulped again.
“Are you free tomorrow?”
“Yes?” My heart fluttered in anticipation of what he was going to say.
“Be ready at eight tomorrow morning and I’ll come pick you up. Don’t tell anyone you’ll be with me.”
“Okay.”
“And don’t leave your house tonight,” he said firmly. “I need to go. Have a good night and don’t worry. We’ll figure this out tomorrow.”
He hung up.
I closed my phone and swooned, holding it with both hands gently to my chest. My heart flittered in elation. Nicholas and I were actually going to spend time together alone. I flung myself on my bed and began to plan what I was going to wear. 



15 - COMPLETE
My first order of business for the day was figuring out how to manipulate my dad into un-grounding me. Missing a dance was one thing, a date with Nicholas was entirely another. After playing every possible scenario in my head, I discovered my safest bet was to ask if I could go and hope he was in a good mood. 
My next big problem was figuring out what to wear. Too embarrassed to text for fear I was making a bigger deal of this get-together than I should, I ended up putting on jeans and a tee-shirt—after eighteen outfit changes of course.
Nervous about the outcome, I waited until the last possible minute to come downstairs—the plan being, the least amount of questions from Dad, the better. 
“You’re up early,” he said in surprise over the top of his morning newspaper.
“I am,” I said sheepishly, happy he was in another great mood. I helped myself to a cup of coffee, but put it in a travel mug.
“Do you have plans today?”
“That depends,” I said while adding cream and sugar.
“On whether or not you’re still grounded?” he asked, putting his paper down on the kitchen table.
I turned to him and nodded, trying to keep a straight face. Dad hated doe-eyes or begging in any sort of way. If I could get a flicker of amusement, he’d let me off the hook, but I couldn’t smile. Remorsefulness was the key to unlocking his heart.
“Where are you going?” he said, keeping a gruff exterior.
“I don’t know yet. He wants to surprise me,” I said quickly.
“And who are you going with?”
“Nicholas, the boy who helped me home the other day,” I said with a smile I couldn’t help.
“He finally called, huh?” 
For some reason, even though they’d never met, I felt approval from my dad when Nicholas’ name was mentioned. I think he trusted him since he’d already saved me once. But I didn’t want a big interrogation because Nicholas had asked me not say anything.
“Please, Dad. Don’t say you want to talk to him. That would be really embarrassing. We are just going as friends.”
He took a long drink of his coffee and acted like he was mulling it over. I held still to keep from fidgeting.
“You can go.”
“Thank you,” I said in a gush, grabbed a banana, kissed his head and ran out the front door. 
I heard a faint “You’re welcome” resonate from inside. When I turned after shutting the door, I spotted Nicholas’ beautiful black car parked out front and savored the moment. When he saw me, he got out of the car and walked up the path just like I’d imagined he would weeks ago—taking long, deep strides full of confidence, the bronze highlights of his hair glinting in the sunlight. I just needed to be patient.
“Hi,” he said with an impish grin.
His green eyes danced, and everything inside me wanted to run and hug him, but I stayed calm and walked casually towards him instead. “Hey.”
“You ready?”
I nodded and we walked to his car.
“Where are you taking me?” I asked, looking up at his adorable face.
“You’ll see,” he said with a smile and opened the door to let me in.
We drove down the highway in silence and took the freeway up the coast, flanked with beautiful oceans cliffs on one side and grassy farmland on the other. The day was clear and warm. I tried to keep from fidgeting as I waited in anticipation of our future destination. 
Soon he parked in the same gravel parking lot that overlooked the virgin stretch of beach Sam and I always visited. My excitement dwindled.
Why was he taking me here? 
I tried to hide my disappointment. Granted, his main concern was privacy, but that could be accomplished with his heavily tinted car windows. I had assumed that he had somewhere more secluded in mind. Somewhere new. Some place I could hold as special. Our place. I felt annoyed he wanted to use the same place I enjoyed with my best friend. I pursed my lips. 
Nicholas ignored my expression, wordlessly getting out of the car. I crossed my arms and sat firmly in my seat. I wasn’t going anywhere without an explanation. But his dark hair shimmered in the sunlight as he rounded the front of the car and suddenly my anger melted. I couldn’t stand to be away from him another second and eagerly stepped out when he opened the car door for me.
Together, we walked over to the edge of the cliff.
“Wow,” I said, peering over the side, feeling a little woozy. “I wonder if anyone ever gets to go down there.”
“I wonder,” he said, as he pivoted his body towards me, circling me in his arms. 
His touch made me hold my breath. I looked at him nervously, but gladly wrapped my arms around his waist in response. The last thing I expected to happen next was for him to jump over the cliff, carrying me with him in the process. 
I squealed and grabbed his torso tighter. We soared through the air, out over the cliff and floated towards the sand 1000 feet below. Within seconds we touched down and he made sure I had my balance before letting go.
“Feel familiar?” he asked, emerald eyes twinkling, searching my expression.
“Oh. My. Gosh,” I said, remembering the cliff. “Is this how you were able to catch me?”
I would have never believed it if I hadn’t seen it in the daylight. Nicholas laughed and nodded his head. I laughed too, marveling how insane that night had been. 
“So you can fly too?” I asked in amazement.
“Well . . . not really. Just jump far distances.
“Not all vampires can fly?”
“No,” he said and his smile faded from his face.
“I’m confused.” 
Nicholas looked back at me tenderly. 
“Phil’s acquired the gift to fly—a very rare ability—something a very powerful vampire wouldn’t want to share freely. I suspect they never intended for you to come along and take him to the hospital, of all places. The transfusion sustained his life and the venom changed his body. He was never supposed to become a vampire.” 
His explanation didn’t help explain things and I inadvertently reached up and held the base of my neck, wondering if I’d naively just missed a vampire feeding frenzy. What could’ve happened if I was a little bit sooner? I shuddered even considering it.
Nicholas continued to gaze deeply into my eyes and I lost my train of thought. I looked away and felt my cheeks grow hot.
“Come on,” he said in a happier tone and motioned for me to follow.
We walked next to each other towards the water. Every once in a while, I’d watch him. His intrinsic beauty overwhelmed me. I couldn’t help it. Today he wore a woolen sweater that showed the contour of his strong rippling arm muscles. I really wanted to reach out and lock my arm in his. 
He caught me stealing a glance and gave me an inquisitive look. I looked away embarrassed, but could see his smile from the corner of my eye.
Once we reached the waterline, I discovered hundreds of perfect sea shells and sand dollars on the abandoned beach.
“Wow!” I said while picking up a cantaloupe sized conch shell, putting it up to my ear. “I guess the shells wash up and sit here since nobody can comb the beach.”
Nicholas watched in amusement as I started to make little piles of treasures. 
I giggled and wondered how I would take the shells home with me.
“I forgot to bring a bag,” I said in disappointment. 
“Hold on.”
Nicholas sprinted across the sand, nimbly climbed up the cliff edge where the car was parked, disappeared for a minute, and then returned with a beach bag, all in a matter of seconds. 
My mouth fell open.
“Would this work to hold your shells?” he asked smugly, playing off his immortal talents, holding out the bag.
“Um, sure,” I said after closing my mouth, but still staring at him, taking a second before retrieving it. “How did you do that?”
“It comes with the territory,” he said quietly. “It’s no big deal.”
“You can run, jump, climb and see at night. How is that no big deal?”
“Now flying would be something,” he said playfully, but I knew he really would like that gift.
“I don’t understand the power thing.”
“Well . . . it’s like with humans. Some people can do things others cannot. Vampires are gifted with special abilities too, passed from the one that creates them.”
“Like what?” I asked.
“Well, the ones I know of are the ability to read minds, turn into animals, understand and speak different languages, plant thoughts, invoke feelings, hypnotize, just to name a few. Whatever is helpful for a vampire to lure its prey, besides being stealthy and incredibly beautiful.” 
Lure its prey? 
His comment gave me chills as I remembered all the vampires I’d encountered already—in particular the ones that wanted to bite me.
“Do you have any special abilities?”
“Me?” He grinned widely, flashing his pearly teeth. “Just the ability to walk in the sunlight, something no other vampire can do but I think that’s because I’m half-human. I’d be a force to be reckoned with, if I was bent towards evil,” he said with a chuckle. “But I don’t think I have anything extra special.”
Yeah, right.
I hid my smile. It was nice to be with someone so humble.
We headed towards a huge sea cave, worn away by the waves over time. 
“Want to check it out?”
I nodded.
We stood at the edge of the cliff in awe as the water ebbed in and out of the immense mouth of the cave down below us.
“Wanna closer look?” he said, with a gleam in his eye.
I started to recognize the twinkle and knew he was going to do some kind of phenomenal act that would blow my mind again.
“Okay?” 
“I need you to trust me and climb on my back.”
I blinked. “What?”
“Just do it.”
“Okay,” I said and crawled on. 
He held my legs tightly and jumped. I instinctively wrapped my arms around his muscular neck and held on for dear life. For a second we hovered over the water just inside the mouth of the cave. The spray of the waves lightly rained over us and I squealed in delight. 
Then like a bird, he gingerly landed on a protruding rock inside the monstrous cavern. I looked up at the wet walls teaming with sea life, and reeled back, feeling like I was going to lose my balance, when I felt him reach around and carefully lift me off. He placed me so I could stand on the rock in front of him. His strong arms wrapped tightly around me so I wouldn’t fall. We stood in astonishment, deafened by the noise of the waves hitting the reef all around us. The warmth of his chest radiated against me. I molded my body up against his, my heart erupting in a flutter that caused my legs to weaken.
“What do you think?” he whispered into my ear. I felt his hot breath against the side of my neck, which caused me to be light-headed as my heart raced even harder.
“Awesome,” I whispered, which was all I could get out as I slinked into his chest a little bit more. A seal popped his head out of the water next to us and I nudged Nicholas to alert him. 
Its little black eyes gawked at us curiously, then he swam around the rock as if to wonder how we entered his domain. I giggled uncontrollably at the sight.
After a few minutes my teeth started to chatter from the continuous cold, salty sprays. Even though I didn’t want to leave, I didn’t know how much longer I could stand the wind blowing against my damp skin.
“I think it’s time to go. Put your arms around my neck,” he instructed as he gently helped me turn around. 
I reached up, but feeling shy, kept my head down for fear he’d meet my gaze with a kiss. Within a second, I felt him hug me tight, crouch his legs down and spring off the rock into the air. We were flying again, headed for the sandy beach. 
When we landed, I laughed at our dripping attire. He removed his sweater to reveal a white tee-shirt that outlined every muscle of his powerful chest. Again, I saw the emerald medallion around his neck, under his shirt and stared at it. He followed my gaze and fanned the shirt off his skin to release the extra moisture. I looked away still shivering, not willing to take off my sweatshirt, knowing my wet tee-shirt underneath would be too revealing.
“Maybe that wasn’t a good idea,” he said while looking around. “Come on.”
He led me over to a place out of view of the cliff and started a bonfire in the sand. Within minutes, a roaring fire burned and I finally felt warm again. When he broke the driftwood into smaller pieces against his leg, I noticed a tattoo of a cross on the outer side of his bicep. The intricate ornate design was different than anything I’d ever seen. I couldn’t stop staring at it. 
“Are you feeling warmer now?” he asked as he sat next to me. 
His damp, dark hair and his olive skin shimmered in the light from the small droplets of water that clung to him. The sight made it hard for me to concentrate.
“Yes, actually,” I said while holding my hands out, feeling the heat on my fingertips. “Thank you.” 
I wondered how long he’d planned on being here today. From the looks of it, it didn’t seem like he was in a hurry to leave, and I didn’t mind.
“Um . . . I have a question,” I finally asked.
“Okay.” 
I took a deep breath and held it. I wanted to ask without offending him. Could I just say it? I watched his innocent expression as he patiently waited.
“H-h-how did you know to bring me here? I mean, this isn’t, um—just any beach.”
I watched his countenance change from curiosity to sheepishness. 
“How do I make this sound right?” He hesitated. “I just know you. I’ve been watching you for so long, I know your habits, your likes, your dislikes, your friends, your favorite hang outs and I have exceptional hearing. So I’ve known ever since you found this place that you’ve always wanted to come here. I figured it would be fun to give you your wish.”
I hadn’t realized my life was such an open book. His confession should have bothered me, but I was actually flattered instead. 
“Oh,” I said while playing with the drawstring on my sweatshirt. “Thank you.”
Out of the corner of my eye, I saw his eyes light up as he watched me. It truly was a magical place; far better than I’d imagined. I’d never been anywhere so pure; I felt honored to be one of its only inhabitants. As far as I was concerned, this was the closest to heaven on earth I could imagine. All we needed was lunch. I was starving.
“I was wondering—” not really wanting to leave, “do you have plans for lunch today?” I sheepishly asked.
“Why? Are you hungry?”
“No, not yet, I was just thinking—” I lied.
“Actually I packed a lunch,” he said, matter-of-factly.
“Oh . . . you did?” 
“Well, I didn’t know how long we’d be out here and it’s not like we can go out to eat.” 
“Why not?” I asked.
“Because you can never be too careful. The less people know about us the better,” he said with a very serious tone. “That’s why this beach is perfect. There’s no way anyone could find us here.” 
I felt a wave of pain from him. What had happened to make him be so cautious? I could understand not wanting to be seen at night, but why did I matter in the daytime? Vampires were sleeping, or hiding, or whatever they did during the day. But I’d learned my lesson in the past about prying, so I didn’t ask. I figured when he wanted to share, he would. 
He stretched back on the sand and put his head in his hands while closing his eyes, his thoughts someplace else.
“Yeah, but wouldn’t someone see your car parked on the cliff?” I asked just remembering his car could tip off our location.
“I moved it.”
“You what? You did?” I said a little mystified.
“Like I said, I’m careful.” 
I knew his actions were all tied to what happened with my mother. Feeling his guilt resurface confirmed my suspicion. I searched his face and wondered why he held onto the past so tightly when her death was an accident. 
I recalled what he told me. He had no family besides his dad and he never spoke of anyone else. I wondered if he had friends or if he kept everyone at a distance like he did me. Was his secret preventing him from living a normal life? 
More than anything I wanted to console him, touch him, run my fingers through his hair and gently caress his face. Make his pain go away. But I knew he didn’t want that type of relationship, so I refrained.
“You know, if it wasn’t for your super vampire powers, I’d have no idea that you were different. I mean, you’ve even got a cross tattoo. Isn’t that like vampire voodoo or something?” I blurted out and then wished I hadn’t said it after I finished.
“Oh, you noticed that,” he said looking up at me from the sand.
“Yes,” I admitted timidly, not meeting his gaze.
“I got that a long time ago, when I thought I could actually pick a side. I struggle to know where the human in me ends and the evil begins.” 
He laughed at his own sadistic statement, but I didn’t get it. I never felt any evil coming from him. 
“I don’t think that. You’ve been nothing but heroic to me.”
“I’m honored that you’re so understanding, but I have a very dark side to me—” he turned and grimaced. “And it doesn’t like that I don’t appease its wants.” 
Again, he astounded me. He constantly had to remind me he had a demon inside, wanting to come out, and he suppressed it. 
“My life is complicated,” he murmured.
“How so?” I said softly.
“If it was easy, I could just explain it.”
“Funny,” I said sarcastically. “Try me.”
“Actually, it’s no big deal really. I guess when I first started my path of vengeance it was exciting and I felt like I’d found my calling. But night after night after night of hunting down the leeches—” He stopped and drifted off into thought.
“And?” 
“It’s just not what I thought it would be. I want something different now.”
“And what do you want?” I asked as my heart sped up in anticipation of his response. 
He thought hard for a minute, his face pensive and finally said, “I want to be normal.”
I looked down and closed my eyes for a second. I couldn’t agree with him more, but that’s not what I wanted to hear. What I wanted him to say was that he wanted to be with me, but I knew he wouldn’t. He’d never allow himself to. He was too noble. 
“I’m sorry,” I said with a lump in my throat.
“No need for you to be sorry. It’s what I am and I’ve accepted it.” 
He looked speculatively into the fire and his face became luminous. More than ever I wanted to wrap my arms around his neck and make the loneliness go away. 
“That doesn’t mean that it’s not hard,” I said softly.
“You’re right. It doesn’t.” 
I watched his jaw flex, as I felt him keep his emotions down to a dull roar. We sat in silence for a minute, with just the fire crackling and the waves crashing for ambiance. I watched him with tender eyes, but he didn’t give me eye contact.
“Do you have any other friends?” I asked quietly, still trying to be respectful.
“I can’t.”
I wanted to ask what had happened, to understand this pain he felt, but I refrained. 
“They always end badly,” he said, again feeling guilty. “Like I’ve said, I’ve tried to have that normal life before. It doesn’t work for me. It’s not my destiny.” He turned to me, his expression pained. “Julia, no one can know about today. It must be kept a secret. I couldn’t live with myself if anything happened to you.”
“Okay,” I said, beginning to feel afraid, hoping we weren’t taking unnecessary chances since I’d already mentioned it to my dad.
It was then I realized a normal relationship would be impossible. We’d always have to hide from everyone for fear of retaliation and because of that, there was no chance for a real future for us, and he knew it. 
Nicholas closed his eyes again and relaxed in the sand. I needed to change the subject, because if I didn’t, I was going to start crying.
“So, what did you do last night?” I asked while gulping down the tears.
“I went looking for Phil and the rest of them,” he said while letting out a gust of air.
“Having trouble?” I asked, secretly grateful Phil had eluded him.
I felt his disdain and knew he’d have zero tolerance or patience for Phil once he found him again.
“They are harder to track than the vampires I’m used to,” he said in frustration “I combed the city all night and came up with nothing.” 
“You were up all night?” I asked in surprise.
“I normally am. It’s fine. I don’t require much sleep.” 
I studied his face and watched him breathe. He looked so perfect next to the fire, almost like he’d been airbrushed. I ached to reach over, touch his hand, but my mind warned me not too. This was someone I could never have, or ever be with, and it made my heart sad.
Nicholas’ breathing deepened as he drifted off to sleep. I sat and drank in the peace he finally radiated while the fog rolled in. I didn’t want to disturb him after knowing what little serenity he did have and after his busy night. I was content to just be close to him and enjoy the small, simple moment together.
After about an hour, he began to stir. I looked down to see him staring up at me.
“Hi,” I said. “Sleep well?”
“You let me fall asleep,” he said, faking like he was angry. 
He sat up and stretched.
“Let you? You told me you weren’t tired.” 
“True. You hungry?” 
To answer his question, my stomach growled loudly.
“I’m not taking very good care of you, I’ll be right back.” 
In a flash he was gone.
I suspected he was going to the car again, so I tried to act cool when he returned. But before I could think of a flippant comeback, he’d spread out his picnic lunch in an amazing display. I couldn’t help but gawk. Magically, a tray of sandwiches, with grape clusters, cheese, crackers and chips, appeared before me. He handed me a plastic cup filled with sparkling cider.
“Brat,” I said, taking the cider. “How could I possibly compete with that?”
“That’s the point. You can’t.” 
I turned my head and flipped my hair at him, letting out a loud humph, and he laughed. Life with Nicholas was certainly proving itself interesting.
“I was wondering,” I began as I popped a grape into my mouth. “Where do vampires come from anyway? I mean, they started somehow, right?”
“I knew this question was coming,” he remarked, taking the last bite of his sandwich.
“You don’t want to tell me?” 
“No, it’s not that. It’s just . . . involved.”
“I’ve got all day; I think. Well, until sunset, right?” 
I laughed generously, but hoped he caught my slip. I wanted to spend at least until then together.
“Very funny,” he said with a surly look.
“Please, I want to know.” 
He took a deep breath. “From what my father told me, it’s believed it all started back with Cain. You know, Adam and Eve?”
“Yes.” I couldn’t believe a vampire was giving me a Sunday school lesson on the Bible, of all things.
“Well, because of Cain’s jealousy of his brother Abel, he murdered him. So God put a curse on Cain, marking him to be a wanderer his entire earthly life. 
“Legend tells us, the serpent who tempted Eve took advantage of Cain’s situation. He offered Cain immortality in exchange for his soul. Cain, who underestimated the value of a soul, agreed readily thinking this deal would put him on the same level as God. When the serpent bit Cain, the venom transformed him into half-man half-snake and he became immortal. 
“A vampire’s immortality can be perceived to be a pretty gifted life. To come and go as you please, to be incredibly strong and have no limits, to be alluring and beautiful forever, but most importantly to not have a conscience against what you do for sport; killing humans without a thought. It’s a downright evil lifestyle, just as the serpent wanted, with a few drawbacks of course; the Achilles’ heel being the sun and wooden stakes to the heart.
“The first person he sired was an accident. When Andronicus Vampiro didn’t die from Cain’s bite, it gave Cain a new weapon in his fight against God. He could make an army of soul stealers all loyal to their Father, their King. But the serpent gave Cain only so much power and after each vampire was sired, Cain found he’d become weaker. 
“But after some of the new offspring didn’t survive, the power returned. It was easy for Cain to enforce a decree that the coveted vampire life be given only to those chosen because all of them are selfish, little, power-hungry, bloodsucking—” Nicholas’ nostrils flared and anger tripled. “Sorry, I shouldn’t talk like that.”
“It’s okay,” I said with a blush.
“So the Royal families keep tight reigns on all their kin, only allowing the youngest to wander. They also don’t kill their own kind because if you killed someone in your lifeline by mistake, it would be over for you as well. Like the thread of their life-force severs.
“So, you can imagine my reputation. Since vampires don’t kill each other, they have no natural predators, except me. And I kill indiscriminately and don’t leave any witnesses. They don’t know who or what I am. 
“You’d think, since they know where I’m physically located, they’d send their smartest and strongest after me. But they never do, proving that they’re nothing but a bunch of power-hungry cowards who feed off the weak and strive to be important amongst themselves. Funny thing is they don’t even need human blood to survive—it’s more an addiction than anything.
“But this has created my lifelong dilemma. I know how to stop them permanently, but it would kill my father and possibly me in the process. Maybe one day I will, but all I want to do right now is protect you and not worry about the rest. And that has proven to be a challenge, for you’re the biggest vampire magnet I’ve ever encountered in my life.”
I forced out a fake chuckle at the remark, but became overwhelmed with the thought of something bad ever happening to Nicholas. I could never bear it. But then the psychic’s prediction rang through my head. 
The innocent that saves us all from them.
Remembering her words sent a chill down my spine and I felt the blood drain from my cheeks. Nicholas responded to my horror-struck expression and stared back with a face full of concern. 
“You okay?” he asked. 
My mouth went dry. What could possibly happen that would possess me to go after Cain? Maybe if I were a vampire I’d be able to fight them, but even then I wouldn’t want to murder myself, Nicholas’ father and Nicholas in the process unless . . . 
I closed my eyes and felt the world sway as the worst thought crossed my mind. 
I would do it to avenge Nicholas’ death.
The terror overwhelmed me and I struggled to stay lucid. 
No! Never! She had to be wrong!
“Julia? Answer me!”
I felt warm calming hands grasp my shoulders firmly. The sensation felt like he pulled me up and out of the horror I was drowning in. I forced my eyes open and met his, a piercing effervescent green. 
“I’m fine,” I choked out. 
His eyebrows pressed together. 
“I guess it’s good I have a body guard since I’m a magnet, right?” I said hoarsely, lifting the corners of my mouth a twinge, trying to force a smile. 
Nicholas’ expression didn’t change, as his gaze flicked from one of my eyes to the other.
“I’m fine, honest,” I said, feeling a little bit more in control of myself and my voice. “It just scares me someone has that type of power over your life.”
Nicholas relaxed a tiny bit and studied me one last time before drawing me into his chest. My breath became short as his touch sent me into oblivion, and I welcomed the distraction. 
“You don’t have to worry. I’ve got it under control,” he said softly, gently caressing the back of my hair.
I let out a gust of air in response. His confidence infused my body and I let go of the unknowns of the future. Her prediction couldn’t be true. First, she was crazy and I doubted her abilities. Second, I lacked athletic ability and therefore incapable of fighting anything, especially evil. And if I did have some special power, Nicholas would be the first I’d save. 
But I didn’t care. I didn’t want to entertain the thought of being some heroic avenger. I just wanted to be there. 
In his arms. 
Forever.



16 - FALL OUT
Time flew by. Before I realized it, we’d spent the whole day together—a perfectly glorious day, far better than any dance I could’ve attended. But as I watched the sun make its way closer to the horizon, a pang of dread filled my stomach. Its light controlled my destiny now and he’d have to take me home. I already started to miss him. 
“So what are your plans for tonight?” I asked, trying my best to sound indifferent.
“Finding their lair and keeping an eye on you.” 
He glanced over at me wistfully, his face slightly bronzed from the sun. I couldn’t help but smile back.
“Well, if it will help, I promise not to do a repeat of last night,” I joked in an effort to cover up my concern. “Actually, I’ve got a ton of homework to do.”
“That would make my job easier.” 
I turned towards the window and watched the world zoom by. We’d broken the rules today by being together. As we drove, I felt the warmth he had at the beach start to fade into something cold and distant. He was changing back to his serious self. 
“We can’t do this again, can we?” I finally muttered, still looking out the window, deciding to just get it out in the open.
“No,” he said despondently.
I took a deep breath and leaned against the headrest. I didn’t need to study his face to know his feelings.
“It doesn’t seem fair,” I uttered softly in an even tone.
“Nothing we can do about it.”
The frequent appearance of his cynical side began to annoy me. I knew there was a way to still see each other and not get caught, like today. Why wasn’t he willing to try?
“I don’t want to go home,” I said in a whisper, secretly hoping he’d change his mind.
He reached over to grab my hand. Excitement and pain flooded directly into my heart and I broke under the strain. The tears spilled down my cheeks.
“Please, don’t cry,” he said, instantly feeling sorry.
“I’m trying not to. It just hurts, you know?”
I tried to stifle my tears by biting my lip. Secretly, I was glad we hurt together. To know he cared for me on a deeper level comforted my spirit.
“I never meant for this to be difficult for you,” he said with remorse.
“It’s not your fault. You have no control over this hopeless situation.”
“Well, I shouldn’t have made it harder on you.” 
He let go of my hand to take something out of his pocket. I stared down at his palm and recognized the familiar piece of worn journal paper. I looked at his face in shock and then anger.
“How did you get that?” I said, snatching it out of his hand, wiping away my tears.
“I saw you throw it over the cliff,” he confessed.
My head swam as I remembered back to that day. I’d poured my heart and soul into that letter never intending for him to read it. And now that he had, I felt violated. 
“Well, that’s a dirty trick,” I said, scowling at him. 
I turned away and crumpled up the note in my hand.
“You didn’t want me to read it?” he said confused.
“No.” 
“Then why is it addressed to me?” 
Even though he had a point, I hated that he justified his actions. How could he think I wanted him to read it? 
“I didn’t give it to you. You only got it because you were spying on me.” I clenched my jaw, completely mortified.
He sat for a minute, his face hard like ice, insides full of frustration. 
“Fine,” he growled. “I knew I shouldn’t have done this. Today was a mistake.” 
“Yeah, you shouldn’t have after knowing how I felt about you.” Hot angry tears flowed over my cheeks. “Why would you want to tease me when you knew that this could never be?”
“Because I’m selfish,” he said, raising his voice. “I was hoping it would make things easier.” 
“Well, I don’t know how you figured that!”
“You have no idea what it’s been like for me the last ten years, Julia—watching you from afar and never able to even talk to you. It’s been a lot worse for me. For you, it’s only been a little over a week!”
His angst hit me like a tidal wave causing my anger to subside. His admission left me confused and bewildered. I felt foolish for not seeing that his experience had been far worse than my own.
“Oh,” I said, not knowing what else to say. 
We sat in silence while Nicholas fumed. I realized I really hurt him badly. I reached over to grab his hand. At first, he didn’t respond, but then he interlaced his fingers with mine and the tension between us melted.
“I’m sorry,” I said, looking down feeling a little ashamed. “I wasn’t being fair.”
“It’s fine. Like I said, I’ve accepted it.”
He pulled up in front of my house and I felt a pit form in my stomach. As we sat for a minute, I tried to think of a way to prolong my exit when Nicholas spoke. 
“Before you go, we need to talk about Phil real quick.”
“Oh,” I said, remembering Phil was the real reason for our tryst.
“Do you have any idea what he’s going to do next?” 
“He still wants to talk to me.” I bit my lip, unsure if I should mention that small detail. “But I don’t know what about.”
Nicholas kept quiet for a minute, his lips pursed together. I pictured Phil’s face the night before when he tried to coax me out of the car and my cheeks blushed in response. I knew partly what he was after, but I wasn’t going to mention it. 
Even though I longed to be with Nicholas, Phil’s attention flattered me. But the tug between the two made me feel like a stretched rubber band. On one side was Nicholas, the most amazing but unavailable guy because he killed a few vampires. And on the other, Phil, the incredibly hot, new, bloodsucking vampire, who wanted me and wasn’t afraid to show it. If something didn’t stop the tug-of-war with me in the middle, I was going to snap in two.
“I’ve been thinking about this all day and I think I’ve got a solution to protect you.” Nicholas said, interrupting my thoughts. 
I focused on his vibrant eyes. “What?”
“I want you to stay in your house at night.”
I furrowed my brow in disbelief. Was he crazy? I just finished a stint of house arrest with my ankle and wasn’t about to do it again because some vampire wanted to talk to me. Especially when that vampire was Phil. No. Completely out of the question.
“I can’t. What about my job?”
“It’s just for now. Make up an excuse, quit, whatever you have to do. I’m serious about how dangerous these vamps are. Especially Phil. Your house is the only place I know he can’t penetrate, where you’ll be truly safe.”
His brilliant solution infuriated me. Not only was he overreacting, but now he acted like a tyrannical parent. 
“No,” I said with folded arms. “I refuse to be cooped-up in my house.”
Nicholas let out a huge frustrated sigh.
“Julia, you need to listen to reason. I’m not doing this to be mean. Phil will stalk you.”
“You think it’s reasonable to lock me up in my house? What are my dad and brother going to say? They’ll know something’s up.”
“You’ll have to figure it out. I’m just saying I can’t always be there. You have to do this to protect yourself. Aren’t you afraid?”
“Well, no actually. “
He eyed me suspiciously. “And why not?”
“Because I don’t think Phil wants to kill me.”
“And why do you think that?”
“Because he told me so.”
He gave me a condescending look and smirked. I glowered back. He wasn’t going to win this one.
“You’re so naïve Julia. Vampires lie. It’s what they do.”
“He wasn’t lying,” I said because I knew it for a fact and didn’t need to prove how.
He let out an exasperated groan.
“You’re making it very hard for me to protect you,” he said slowly through gritted teeth.
“You don’t have to worry about it. He’s not going to hurt me. Just find out about the others and leave Phil up to me.”
“What?” 
“He wants to reform, I know it. I just need to talk to him. Encourage him not to go to the dark side.”
Nicholas pounded his fist into his steering wheel and cursed. “I can’t believe I’m having this conversation.” 
The rage bowled over me like a suffocating gas. But I didn’t care. I was determined to hold my ground. “I’ll tell you when I’m leaving, so you’ll know.” 
“Oh thank you,” he said sarcastically.
“Just do what you need to do. I’ll take care of myself,” I said, wanting to antagonize him.
He glared at me and clenched his mouth shut as his emotion grew thick with irritation.
“I should just let you deal with one and we’ll see who’s able to handle themselves,” he seethed.
“Yeah, you should,” I said, knowing I was being completely absurd. We both knew the one behind the alley would have finished me off if I were alone.
“Fine, since you’re feeling so brave, do as you want.” 
“I’m glad you’re finally seeing things my way,” I said but wondered why the sudden change.
“Well, don’t blame me if something happens.”
“I won’t,” I said, with a quiver in my voice. I started to believe he really was going to quit being my guardian.
We both stared each other down.
“I’m going to go,” I said coolly.
He turned his face towards the front windshield. “Bye.” 
My stomach pitched and rolled over. I fought getting sick. All this emotion was more than I could handle and I needed to get out of the car before I lost it on his floorboard. I jerked open the handle, climbed out and closed it before he could say anything else.
My feet practically ran down the cobblestone path, but I listened for his retort that never came. His tires crunched the gravel and spun out instead. That’s when I remembered my shells were in the trunk, but he was halfway down the street, turning the corner. It was too late to stop him.



17 - PROTECTION
Confused and heartsick, I walked inside the house. There were two suitcases sitting in the front hall.
“Oh good, you’re home,” Dad said as he came out of his office with his briefcase. “Have a nice time?”
“It was okay,” I said, trying to sound chipper.
I went straight over and wrapped my arms around his chest. His confusion surfaced as I lingered in our hug longer than normal, hoping for some fatherly protective consolation. But it paled in comparison to Nicholas’ solace.
“Everything okay?” he asked after I finally let go, his eyes narrowing slightly.
“Everything’s fine. I just miss you when you leave,” I said fighting back my tears, feeling completely overwhelmed with emotion.
“I’ll miss you too.” He kissed my forehead but still looked concerned. “I will only be gone for a week this time. I’ve been to the store and stocked up the fridge so you and your brother will have plenty of food. And I left some cash on the counter in case you need anything.”
“Okay,” I said and sighed.
“I have to go, though. I don’t want to miss my flight. Call me if you need me.”
And before I knew it, he was gone.
I slumped down on the couch and pouted. The sun had just set, trapping me until morning. And even though I’d put up a good front to Nicholas, I was scared to leave the house now.
My phone remained quiet in my hand. 
More than anything, I wanted him to call. I needed to know he’d always be there even when I acted like a stubborn mule. But I knew he wouldn’t. And I couldn’t swallow my pride and call him—even if I regretted my actions. 
I went upstairs and took out my math book. Algebra would have to occupy my evening. But after solving one problem I found myself lost in thought, the harsh tones of our fight bouncing around in my head. I let out a sigh of exasperation. I needed chocolate.
The double fudge ice cream was still in the freezer, untouched and hard as a rock. I managed to scoop up enough to drown my sorrows, as I caught sight of the morning paper.
The headline read “Teen death in alley. Authorities asking for help.” I flipped to the story with uneasiness. Apparently a student from Soquel High was found dead downtown. Authorities were asking for eye witnesses. A wave of nausea hit me as I read the gory details. 
I wondered if I should report something, but knew that was impossible. Vampires were doing the killings. But I worried if Phil was involved. The whole situation confirmed the danger everyone was in and the validity of Nicholas’ concerns. Apprehensively, I looked out the kitchen window, peering into the black night. No one was there, but it still seemed eerie. They were out there somewhere, ready to take anyone who crossed their path. Would I always be afraid of the dark now? 
I heard the soft sounds of the TV in the next room and decided to keep Luke company—being with him felt safer than being alone in the kitchen.
“Hey,” I said, as I slid into the La-Z-boy. 
Luke sat mesmerized with his face glued to the TV. The program he watched showed continuous clips of wild animals in their habitat. I had to turn away when a lion brutally snapped the neck of the gazelle before ripping into its flesh.
“What are you watching?” I asked, while putting down my bowl. I had suddenly lost my appetite.
“When Animals Attack.”
I peeked through my fingers to see if it was safe, but re-shielded my eyes when the tiger separated the baby elephant from the pack. I couldn’t watch anymore.
“Crazy, isn’t it?” he asked with a sick smile on his face.
I started to imagine the same scenario but with the boy from the newspaper article. I could see him minding his own business walking down the street, maybe coming from the local drugstore with cold medicine for his sick grandma, when he hears a noise. Maybe it’s an animal whimpering or a baby’s cry that lures him into the alley. When he finds nothing he turns back towards the street, but is greeted by three dark figures blocking his way. One cackles an ominous laugh and they jeer and tease him, getting excited as they watch their victim grow anxious with fear. Then one crouches down like a tiger and before the boy knows it, he’s thrown against the wall and the vampire sinks his teeth into his neck. I gasped.
“What’s wrong with you?” Luke asked with a puzzled look. 
I snapped out of my trance and realized my gasp was misplaced. At the moment a commercial played with cuddly koalas promoting Fluffy Soft toilet paper.
“Oh, I remembered I’d forgotten something,” I said with a straight face.
He gave me a funny look, shook his head then noticed my ice cream.
“Is there any left?” he asked, pointing at my bowl.
Luke popped up off the couch headed toward the kitchen before I finished nodding my head yes.
During the commercial, I was tempted to change the channel, feeling anxiety from the graphic images in my head. But I couldn’t completely blame the show for my state. The events from my real life caused the distress. I wondered how it could be so enjoyable to become basically a cannibal. Then to my horror, I realized, if I were in the same room during a feeding frenzy, I would be able to know. The thought made me shiver.
I decided Nicholas was right. I could never defend myself in an attack. And I wasn’t positive what Phil’s intentions were, but I didn’t want to take any chances. I’d eat crow and beg for Nicholas’ forgiveness tomorrow, before my shift started, then quit my job. But just in case, I decided to be prepared. 
While Luke was still in the kitchen, I snuck down the hallway towards the garage. The cold rush of damp, dusky air wafted across my face when I quietly opened the door, the darkness a little creepy for my liking. Was this considered part of the house? I figured it had to be. 
I felt the wall for the light switch and flicked it just when Aladdin darted between my legs. I yelped as she disappeared into the house. 
The light penetrated the room and I felt foolish for being afraid to be in my own garage. Everything looked just as it always had, floor to ceiling cabinets on one side and a work counter on the other. Luke’s tools lay on the floor, along with other unknown devices. The space where Dad normally parked was empty; around it was all kinds of junk we’d collected over time, most of it in boxes.
I looked around for something I could use to make into a stake. In the corner was a broken old broom. I ran over and picked it up.
Perfect.
I removed the hacksaw from the wall and after much elbow grease, managed to cut the bristly end off. 
“What are you doing?” Luke asked, holding a huge bowl of ice cream. 
With a squeal, I dropped the stick. I felt he was close by, but didn’t realize he was in the room. 
“You scared me! Geez!” I barked, embarrassed I was so jumpy. I nonchalantly retrieved the stick from the floor. “I’m just sharpening this stick.” 
“What for?”
“Because,” I said defensively, struggling for a reason. “It’s—it’s to garden with.”
He paused mid-bite and blinked. I remained composed.
“You aren’t going to be able to sharpen it with a hack saw. The sandpaper is in the drawer over there.” 
He pointed to the workbench.
“Thank you,” I said, marched over, found the roughest sheet and went back to the workbench stool. Luke sighed, leaving me alone in the garage.
After a few minutes, I transformed the broom into a vicious weapon and practiced a few jabs in the air against an invisible assailant. An old song my dad listened to came to mind. 
I am woman, hear me roar.
There was something very rewarding in being proactive in my protection efforts. I figured since I’d be home a lot, I’d just workout to a Tae-Bo DVD with it. That way, if I ever got into trouble, I’d already have practiced and could just stake the monster in one smooth motion. 
I managed to sneak by Luke, while he watched the end of his sickening TV show, and headed upstairs. Nicholas’ need for a trench coat suddenly made sense. I didn’t own one or anything remotely useful to conceal the stake, so for now, I’d have to store it in my backpack. I just hoped it wouldn’t accidentally fall out during school or I’d have some serious explaining to do. 



18 - FEAR
I arrived at school Monday morning feeling numb and annoyed. I hadn’t slept soundly because of the recurring nightmares. And sometime during the night, I’d changed my mind about needing Nicholas’ help. His behavior still angered me, and I wasn’t ready to forgive him yet.
“You didn’t call back,” Sam said a little perturbed when she caught up with me as I walked alone to first period P.E. class.
Instantly I remembered listening to her voicemail message and felt bad. She called late Saturday night, but I hadn’t listened to her request for me to call until early Sunday morning, just before Nicholas came to pick me up to go to the beach. I’d completely forgotten to call back.
“Sorry, how was the dance?” I asked, trying to sound interested.
“It was magical,” she said, anger melting, her face suddenly all aglow.
I looked at her happy expression as she continued to fill me in, and softened. I was thrilled she had a good time and decided not to let my “Nicholas woes” interfere. Fight or no fight, my weekend was magical for me as well, but I wasn’t allowed to say a word. Yet another unbearable secret to keep. I never felt more alone.
My classmates were also semi-excited and a little depressed, maybe because it was Monday, but I also sensed a general fearfulness. As I half listened to Sam, I scanned the faces around me to see if I could figure out why. Was this vampire thing affecting more people than just me?
“What’s wrong with everyone?” I finally asked Sam.
“Huh? I don’t know,” she said, suddenly paying attention to the people around us. “Everyone seems fine to me.”
We changed our clothes and headed towards the basketball court, where I overheard two classmates ahead of us.
“That’s so sad about Justin,” Mia said to Erika.
“Yeah, isn’t it awful?” 
I touched Mia’s shoulder to stop them.
“What about Justin?” I asked.
“You haven’t heard?” Mia gave me a look like I was a complete idiot. “He’s missing too.”
Her words sent ice down my spine. My last interaction with Justin played through my mind as I continued listlessly into the gym, grieved. He quite possibly could be another victim and I felt responsible.
Why is this happening? 
The epidemic was spreading like a disease and I couldn’t allow it to continue. Desperate times called for desperate measures. I needed to do something, but what? 
The fortune teller’s words came to mind, but I pushed away the thought. I didn’t care what she’d predicted. I wouldn’t go see her. I couldn’t go. Darkening her doorstep meant I’d have to accept everything: my true fate, the obliteration of all vampires at my hand and Nicholas’ death. The rest of the world wouldn’t know the sacrifice. But I’d never do anything that would intentionally kill him. There had to be another way. 
I put my face in my hands and searched for a solution. 
“Julia, are you okay?” I heard Sam ask, pulling me back towards reality.
I lifted my head and stared into five pairs of inquisitive eyes. Somehow in my concern and denial of what I needed to do, I’d auto-piloted myself all the way to lunch. 
“I’m okay,” I murmured as I looked down at the table at my uneaten food that I didn’t remember getting. “I’m a little tired today.”
“Do you know Justin?” Cameron asked me, his eyes moving slowly to focus on my face.
“Not really,” I said, feeling the weight of the responsibility hitting me heavily. “Do you?”
“He’s in my Calculus class. He came to the tournament Saturday night,” he replied, sort of in a trance. “But never made it home.”
My stomach churned at the news. Maybe if I was his date Saturday night, he’d still be here.
“What happened?” Dena asked.
Cameron shifted. All the geeky spunk of his normal demeanor was absent. He looked despondent under his red mop of curls. The heaviness of his heart almost made me well up with tears.
“The chess club met at Clark’s house for our tournament. We played until about three in the morning. I decided to just spend the night, but Justin had to be home for Boy Scouts in the morning,” he said with a sigh. “We got a frantic call from his mother in the morning because he didn’t come home and wasn’t answering his phone. So the cops came and interviewed us. He’s vanished into thin air.” 
He looked down at the table and picked at his food. I felt sick thinking about what his parents must be going through, when another wave of conviction hit me.
“That’s horrible, Cam,” Sam said. 
“Well, there’s a new curfew now. If you’re under eighteen, you’re supposed to be home by nine p.m. and rumor has it they might even make it eight,” he said without any emotion in his voice.
“Yeah, we know about the curfew,” Katie said, her voice laced with annoyance. “They squelched the bonfire with it, but eight? Seriously, that’s just lame.” 
“It’s not lame,” I piped up, overwrought with newfound terror. “And, actually, I wanted to ask all of you not to go out after dusk until this is over.”
“What?” Katie exclaimed. “Are you kidding me?”
I shot her a look. More than anything in the world, I wanted to share what I knew, scare them into submission. This was very serious and I couldn’t bear losing any of them to those vicious murderers. I would make them listen.
“Just trust me, okay? I wouldn’t ask if I didn’t think it was that serious, but my Dad has some friends who are cops, and whoever’s doing this is looking for certain kids to prey upon. All I can say is, we fit the type.”
Katie let out a groan, contorting her face while she rolled her eyes. “Yeah right,” she snipped. 
I restrained from reaching across the table, grabbing the collar of her shirt, and shaking some sense into her. But something in my disposition elevated the general fear level from nothing to DEFCON 1 in a matter of seconds. Everyone knew I meant business, and couldn’t deny the facts.
“I’ll do it,” Dena said quickly, watching me with a newfound fearfulness. 
I glanced at Sam.
“Me too,” she said under the weight of my stare.
“My mom isn’t letting me go anywhere, so I’m already grounded,” Cam said, still playing with his food. He didn’t need any intimidation to agree.
“You will too, won’t you Morgan?” Dena asked.
“Yeah,” he said, watching me suspiciously.
Everyone’s honest commitment eased my conscience. Only Katie remained. One by one, the group’s glances rested on her sour expression. She tried to keep a cold front, but eventually caved. Our effort managed to penetrate her childish reasoning.
“Fine,” she said with reluctance, while crossing her arms. 
I let out a quick exhale.
“You’re such a big killjoy sometimes, Julia,” she said with a sneer and left the table.
Receiving the brunt of Katie’s anger didn’t bother me when I knew it might possibly save her life. Now, the first part of my plan was in motion—the most important, keeping my friends from harm. My next step was figuring out how to get into my house without needing Nicholas’ help after dark.
I bit my pencil and conspired while in Algebra, when I got a brilliant idea. If there was a way to get Phil to follow me home, and I drove into my garage, I could talk to him from the safety of my house. It would take some preparation, but I knew it would work.
With that decision, I just wanted school to be out, so I could put everything into motion. The faster I got through my visit with the dreaded fortune teller, the better.
* * * 
All the little houses that lined the road next to the theater looked identical, until I settled on the one that looked vaguely familiar. The only problem was the curtains were drawn hiding the fortune teller sign.
I got out of the car and studied the front. The memorable tiny walkway to the porch brought it all back. My senses told me no one was home, but I decided to knock anyway. While waiting, I noticed the pile of newspapers next to the rickety screen door. The mailbox overflowed with mail as well.
Has no one been home since I was here last?
Something rubbed up against my leg and I looked down. A black cat with icy blue eyes sat at my feet—the same one from before. I squatted down and scratched her head, wondering why she was so friendly to me now.
“Where’s your mommy?” I whispered, hoping the old woman was just out of town and didn’t leave her pet behind.
“She’s not here.” 
The words I heard weren’t spoken out loud, but said inside my head—a woman’s voice, ethereal in tone with a slight echo. Afraid, I stood up and looked around. I knew for sure no one was there, but someone had spoken to me all the same. Was I losing my mind?
“Who’s there?” I asked quietly, thinking that whoever it was hid their feelings from me as well. I didn’t like being caught off-guard.
“You’re special, aren’t you, Julia?” the woman’s voice said in my head, like it was a new revelation.
“Show yourself right now,” I demanded a little louder, stumbling off the steps, walking backwards down the path so I could scan the bushes alongside me.
“I’m right here.”
The voice came from the porch area. I glanced around to see who was there, but only the cat sat perched on the edge of the porch, looking directly at me. I could’ve sworn the cat smiled at me. I blinked. 
I’m officially losing it. I’m talking in my mind to a cat!
I spun around and prepared to sprint to the safety of my car.
“Wait please.” 
The voice was spoken out loud, followed by her tender, caring feelings of peace and warmth. I turned around to find the source and gaped. On the porch stood a beautiful, angelic, raven haired woman with fair skin and radiant, crystal blue eyes. 
“Where did you come from?” I asked in bewilderment.
“I think you know,” she said sweetly, a simple smile playing on her lips.
“I am an Enigma,” she spoke in my mind.
I was speechless for a second. 
“You’re the cat?” I choked out.
She didn’t say yes or no. She just continued to smile at me and her eyes washed me with such happiness I’ve not felt in a long time.
“You’re looking for Madame,” she stated plainly. “She is not here.”
“She’s not?”
“No,” she said, now sending out a little sadness. “She is gone. But it’s better this way. It was her time.”
I latched onto every word and willed her to speak more. The melodic quality of her tone was so pleasing to listen to, the absence made everything sound bland. She had to be an angel.
“I’m not an angel,” she said, with a slight chuckle.
“You . . . can read my mind?” I asked, instantly feeling vulnerable.
“I can.”
I became guarded, unsure if I could trust her. But if she could read my mind, then she would know everything about me. Stepping backwards, I willed my mind to stop, but it rambled through all the things I didn’t want her to know.
“Don’t worry . . . I’m your friend.” 
She spoke both externally and internally. But her changing back and forth made my brain feel woozy. 
“Who are you? What are you?” I asked, overwhelmed by her presence, suddenly feeling very insignificant and ugly, right down to the repulsive sound of my own voice. 
“Sweet, dear child, I am nothing important, unlike yourself. Don’t be so disheartened.”
“I . . . I’m not doing this,” I said in frustration and turned to leave. No one was going to pry around in my head uninvited.
“Don’t leave. I know why you’re here. Sense the honesty of my intentions.” 
She finished her sentence in my mind and I stopped mid stride. I could sense her trustworthiness, like she suggested, but I struggled whether or not to stay. If I left prematurely, I could possibly never know the truth behind what Madame said.
I swirled around and frowned.
“Then tell me what I want to know,” I forcefully thought.
I heard a gentle purr, though she wasn’t in cat form. Her face seemed to look like she was formulating the best explanation, but I knew she was poking around in my head.
“Well, as you know, the Madame wasn’t a psychic. But since I can read minds, I could see what the people wanted to hear and I’d tell her what to say. It made a nice lucrative business for her, and she took good care of me.
“But sometimes, she’d come up with things on her own. Like her prediction for you for example, so I’m not positive what she meant. But I saw her premonition. It’s all true.”
Even with confirmation, I resisted the ambiguous vision as my destiny. “I won’t do it. I’m no one important. Why would she tell me that?”
“Don’t underestimate the vision. You’re far more powerful than you think and there’s nothing you can do to stop fate. But whatever happens, you and your friend will find a way to be together. I have seen it. There are other avenues yet unexplored.”
“But how do you know?” I asked.
“I have my ways. But it’s time for you to go. I have things to take care of and so do you.” 
Her eyes twinkled before she turned to leave. 
“But wait. When we first met, you hissed at me, why?”
“You, of all people could’ve revealed the truth about Madame’s abilities. I couldn’t let you do that. But you didn’t betray her and for that I’m truly grateful. I hope I’ve repaid the favor. Good bye and good luck.”
I opened my mouth to ask another question, but she transformed back into a black cat and leapt into the bushes before I could stop her.
The silence left me feeling helpless, with more questions than answers, my deepest secrets ransacked. 
While driving home I had to force myself to concentrate on the road. Even though she wasn’t in my mind anymore, it didn’t feel the same, like she left footprints behind. I just clung to her insight that Nicholas and I would be together: that there was another way. I smiled at the hope until I realized . . . .
Which friend did she mean? Nicholas or Phil?
She didn’t specifically say. And she also mentioned that there were other avenues to be explored. What did that mean?
“Ahhh!” I said out loud in frustration. Why does everything have to be so complicated? My life was stuck in the spin cycle.
I looked at the time and pressed the gas pedal harder. If I didn’t hurry, I was going to be late for work. I’d checked the lunar calendar online when I went home earlier and sunset was going to be at 6:35 p.m. tonight. My shift started at 6:30. I figured that I’d be safe inside the building once sunset truly happened, but I was cutting it incredibly close.
I drove up into the lot, found a spot close to the front and parked and then I felt him. The sun had barely set a minute and Phil was already here, stalking me. I jumped out of my car, my stomach in my throat, and sprinted for the front of the building. I imagined how silly I looked, but didn’t care. Phil was someplace looking to corner me, and I wanted to be safely inside to avoid him.
“You could’ve just told me you were running late, Julia,” Linda said, with a puzzled look, after I’d run through the store doors like the welcome mat was home plate.
“Oh . . . Yeah . . . Sorry,” I said breathing heavily, not thinking of a good excuse. 
I glanced behind me out the glass windows, glad to be in the store. Phil was nowhere to be seen.
“Actually, Linda, there’s something I need to talk to you about.”
Either my words or the tone of my voice caused her alarm, which made me start to feel bad. I was still very upset that the situation was so out of control it interfered with something simple like my job. But I had to tell her and this seemed like a good time.
“Okay,” she said, as she ushered me into her office.
I sat down and took a deep breath. I’d rehearsed my speech a few times in my head, but now, facing her, I was drawing a blank.
“Everything okay?” she finally asked, after I didn’t say anything, obviously looking a little distressed.
“Well, no,” I began finally. “I’m just having some challenges in my life right now and my dad doesn’t think I’m balancing work and school well. He’s asked me to quit, just until I can get a handle on things.”
“I see,” she said, disappointed.
“I know that you’ve got me scheduled for the rest of the week and I’ll be happy to work my shifts. I know you’ll need to hire someone new and I can train them,” I said quickly, hoping to lessen the sting.
“That’s thoughtful of you, Julia,” she said. “But if your father thinks it’s best you quit, then I don’t want to impose. Plus, with the criminal activity and curfews, I’m going to have to change everyone’s schedule anyway. We can handle things in your absence. We managed when you were out after your fall.”
“Yeah . . . I guess you did,” I said, feeling rejected. “I’m so sorry. Really, I am.”
“So am I, but you need to do well in school. You can always come back this summer when business picks up.”
I sighed and stood up, prepared to make the best out of my last day. I’d almost completely forgotten about Phil’s presence until later in my shift, a wave of his angst hit me. He was still outside, waiting for me. Impatiently. I reached for my cell phone ready to text Nicholas, when I realized it wasn’t in my pocket.
It must be in my car.
I took the mistake as a sign. It slipped my mind that I didn’t want them to meet until I had a chance to talk to Phil first. Nicholas wasn’t going to be patient with Phil and I knew there would be a fight, especially if Phil acted remotely close to the way he did in the tunnel. 
But I was already prepared. And I wanted to do this on my own to prove I was right about Phil. The thought made me feel exhilarated and petrified all at the same time.
My shift seemed to take forever as I worked diligently behind the counter. It didn’t help make things go faster when Linda made a scene by telling a regular customer that today was my last day. The onslaught of questions from fellow workers afterwards made me kick myself for not waiting until the end of my shift to tell Linda I was quitting. All the questions meant more lies.
“Julia, I’m not going to have you close tonight because I need to take your keys,” Linda said sadly when the time came closer for me to leave.
The relinquishing of my keys made leaving feel more permanent, and I got this foreboding feeling that I wasn’t going to return.
At the door, I said goodbye and timed my exit so I could walk out with Megan, a bubbly, talkative, fellow co-worker. I appreciated the fact that Megan acted as if we were best friends because she didn’t leave my side until I got to my car. 
Once I got in, I locked my car door and prayed that tonight I didn’t run out of gas while driving home.
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Phil followed me as planned, and I led him straight to my house. The chase electrified me. As I felt his curiosity grow stronger, I shook my head, amazed I actually enjoyed this game of cat and mouse.
So far things were right on course, the last part of my plan being the easiest. The only sketchy part was whether or not Luke would be home. But I just counted on the fact that Phil would not want to be seen, and hoped he’d hide if Luke happened to come outside. 
The little tires on the Quantum screeched as I took the last curve on my street a little too quickly. The house, only a few yards away now, would be my safe haven once I entered the garage. 
I pressed the magical button on the opener I’d taken earlier and waited for the door to ascend. To my horror nothing happened. Dumbfounded I pressed it again, this time aiming it directly at the garage. Again, nothing happened. I panicked. The opener worked when I tested it earlier. What was wrong? 
I pulled into the driveway, continually pressing the button over and over. Then he was there; standing right between my car and the garage door, my headlights illuminating his vibrant skin.
“Hello,” he said with a devilish smile. He looked radiantly pleased with himself, as he stood wearing a similar trench coat to Nicholas’, apparently the vampire fashion of choice.
I frowned back.
“What’s wrong? The door not opening?” 
To my horror, he held up a 9-volt battery. I flipped over the remote and opened the cover. The battery was missing. My mouth dropped open. 
“How did you know?” I said stunned, instantly afraid. “Can you read minds?”
“I wish,” he said with a cocky grin and looked around inquisitively. I cringed at his overwhelming joy. “Where’s your friend?”
I frantically tried to figure out how he knew my plan. He must have seen the remote on my seat and taken the battery out while I was at work. The thought made me feel sick, regretting my decision to do it on my own as my plan fell apart right in front of my eyes. 
“I don’t know who you’re talking about,” I lied. 
“Julia. Don’t play with me,” he said with an icy stare. “We can do things your way, or my way, but whatever you choose, you will exit your car, so why don’t you just get out so I don’t have to break anything.” 
He placed both hands on the hood of my car while leaning forward with demanding eyes. I could feel his fascination with his power and imagined him rolling the car door back like a sardine can. How would I explain that to my dad? Knowing I needed to survive the encounter first, I decided to test his intentions. If he wasn’t going to kill me, I’d willingly get out. If not, it wouldn’t matter anyway—the more unexplainable damage to my car, the better. 
“You won’t hurt me?” I questioned, watching his expression closely.
“I promise,” he said with a chuckle and held up three fingers. “Scout’s honor.”
If I hadn’t known for sure he told the truth, I’d have been frozen stiff with fear. Even with his promise, it didn’t change how badly he still wanted me. Before opening the door, I reached down nonchalantly and grabbed the stake out of my backpack, hiding it behind my back. With my other hand, I pulled the handle and stepped outside, legs shaking. 
“I’m out of the car,” I said with a sputter, waiting for his next move.
“See? That wasn’t so hard—” he said, his voice suddenly absent from his body, floating in the air. “Was it?” I felt him appear when he whispered in my ear, his breath tickling the back of my neck. My body broke out in a cold sweat. 
Startled, I turned, flailing my hand half-heartily forward in an attempted stabbing motion, but found it empty. My stake vanished. I looked up to see Phil, a few feet away from me flipping the stick in the air, mocking me with his smile. 
“What’s this for?” 
My throat went dry and my lips froze partly open.
“As if you could stop me,” he said with a tsk.
My face fell, as I watched him snap it in two. I felt totally defeated and knew I couldn’t possibly make a break for it now. The front door, just beyond him, seemed impossible to get to. Even with a diversion, I wouldn’t be able to move fast enough.
“You’re so adorable,” he cooed. 
He was doing that thing with his eyes; luring me in with his infectious stare, casting a magical spell on me. I looked away.
“I’m out of the car,” I said with an indignant tone. “What do you want?”
If he planned to do anything to me, I wanted it over already.
“Oh, where do I begin—” he said, slowly advancing, watching me with his nebulous eyes. 
I backed up, trying to expand the distance between us, only to be blocked in by my car. I had nowhere to run. He stopped, minding the space between us as if to placate me.
“Well, first, I wanted to say thank you.” 
“You want to thank me?” 
“Yes,” he said with a little snicker. “Because of you, I’m now immortal. Little did those silly humans know the transfusion would revive me so I could be transformed.” He dramatically tilted his head up towards the night sky, closed his eyes and opened his arms while inhaling deeply. “I do love my new body.” 
The display made me sick, but his absorption in his exhibition gave me the urge to sneak away. I moved a fraction of an inch in preparation when his arm suddenly appeared at my side, stopping my retreat. 
“Where are you going?” he whispered, his lips inches away from mine. 
My voice caught in my throat and I stuttered. “You don’t have to give in. You can be good.” 
“Good?” A dark shadow crossed his face. “Why? I’m having too much fun being bad,” he said with a wicked cackle.
My countenance fell. I wasn’t anticipating this reaction.
“Let me show you,” he whispered, using his other arm to encircle me, pinning me to the car.
His body pressed against mine and my heart raced in response. I turned my head away from his face, anticipating a kiss, but realized I’d exposed my neck. My hands flew up to hide my flesh, but instead of biting me, he pulled me close to his chest and shot up into the sky like a bullet.
I screamed and forced my eyes shut. The chilly night air rushed sharply against my face as I clung to his torso, the thrill of his feelings intermixing with my own. My ears popped as we ascended higher, but I didn’t dare look down. My body responded and hardened in fear, petrified he’d accidentally drop me at any second.
“Look, Julia,” he sang in my ear. 
Unable to open my eyes, I shook my head and pressed my face into his shoulder. He tilted me haphazardly over so I lay stomach down, my back against his chest with just his arm around my waist. The sudden movement unnerved my stomach, making me feel sick. I screamed and fought to turn back over, but his arm clutched me tighter.
“LOOK!” he demanded.
I opened one eye for a second to see the miniature world move beneath us. Then flinched and closed them again, turning my head into my shoulder.
“Please,” I whimpered. “Take me back down.” Hot tears poured out and flew off the sides of my temples.
“Isn’t this awesome? We have the world at our fingertips, Julia. Anywhere we want to go!” 
“I want to go home!” I cried out, as I started to shake uncontrollably, choking back bile in my throat while my stomach pitched.
“You aren’t enjoying this?” he asked, in complete shock, then disappointment.
“No!” I yelled as hard as I could. “Take me down, now!”
He grew discouraged, then annoyed. I feared he’d become disenchanted and felt the need to be more delicate in my approach, or it would be all over. I formulated a new plan.
“Please, Phil. I’m very frightened,” I said quieter. “Can you take me down? I think I’m going to get sick.”
He let out an exasperated sigh.
“Fine,” he snapped and aimed us towards the ground swooping down in front of an abandoned warehouse in the industrial part of the city. I stumbled forward as he let me go, kneeling down to stop my fall. I wanted to kiss the asphalt in thankfulness.
“You didn’t like that?” he asked, in confusion.
“No,” I said plainly, withholding the barrage of insults I wanted to say, knowing I was still at his mercy. I scanned the area for a familiar landmark. “Where are we?”
“I have some business to take care of,” he said, still irritated. I got the feeling the business involved me.
“Why aren’t you being entirely upfront with me? What are you planning to do with me?” 
He looked at me with an expression from his former self, one of compassion and I felt a glimmer of hope. I knew he was in there somewhere and seeing it for a split second inspired me to keep trying to get through to him.
“I just wanted to show you what I can do. I’m not going to hurt you, honest,” he said tenderly, without the seduction. I softened.
“I understand you’ve changed and have this new power. But you are frightening me. Please, I just want to go home,” I said using the same scared tone he tried to use on me at the grocery store.
“But you hate to fly,” he said with a cocky grin. 
The reality sank in. That was the only mode of transportation, and unless we walked, the quickest way to take me home. At that moment, I wished for Nicholas. I wanted him to come save me from Phil and his bi-polar behavior. At least with Nicholas, I knew what to expect. I felt in my pocket again for my phone forgetting I’d lost it somewhere.
“Do you have a phone?” 
He thought for a second, a flicker of recognition in his eye, and then smiled. Before I knew it, he’d grabbed my hand. 
“Come on,” he said as he pulled me into the warehouse, his grip tightening down like a vice.
The interior was pitch black inside, and the rusty hinges of the door seemed to creak extra loud when we entered, echoing around the interior. When the door clanged shut, taking away all the light, I clung closer to Phil’s side. The possibility of a working phone in the place seemed unrealistic.
“Where are we going?” I asked, feeling uneasy, trying to stop him from pulling me so roughly. 
He didn’t answer as he continued to drag me behind him like a rag doll through the wide open space, acting as if it was lit up, dodging unseen objects. I squinted and tried to get my eyes to adjust to the darkness as I stumbled, unable to avoid the items littering the floor. But no matter how hard I tugged back, he wouldn’t let go, and continued until we reached the other side. Suddenly, I saw a faint glow around a closed door. I felt the feelings on the other side and halted. There were more vampires beyond. Thirsty vampires. 
“It’s okay. Come on,” he whispered, as he bolstered his own courage. 
“No,” I whispered, forcefully. “I change my mind; I don’t need to make a call.”
“Call?” he asked, like my original request completely slipped his mind. His apathy told me he didn’t care what I needed.
We barged in on three people hovering over a large map on the table in the middle of the room, vampires. They all stiffened and turned in our direction—the same dark eyes from the beach bore holes into me. I felt the beginnings of a feeding frenzy when they recognized I was human.
“What are you doing bringing her in here Phil,” the woman seethed, acting like Phil broke some code.
“Didn’t you hear me order for take out?” The taller man with platinum white hair cackled, jabbing the other as they both eyed me lustfully, licking their lips. “Good timing, Phil. I’m starved.”
Phil shielded me with his body and glared back, full of determination. 
“She’s mine,” he commanded. “I’m looking for Alora, where is she?” 
“I don’t think you’re going to be able to fight off the three of us to protect your little girlfriend, Phil,” she said, suddenly advancing closer.
I cowered behind Phil. He stood even taller as she got closer, tucking his arm around my waist to pull me into his back. 
“Bettina, I’m serious. She’s important. I need Alora,” he said with a growl, thick with impatience.
She glowered at him with her pale blue eyes for a minute and then let out an exasperated sigh.
“Fine! Toth, go get her,” she ordered, waving her hand in the air at him.
Toth, the one with platinum-white hair, glared at me with his beady black eyes before winking at Bettina and leaving the room. Bettina felt humored, and softened. I breathed a sigh of relief, knowing at least for now they weren’t going to feast on me. But I still felt like a tasty steak in the middle of three ravenous tigers, knowing the tables could turn at any moment.
Bettina went back to studying her map, still eyeing me occasionally. She was tall, lean with long black shimmering hair that spilled down over her shoulder and onto the table. Her clothing matched her complexion perfectly and her crimson colored lips puckered while she made notes with her pen. I guessed she was in her early twenties, but couldn’t help but feel jealous of her beauty. 
The other male vampire was shorter than her, about the same age as me, with brown, bed-head hair and disheveled clothing. He was strikingly attractive like the others, but cagey, his blood lust the strongest as he paced around, barely able to control himself. I recognized his face and almost began to place where I knew him from when the door on the other side of the room opened.
I stood in awe and felt the world around me stop as if to admire the woman who stood before us. Everything quieted in her glorious presence, even the florescent lights. I would have said she was angelic, but even that didn’t describe the effect she possessed over her environment. Her auburn hair seemed to dance as it swooped gently across her forehead and shoulders, just barely concealing her big, sapphire doe-eyes adorned with thick black lashes. Her skin glimmered softly like the snow in the sunlight. The thin fabric of her black dress clung to her shapely body, caressing every curve. 
Everyone instinctively bowed in her presence, the strength of her intimidation overwhelming. All I could do was stand and gawk as Phil moved aside so she could see me better. I felt helplessly abandoned, nothing between us to prevent instant carnage, if she wanted. She nodded slightly before walking towards me. Phil didn’t move from my side while the others left the room.
“Hello, Julia,” she said sweetly with a hint of a southern accent, her eyes studying me intently. “I’m, Alora.” 
She held out her delicate slender hand.
Frozen, I didn’t know if I could make my hand reach out to greet hers in return, but like a puppet on a string, my hand obeyed. When we touched, I felt the awesomeness of her power and almost gasped. Whatever she was capable of doing with her small frame, she knew it and oozed confidence. And she had amazing control over her blood lust. More so than all the vampires I’d ever met, with the exception of Nicholas, of course. But then again, he was only half vampire.
“This is the one I was telling you about, Alora,” Phil finally said, head bowed, eyes low.
“Phil, you’re right. She’s so charming and full of potential,” she said with a captivating smile, letting go of my hand. “Don’t be afraid, we mean you no harm.”
Even though her beauty conveyed innocence, she was the epitome of evil. I could feel her empty, shallow heart, and godlike quest for ultimate power. I was appalled Phil trusted her, but I understood why. On the outside, she looked very deceiving. Her name fit her to a tee.
But why did he bring me to her? Was I an offering? My heart leapt in fear as I tried to figure out both of their intentions.
She eyed me for another second and then glanced towards Phil, reaching out her hand to him. He took it and kissed it. 
“Well done,” she said, her startling blue eyes looking deeply into his eyes.
Phil’s pleasure abounded with her words of praise. 
I waited uneasily as neither spoke and Phil continued to hold her hand. They stood stiff like statues, eyes interlocked, unmoving for several minutes. I expected at any moment a discussion of their imminent plans for my future, but only eerie silence lingered. The unsettling part was I could sense growing satisfaction and excitement coming from them both. I just didn’t understand how they could feel it in unison.
But when the feelings peaked into euphoria, laced with evil intentions, my skin broke out in goose bumps. I had to get out of here now. My mind willed my feet to run and I subtly shifted my body weight in response, but Phil’s other arm shot out and grabbed my hand.
The trance between them was severed when Phil dropped her hand.
“It was nice to meet you, Julia,” she finally said, melodic and soft. “Do take care.”
Still unable to speak, she moved closer, eyes probing mine. And then unexpectedly she pushed back a lock of my hair behind my ear, took her finger and ran it up the ridge of my jaw, stopping just under my chin. I tried my best to remain calm, my heart pounding so hard I thought I’d start convulsing.
“You’d make a nice little addition to my collection,” she said in a whisper, her scent swirling across my face, smelling sweet like honey.
I gulped, wondering when she planned to sink her teeth into me. 
Suddenly the pressure of her finger was gone. My legs swayed anticipating my life ending, but we were alone again. Confused, I shot Phil a look, wondering what happened.
“Let’s go,” he said, with an abrupt tug. I stumbled forward, my legs still locked in response to Alora’s touch. 
“Where?” I asked, my voice shaking but resurfacing. Somehow I’d survived.
“I’m taking you home.” 
“You are?” Home sounded like a beautiful, glorious place, but very far away—impossible—a trick. I didn’t believe he intended to let me go free.
“Yes. You don’t want the others to think I’ve changed my mind. Do you?” 
I was out of the warehouse office door first, but ended up flailing miserably behind him as he impatiently pulled me out of the building. Outside, I breathed the night air deeply into my lungs, thankful to be alive. All I needed was one minute to recover, but without asking, he drew me into his body and launched up into the sky. 
The quick, forceful actions took my breath away. I gasped painfully, struggling to pull air into my lungs. Only after I relaxed did my breathing stabilize. I found it easier to trust Phil this time, having experienced the flight before but he seemed unaware of my distress.
My mind raced. If Phil took me home like he said he would, then I could immediately tell Nicholas the location of the hideout. Nicholas would have to quickly forgive me, considering the magnitude of the find. I felt pleased to be such an instrumental part of foiling the vampires’ plans.
But I needed to keep my cool. I had the advantage at the moment, so if I just played my cards right, I knew Phil would think I was on his side.
“Who is that woman?” I asked loudly over the wind that blew against our faces.
“She’s the leader of our coven.”
“Why did you take me to meet her?”
“Actually, I wanted her to meet you,” he said with admiration.
I paused, confounded by the rearranging of the statement. It was almost like I just met his mother.
“But why?”
“To see if she approves of you.”
Approves of me? 
“How come?”
“Because . . . I want you,” he whispered in my ear. I almost fell limp against his arm when he spoke it, but he encircled me tighter, his feelings raw and rapturous. A part of me wanted him too, enjoyed his attention, and craved his company. It alarmed me that I wasn’t afraid when he confessed his intentions. Probably only because I was relieved to know it wasn’t my blood he wanted.
I started to feel like I wasn’t in control of my feelings anymore. That I was losing myself into his wants and desires. His power called to me to try it; conveyed it was safe, fun. And the worst part, my rational thoughts remained apathetic.
I could see we were getting closer to my home, which was good. I needed to get away from him before all was lost. Plus, I started to shiver uncontrollably in my thin blouse, from the thrill and the bitter wind. 
He gently set me down in a concealed thicket close to my house. I stood awkwardly for a minute, at a loss for words, trying to encourage myself to at least plan an exit strategy. 
“What’s happened to me is not a bad thing,” he began. “Really, I’m not a monster.”
“I know you aren’t, I’m just—” I quivered.
He walked over to me and gently held up his index finger to my lips in a motion of silence. I froze as my heart threatened to pound right out of my chest, but he slowly slid his hand and found the small of my back and pulled me into him. I stood there shaking, enjoying his touch.
“You’re so beautiful.” 
His smiling eyes pulled me in and I felt mine slowly close as he tipped up my chin and touched his lips to mine. The iciness of his skin and the sweetness of his breath disoriented me as I gave into his charisma. I parted my lips ever so slightly, as he sucked on my lower lip jerking my body tighter into him. I gasped and my breath became uneven as our lips hungrily caressed one another’s. I never would’ve believed that my first kiss would be so passionate. I almost lost my footing when I felt him ever so gently bite at my bottom lip. His hunger spiked and I threw open my eyes, pushing him away quickly.
“Sorry,” he said, chuckling a little.
“That’s not funny.”
“I just got carried away,” he purred.” You’re just so enticing.” 
I felt like my legs were going to collapse at any moment, so I locked them in place in a last-ditch effort to stay upright. I didn’t know what to say, but I knew I didn’t want him to bite me, at least not yet. The fact that I gave in to him so quickly made me question everything about myself. Then the guilt surfaced. How would I explain this to Nicholas? Was I considering giving him up to be with Phil? To be a vampire?
I staggered back to gain my composure. My head swam and I needed to figure out what I was doing, and do it in a place where I didn’t have his presence seducing me.
“I need to go,” I finally said, as I looked away from his charming, Delphian eyes, secretly not wanting to leave.
“Okay, love. Me too. I have something to take care of.” He flashed a big smile and was gone. 
“I’ll see you later.” I heard whispering to me in the wind.
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Dizzy, I walked home, proceeded upstairs to my room and closed the door. I flopped on my bed, stared at the ceiling and touched my lips. The weight of what I did began to bear down on my chest and I cringed at the thought of what Nicholas would do if he knew. 
How did I let this happen? 
I sucked in a deep breath and let the air out slowly. He’d never understand and would probably hate me forever. I’d kissed his mortal enemy. I rolled over, tucking myself into a ball. But the images of Phil’s hungry lips locked with mine played behind my closed eyelids. My stomach lurched at the conflict of emotion, elation mixing with remorsefulness. 
If only Nicholas and I hadn’t fought, then this would never have happened. 
“Ahhh!” I groaned as I stuffed a pillow over my head trying to escape reality. 
I wanted to hide, forget it ever happened, but I couldn’t. For some reason, I enjoyed it. There had to be a reasonable explanation. Phil must have tricked me somehow with a secret vampire spell. I had feelings for Nicholas, strong feelings. We were going to be together in the future; at least that’s what I believe the cat predicted. 
Maybe Nicholas would never find out. It was Phil’s vampirishness that affected my senses. Period. It wasn’t real, and once I separated myself from him and thought rationally, I knew it was wrong. Or did I?
But kissing him wasn’t my only problem. There was a huge part of me that couldn’t give up on Phil. I knew he needed my help, especially after Nicholas finally decimated the rest of his coven. But how was I going to do that when they hated each other? Phil would continue to pursue me, and Nicholas would never allow further interaction, especially if he knew Phil’s intentions. I’d be forced to pick between the two of them. 
Well, it didn’t matter. Neither would make me choose. They’d have to grow up and accept my decision. I’d set stricter boundaries with Phil and not allow his powers to take over my senses. And Nicholas would have to allow me a friendship with another not-so-dangerous vampire, like himself. 
But most important, I did need to tell Nicholas about the gang, and quickly, before anyone else turned up missing or dead. I reached in my pocket for my cell phone, then remembered it was still in my car. 
Frustrated at my forgetfulness, I jumped off my bed and went back downstairs to fetch it. I opened the front door cautiously before sprinting across the lawn to the car. Only after I slid into the front seat did I feel strangely safe, though I knew I was alone. But the phone wasn’t in the console like I thought. 
Where is it?
After checking in the door pocket and under the seat, I went back inside to try to call it with the house phone. But the call rolled directly over to voicemail, which meant it was off.
Crap!
Even still, I needed to talk to Nicholas, so I dialed his number instead. The silence before the first ring increased my nervousness. I planned to tell him the pertinent information and deflect the questions until later, but the call went straight to his voicemail greeting too.
“Hey, it’s Julia. Call me when you get this,” I said quickly after the beep and hung up.
Why is his phone off? Is he still mad at me?
I decided to worry about it after I checked my calling record online. If anyone stole the phone, I’d need to stop the service. From my dad’s computer in his office, I discovered all the calls were ones I actually remembered making. 
But then my eye caught a recent outgoing text message made just thirty minutes prior. I clicked the details and read to my shock:
- I need your help. I’m in trouble. Please come get me at 223 Front Street.
Nicholas’ number appeared as the recipient. A lump formed in my throat. I Googled the address. It was only two blocks away from the coven’s hideout. Nicholas was being lured into a trap—one I allowed to be set. My indignation towards Phil began to smolder.
When I see Phil, he’s going to be so dead.
Moving as quickly as possible, I printed off the map, swiped my keys and headed out the door. I needed to stop them before someone got hurt. And if things couldn’t get any worse, the clouds broke open, pouring down buckets of rain. I splashed across the wet ground towards my car when I noticed my broken stake floating in a puddle. Instinct told me to pick up one of the halves and put it in my back pocket just in case. 
My heart pounded as I drove like a wild woman through the city, trying to see out my windshield. I hadn’t cleared out my latest text messages from Nicholas and frantically tried to remember what they said.
They came during the interaction at the supermarket. Phil would know how we planned to handle his situation just by reading the texts with the date and times. It would confirm his suspicions that Nicholas and I were cohorts.
Why didn’t you clear those out, Julia? I chided myself, clutching tightly to my steering wheel. 
The rain continued to pummel the desolate streets as I sped to the address, the ink-smeared map in my hand shaking violently from my nerves. I kept a close eye on the road and used my emotional radar for cocky cops who’d love to pull me over. My dad didn’t need a long-distance midnight call to bail me out of jail for being out after curfew. 
My mind raced as I tried to anticipate what I would find when I got there. What if the other vampires were posted as look-outs or worse? I couldn’t bear the thought of anything happening to him. I stomped on the gas, but my car wouldn’t move any faster. 
I had no idea what I could do to stop the fight, but I had to try. Maybe this was the time when I would use my hidden secret talent. But I wasn’t prepared to do real battle. All I wanted was to stop them before something really horrible happened. 
My tiny tires lost traction in the rain and screeched as I took the last corner, finally arriving at the address on Front Street. My body shook when I spotted Nicholas’ car parked in front of the old building. Frantic, I parked next to him, flung open my door and sprinted across the wet gravel to a nearby door. I tried to pull it open but found it locked. The presence of anger inside told me the fight still ensued, so I decided to try another door. It was locked too. I swore. 
If only I was a vampire, I could rip this door open!
Not knowing what to do, I ran around to the back of the dilapidated building and looked for another way to get inside. I spotted a door cracked open, light spilling onto the wet cement. I ran to it and stepped into the vacated lobby at the same time the walls shook, flickering the lights. I heard angry voices coming from somewhere within the heart of the building. 
The air was thick with dust and I coughed as I looked around. On the anterior wall was a huge indentation that looked like the aftereffects of a wrecking ball, spilling crushed sheet rock on the floor in huge chunks. Another loud crash sent me scrambling to hide behind the front counter. I anticipated a filing cabinet or something large would come smashing into the room at any second. But all that came down was another spray of ceiling material which filled the air with grime, coating my throat with grit. I slowly stood back up and cautiously walked over the broken pieces on the floor and headed towards the door beyond the counter. My heart started to pound, not sure what I’d find on the other side as I felt wave after wave of incredible revulsion and rage. 
At least they’re still alive. 
“You need to give up! She’s mine! She doesn’t want you!” I heard Phil say loudly with a hiss.
“There’s no way in hell I’m going to let you have her!” Nicholas growled. 
Another heavy crack told me something fell and crashed against the floor, breaking into tiny pieces. I cautiously pressed my ear to the door to figure out if I should open it. A string of obscenities followed a thunder clapping boom that shook the wall and dislodged a picture. I ducked as the frame shattered, shooting broken glass everywhere, then froze.
“Not if I kill you first!” Phil retorted apparently not noticing the noise from the neighboring room.
“Be my guest if you can!” Nicholas barked. 
Someone groaned after another resounding smash. I imagined the two of them hurling large industrial objects from across the room at each other.
I put my trembling hand on the knob and pushed open the door to witness two interlocked bodies flying across the wide open space. My mouth dropped as they collided into the nearby wall creating another huge body-sized crater to match all the others scattered throughout the vast room. They didn’t hear me enter and proceeded to swear while trying to punch at each other. It was hard enough to see them fight with the intent to kill, but to hear they were fighting over me caused something to boil up inside. I refused to be treated like some sort of prize to be won at a carnival. As far as I was concerned, the honor to be my boyfriend was still mine to give.
“Stop!” I ardently cried out.
They froze and turned to look at me in surprise, but Phil took the distraction to his advantage. My mind registering he’d disappeared only after I felt my arms become pinned behind me. 
“NO!” I heard Nicholas scream from across the room, but Phil responded with a cackle, way too happy for my liking. 
“Ha!” Phil said with smug overtones. “Now you’ll do what I want, both of you!” 
Phil’s muscular body held me tightly as something cold pressed up against my throat. I held back my breath, taking only short gasps and tried to assess the situation. At the moment, I felt he had no intention to hurt me, but I couldn’t trust his emotions. One wrong move and the blade would easily slice into my jugular. 
“Take that ring and put it on your wrist, or she dies.” Phil threatened in a low voice, motioning to what looked like an oversized iron bracelet on the ground, close to our feet. 
Confused, I studied the rusty piece of jewelry and tried to understand how it would incapacitate anybody. As I shifted my body to get a better look at Phil’s face to judge his next move, he gripped me tighter.
“Don’t move,” he hissed in my ear.
“We don’t need to involve Julia. Let’s settle this like men,” Nicholas said as he stood motionless, fire burning behind his emerald eyes.
I knew the cuff was a trap and I was the bait. I had to call Phil’s bluff.
“Don’t listen to him. He won’t hurt me, Nicholas,” I said calmly, feeling a high as the adrenaline pulsated through my body. 
“I’m serious. Put it on now!” Phil interrupted, his voice sounding more ominous, his irritation increasing due to Nicholas’ incompliance.
“Nicholas, don’t!” I insisted, feeling a little braver, squirming to loosen his grip on me.
“Be quiet,” Phil said as he hugged me closer, pressing the blade a little deeper into my skin. I felt my blood pulsating against the serrated edge and struggled to breathe under the pressure, my neck dangerously close to being slit open.
“Please stop,” I whispered. 
But it was too late. Nicholas had retrieved the cuff, clasped it on and Phil was laughing hysterically, proud he’d won the standoff. Instantly I felt the pressure cease as he released me, and I stumbled forward to catch my fall.
From the ground, I watched in slow motion as Nicholas took advantage of my freedom and pounced in our direction, but Phil had already pulled a small black square from his pocket. A little red light flickered on the cuff and in midair Nicholas was yanked backwards and pulled towards a nearby pole. When the metal of the bracelet collided with the pole, it let out an earth shattering clang that shook the entire building, sending down more debris on our heads. Nicholas struggled, but couldn’t get his arm free. He let out a supernatural growl.
“Well, that’s much better—” Phil said with an evil smile as he stood just out of reach of Nicholas, who cursed obscenities under his breath. “—and from the looks of it, just like the guy promised. You’d never believe this metal is one of the strongest alloys on the market—just perfect for capturing our kind.” 
“When I get out of here, you leech, you’ll be sorry you ever involved her,” Nicholas hissed. 
I saw a glimpse of the animal within Nicholas that wanted to rip Phil’s head off, his teeth slightly bared, wild-eyed and fists clenched.
“Promises, promises,” Phil said with a cluck of the tongue.
“Let him go,” I said forcefully, but cringed at how meek my voice sounded in comparison to their powerful ones.
“Why?” Phil sang. “But wait. I thought you two didn’t know each other. Parker, I didn’t believe you to be such a cunning liar.” He winked and shot me his alluring smile. “That will come in handy later.”
I looked angrily back at him, annoyed by his gloating.
“What are you planning to do, Phil?” I asked, feeling outraged. 
“Let me deal with him, Julia,” Nicholas said as he yanked against the cuff again. It moved only a fraction of an inch away from the pole before snapping right back into place. 
“Look, our brave hero still thinks he has control of the situation,” Phil said full of bravado. “But you’re wrong! News flash, Nick! This isn’t about you anymore. It’s about me. And now that I’ve got you where I want you, I’m going to get what’s rightfully mine and you won’t have anything to say about it!” 
Nicholas’ chest heaved up and down as he seethed quietly, his unblinking eyes never leaving Phil’s side.
“What are you talking about?” I asked.
“Just like I told you earlier, Parker, we’ve got the world at our fingertips. And now, with Nick out of the way, we’ll be unstoppable.” 
He triumphed like he’d just won the lottery.
“I don’t understand,” I said with a furrowed brow.
Phil shot me a haughty look before laughing uncontrollably, his eerie voice echoing throughout the building.
“I guess I have some explaining to do,” he said in a sneer, acting very melodramatic. “So when was it? Oh yes—” He partially turned towards me as if to remember. “—right after the bonfire, I just got finished kissing up to the cops when I spotted this totally hot chick motioning to me just beyond the trees. So, like any idiot would do, I went over to see what she wanted. I think she thought I was a big player at school, so she asked me about you, Nick. And when I didn’t know anything, she bit me before I knew it. 
“I attempted to fight, but her venom paralyzed me. After a few seconds I didn’t care anyway. I closed my eyes and felt my body drift into the night sky. That’s when I heard your gentle voice telling me it’s okay and to hang on.
“So, you could imagine my shock when I woke up and found myself inside a hospital room, IV’s plugged into my arm, and annoying people asking me stupid questions. I had no idea what was happening to me. All I knew was my insides were crawling and I wanted to rip my skin off. Then you came into my room, Parker, so concerned and unsuspecting, my gut instinct told me to run. And I’m really glad I got out of there before anyone found out what was really happening. 
“As I ran out of the hospital parking lot, I realized I could run a hundred times faster with very little effort. But my body was burning from the inside out and all I wanted to do was die. So I ran to the cliffs and threw myself over, but I didn’t crash on the rocks below. Instead I found myself hovering above them. 
“I then took off in the air as fast and as hard as I possibly could—trying to douse the excruciating flames by flying through the waves. It was hell, let me tell you. But that was just the beginning. After it was over, I was so thirsty I couldn’t see straight and all I wanted was blood. It kind of freaked me out since I had no clue what was happening to me.
“So, somewhere in Fresno is a pile of truckers I found at a rest stop. Hey, I was looking for some fast food, right?” He let out an obnoxious snort, but never took an eye off Nicholas. 
“Anyway, I ended up in L.A. completely out of control and frankly, I couldn’t help it. My new body had taken over. She was gone even before I could stop myself.” 
“Your girlfriend?” I said quietly, nauseous by his excitement and complete disregard for the lives he selfishly took.
“Ex-girlfriend actually. I guess absence didn’t make her heart grow fonder. I found her with my best friend. They both deserved what they got,” he said with a smirk. “It was their fault I had to move to Scotts Valley anyway.”
I turned away in disgust; Phil lied so smoothly in the cafeteria, I didn’t even detect it when he said his dad was transferred. No wonder my dad overreacted. Phil must have been in trouble with the law.
“So I stayed in L.A. for a few days, making some wrongs right, and I had fun testing out my new super powers. But I was stopped by another group of them, knowing I was a new kid on the block. They tried to capture me, but I escaped and came back here. I decided it might be a good idea to figure out how the heck I ended up this way.
“That’s when I found out my making—” he said while making air quotes. “—was a mistake and that my coven wasn’t too happy to hear about what I’d done in L.A. Since leaving bodies around is a big no-no, they had to teach me the ropes. Mistakes or not, vamps don’t kill vamps. Without you, Parker, I wouldn’t be here today. Of course I’m not the only oops. Have you read the papers lately?” He rolled his eyes. “People disappearing, bodies all over the place, it’s a total epidemic.
“Anyway, apparently there are rules and a whole hierarchy in the vampiring world. But my unauthorized killing spree wasn’t the most important thing going on at the moment. There were bigger things at stake—” He snickered, “—get it? And that’s when I found out about you, Nick. It’s kind of impressive how big a legend you are and actually a pleasure to meet you. There’s a huge price on your head for whoever finds and captures you. I’ll be richly rewarded when I turn you in.” 
His lips curled up auspiciously, his insides bursting with excitement as he stared intently at Nicholas for a response. But Nicholas looked off to the side, watching from his peripheral vision, untouched by the statement. 
Annoyed, Phil decided to engage me, the air between us instantly becoming thick with desire. I blushed and hoped that Nicholas didn’t notice.
“But you, Julia, I never expected how I would feel about you—” he drew closer to me, teasing me with his infectious stare. His sudden advance made Nicholas agitated and I felt his sudden rage. Phil arrogantly continued.
“When I came to school, I noticed there were a lot of pretty girls, but you did something to me. You were different somehow and I knew after our talk on the beach, I would never be able to leave you alone.”
“But after my change, my feelings became more intense and I couldn’t stop thinking about you. Finding you became an obsession.” 
He paused for effect. 
My breath grew quick as his words were laced heavily with want. Nicholas stood stiff as a statue next to the pole, but I could feel his hatred increase. Phil was lucky Nicholas couldn’t retaliate. 
“Finding you wasn’t hard to do, it was getting you alone that was the challenge. And that’s because Mister Nick here must have tipped you off on how to avoid interactions with curious vampires.
“But that wasn’t all you were hiding. From your text messages, I was able to figure out more about your chaperon,” Phil said as he turned and glared at Nicholas. ”Your little plan in the tunnel might have worked, if I hadn’t spotted you first. But I still couldn’t figure out who or what you were, since I couldn’t smell you, hear you or even feel your presence. You can’t be human—but after we interrogate you, we’ll figure out your secrets.”
Nicholas let out a snort. I sensed he wasn’t at all worried about being interrogated. 
“So, I just needed to stay glued to you, Parker, and Nicholas would show up eventually.” He laughed generously again, enjoying his captive audience. After we didn’t respond, he made a sour face. 
“Justin happened to know where you worked, so as soon as the sun set, I showed up and Nick was nowhere to be seen.”
The younger, cagey vampire in the room with Bettina came to mind. His face suddenly clicked. He was Justin transformed, another precious life taken by these snakes. But in spite of the horror now covering my face, Phil continued on.
“I’d planned how I would deal with Nick, unaware he took the evening off. So, with nothing to do but wait, I decided to rifle through your car. And that’s when I found your cell phone and your garage door opener and we already know what happened with those. Your plan almost worked. Too bad Nick wasn’t around to stop me. But what I want to know is how you figured out to come here?”
He watched me inquisitively as I stood, shocked at the revelation of how he masterminded this whole plan to find me. Nothing would come out of my mouth in response.
“It’s okay, Parker. I’m not mad at you or anything. Actually, you showing up makes this victory all the sweeter,” he purred.
“What do you mean?” I said slowly, backing up for an easy escape. 
“Well, I turn in the bad guy and we live happily ever after,” he said plainly.
“Bad guy?”
“Yeah, Nick here is a wanted vampire murderer. Those idiots are going to be so happy when I turn him in. Can you believe they’ve been here a month looking for him? And I’m only a vampire for a week and I find him the first day. Morons.”
He looked directly at Nicholas to rib him some more.
“And for you, I’m gonna finally get some respect around here, and get the girl,” Phil said teasingly.
Nicholas lunged towards Phil again, shaking the pole. 
My head spun in chaos, trying to process the new information, weighing the fact we had bigger problems now. I needed to escape before Phil could change me, but couldn’t leave Nicholas to be turned in like a lamb to the slaughter. Plus, from the sound of it, an angry group of vampires might possibly be showing up any minute. We were trapped.
“I’m not going anywhere with you, Phil,” I said, knowing my demand was fleeting.
“Really? How can you say that after the kiss you gave me earlier?”
My mouth fell open and I froze, afraid to look at Nicholas’ expression. For a second, I thought he was going to rip the pole in half when his anger boiled over, which flooded my head, making it impossible to concentrate.
“You kissed me,” I said coolly, hoping Nicholas was still listening.
“Oh, why are you playing so hard to get? I know you want me,” he purred again with a chuckle, his eyes sparkling with increased voracity.
“No, I don’t,” I replied matter-of-factly. 
No longer conflicted, I meant what I said. Any confusion I had about how I felt about Phil was cleared up by tonight’s events. 
Phil started to advance towards me. “You’ll change your mind, after—” 
“Leave her alone, you parasite!” Nicholas bellowed.
“As if you could do anything,” Phil snapped back.
But my mind was spinning. He planned to change me. To make me like him. And it wouldn’t be after he delivered Nicholas. It would be now.
“After?” I asked for clarification, my voice cracking.
“Yes, after I change you.” His eyes were wild with want and before I knew it, his body was pressing me up against a stack of boxes. Pinning my arms to my sides, his breath brushing against my throat he said, “I’ve been curious what you taste like.”
“No,” I pleaded as I hyperventilated, my head starting to feel light, and limbs tingly.
“I’ll be quick, I promise,” he whispered, his emotions chock-full of excitement.
I needed to do something quick, and trying to reason with him wasn’t working. Time was of the essence. I had to think fast. Something sharp pressed against my lower back and I remembered.
“Just imagine. We’ll be together . . . perfect . . . unstoppable.” His unbridled lust shone in his hungry eyes as he shot me a sly smile just before he leaned in closer, anticipation building.
“Don’t I get some last words or something?” I gasped out quickly, hoping to get my hands free for a second. 
“Last words?” He curled up the corner of his lip.
“Yeah, I’m going to be dying or whatever. I’d like to have some last words.” 
“Well, actually, you’ll find you’ll be living for once, but I don’t see why you couldn’t say goodbye to your humanity or maybe to him.” 
He glanced over at Nicholas before releasing me, chuckling as he bowed with a smirk.
My heart surged as I knew this was the moment I’d hoped for. I tried to act calm, my body trembling all over. With shaky fingers, I felt the smooth wood beneath my back. Then I took a deep breath and stepped towards Phil.
“What I would like to say is—” I peered seductively into his tenebrous eyes; flashing him with an evil grin, hoping that I’d be able to distract him long enough to do my dirty deed. “—you can go to hell.” I whispered as I quickly plunged my arm forward, aiming directly at his heart. 
He caught my arm mid stab, swirled me around and pinned it behind me as he held onto my body, mocking me with a belly laugh.
“This is why I love you,” he chimed in my ear. “You’re just so spunky, but it’s not time for me to go to hell quite yet.” 
With a tiny forced twist of my hand, I released the stake. 
Defeated, I slumped in his arms as I heard it bounce onto the cement floor. I couldn’t believe my plan failed yet again. 
Phil’s appetite was building and I knew it wouldn’t be long before he took me. I didn’t feel like fighting anymore. Would it really be that bad to become like him? I wondered if my eyes would turn crystal blue too, like the other women’s were. And if I’d become eternally beautiful and ageless. That part I wouldn’t mind. And maybe, I’d lose my conscience when I became a ruthless killer. If I didn’t feel the guilt, then it wouldn’t matter what I had to do to survive. 
And it felt good to be wanted. He had basically made finding and changing me his mission. That in itself was flattering. And I too, in some weird sick way, enjoyed it and could see myself falling for him as well. I was sure, after I transformed, the bond would grow stronger until we’d never want to be apart. I just hoped when my body died, my feelings for Nicholas would die too.
I was glad Phil blocked my view of Nicholas so I didn’t have to see his face when it happened, because at the moment he spewed the most vilest of feelings I’d ever felt from anyone. I just hoped it would be quick and not very painful.
My eyes instinctively closed when Phil turned my head to the side and I could feel his breath on my neck, giving me chills, his excitement unrestrained. I waited and held my breath for what seemed like an eternity.



21- SURRENDER
With a wanting groan, Phil put his teeth on my skin. Suddenly when I expected pain I felt a gust of wind and my arms became unpinned. Then the pungent acrid odor of smoke filled my lungs. I choked. 
I spun around just in time to hear a small clink on the pavement beneath my feet. Through the cloud of ash, I saw Nicholas with his arm awkwardly outstretched; a large grin on his face.
“That’s what he gets for turning his back to me,” he stated calmly.
My mind slowly processed what my eyes witnessed. Phil wasn’t gone, he was dead. Nicholas must have thrown the stake when Phil turned, too preoccupied with biting me. I stared into the ashes feeling numb. I was ready to be transformed and when it didn’t happen, I was strangely disappointed. 
Something sizzled and I turned to see what it was. The cuff binding Nicholas disappeared in thin air.
“What?” I mumbled in confusion.
“Darn. I wanted that,” Nicholas said, but then he was at my side, holding me up. “What were you thinking?” He gently pushed back a lock of my hair studying my face with his charming eyes.
“I . . . I . . . didn’t know what to do,” I said. My thoughts bouncing around like a broken strand of pearls. I couldn’t stop shaking. “You’re not mad at me?”
“Mad?”
“Because I kissed him—” I turned away.
Nicholas tensed up and his jealousy surfaced. I closed my eyes, dreading what he’d say next, expecting him to hate me. 
“Yes, but you tried to kill him too.” He gently lifted my chin up and greeted me with understanding eyes. “It’s been a busy day.”
I couldn’t believe he wasn’t angry, and to be so easily forgiven shocked me. And then the jealousy? Could it be that he actually cared deeper for me? His arms enveloped me and I stopped worrying, knowing my feelings were always for Nicholas and never Phil. Though I was tempted, Phil and I could never have what Nicholas and I shared.
“But we don’t have much time. I need you to be strong for just a little bit longer,” he said earnestly as he gently squared my shoulders to face him. I gulped as I looked into his tender eyes. “Can you do that?”
“What do we need to do?” I asked, my voice quivering.
“Whoever sired Phil knows he’s dead and they are going to come after us. I actually want them to come but I don’t have time to get you someplace safe, so I want you to wear this—” He unlatched the chain to his beautiful medallion and held it towards me. In the light, the stone shimmered and almost seemed to sing as I watched it change from its vibrant green to a bloody crimson.
“How?” I started to ask but stopped as he put the medallion into my palm. It was feather light and icy to the touch, but then it warmed up turning an electrifying blue.
“Good, it likes you,” he said quickly before placing his cell phone in my hand. 
I stood confused holding both the necklace and the cell phone wondering what his plan was going to be against the vampires and how these feeble objects could possibly protect me.
“Put on the necklace, Julia,” he prompted, noticing my frozen stature.
“I don’t understand,” I finally said.
“I’ll explain everything later. Just put the talisman on and don’t take if off for anyone or any reason. And if something happens to me, call my dad. Just press two then send.”
I obeyed and put on the necklace. It was hot against my skin. I lightly touched the edge of the stone that now adorned my neck. It sparkled brilliantly as I looked down at it, but now it seemed smaller, more feminine. It was the most exquisite piece of jewelry I’d ever seen. 
Before I could say anything more, Nicholas ushered me to a dark corner in the room and hid me behind some boxes.
“Just stay here. Don’t move and keep hidden,” he said, his voice tense.
“Yes, but won’t they know I’m here.”
“No. Not anymore, but I’ll explain that later.” 
“Okay,” I gulped and then felt the hunger feelings swoop down upon the building like a sudden hail storm.
“They’re here,” he said, looking up at the roof. He straightened up, flipped a stake off the ground with the toe of his boot and caught it in his hand while he walked to the middle of the room.
My heart started thumping loudly in my ears while I crouched down in the corner, scanning the doorway for their appearance. The chilling quiet sent ice up my spine as we waited, watching. It wouldn’t have been that bad if Nicholas was confident like he always had been, but for the first time I sensed fear, real formidable fear.
Instantly they appeared in the room, their black shark-like eyes darting about with Bettina’s lone blue eyes shining like beacons in a sea of darkness. She was accompanied by Toth, Justin and four others I didn’t know. 
A woman with Bettina’s likeness stepped away from the crowd, flanking Bettina’s right side, same sable hair, high cheek bones, petite nose but with obsidian eyes—an identical twin. My breath caught in my throat. The fact that someone chose to make both girls vampires was disturbing. On her right stood a stocky brunette male with a square face and hard charcoal eyes, locked on Nicholas.
Toth’s smirk hid his tension as he puffed his chest out, standing guard at Bettina’s right. Behind him stood the dark haired boy from the beach and a waiflike platinum blonde with maroon highlights in the lower half of her hair; deep sultry eyes peered out from within her bangs. Justin hovered behind Toth. They stood tightly together, uneasy.
“Where is he?” Bettina barked out, glaring at Nicholas.
“Jealous you didn’t get an invitation?” Nicholas said, sounding very cynical. “You should know, or do I need to spell it out.”
“Very funny,” she said sarcastically, darting her blue eyes to the others, as if to give secret instructions. One by one they began to fan out in v-formation. “I don’t know what kind of secret powers you have, but today will be the last day you’ll kill any more of our kind. You’ve met your match bounty hunter,” she said with gritted teeth.
“I prefer Nicholas frankly . . . but you didn’t say the magic word.” 
Before anyone anticipated, the dark haired boy from the beach burned up in a puff of smoke. Nicholas wasted no time, intending to stake the brunette behemoth, but since he moved aside, the unsuspecting dark-haired vampire behind him took the hit instead. Then the blonde cried out as she burned up too.
“Excellent. Two in one.” Nicholas said in a jeer, the group stood still in horror.
Bettina’s twin erupted in furry, screaming obscenities, calling for Nicholas’ death; she crouched down like a tiger, ready to spring, but Bettina restrained her. 
“Angelia, get control of yourself. We need him alive,” Bettina snapped quietly. The hair on my neck stood up, feeling the woman’s scorn.
“But Adrian was wearing his armor . . .” Angelia cried out in confusion, turning towards Nicholas, eyes full of hate. “You’ll pay for that.” 
Nicholas clicked his tongue twice. “Well, they should’ve been paying attention, now shouldn’t they?”
From deep within Angelia’s chest came an unearthly growl. But a surge in Justin’s courage sent him sprawling forward to strike first, trying to pin Nicholas’ arms. Nicholas laughed and flung him to the other side of the room. Justin’s body hit the wall head first, shaking the rafters. He amazingly pulled his head out of the wall, stood up unfazed, shook his head and charged at Nicholas again.
Nicholas, without a thought, launched Justin across the room again, but in my direction. I gasped and saw a flash of panic in Nicholas’ eye when he noticed he’d disturbed my hiding place, but I just tucked myself in further and no one noticed.
I watched Justin through a crack between the boxes. He sat up, but stayed put, appearing to reassess his plan. I studied the nerdy boy I used to know and marveled at the transformation; no more acne, glasses or goofy grin. It saddened me to think how things could have happened differently if I was his date instead. Could it have prevented all of this? Now he was another casualty at our school. But his beady eyes turned and locked on mine. My heart dropped as his upper lip snarled back to reveal his long, pointed teeth. He wasn’t angelic, he was a killer
“Is this all you got?” I heard Nicholas cry out from across the room, taunting them further. I wanted to scream and get his attention as Justin watched me quietly, his hunger growing with each second, but Nicholas was busy.
Then I heard a female let out a blood-curdling scream as I caught a glimpse of Toth being consumed in a silent fire, another stake bouncing on the ground. It came from Bettina. Her anger was much more intense than when the others were killed—the apparent death of her man. Both girls, now on a warpath from their losses, took out silver iridescent whips and cracked them at the same time. 
I looked around for something to defend myself, as I knew Nicholas needed to spend all of his attention on them.
“Hmmmm . . . kinky,” I heard Nicholas say.
They cackled and the whips cracked again followed by the thunderous sound of something heavy colliding, but I couldn’t watch. Justin had moved and stood over me now, his teeth bared, appetite ravenous.
“Leave me alone,” I whispered quietly.
“Or what? You’re going to get your boyfriend to hurt me?” He mocked, looking pleased with my predicament, odds stacked in his favor.
“No,” I said while crawling backwards like a crab until I hit the wall behind me, trapped in a corner.
“You know, I’ve always liked you—,” he said with a smile, but his feelings behind his confession made me nauseous. “—and with Phil out of the picture, you could be mine.” He reached out and brushed my cheek. I slapped his hand away, giving him a dirty look. 
Two in one day? I didn’t think I could handle it anymore. What was it about me that made every vampire I met desire me?
“Don’t touch me,” I said, trying to sound like a ferocious tiger, but my voice came out like a tiny kitten.
He laughed and advanced closer. 
Why can’t these vampires take no for an answer?
I blindly felt the ground around me, wishing my hands would come in contact with something I could stab him with, but I found nothing but a dirty floor. 
“You have no scent to you. I wonder if you’ll taste any good,” he said in curiosity. But I couldn’t worry about his comment as he hovered over me, ready to strike. 
“Nicho—” I screamed, but Justin lunged towards me. I threw up my arms to protect myself, closing my eyes hoping it would be quick. But instead he brushed up against my neck and recoiled, howling in pain.
I opened my eyes and gasped. Justin writhed in front of me, screaming out obscenities.
“You witch,” he shrieked, holding his arm.
I sat there, dumbfounded when he attacked again. I winced, but he withdrew with smoke coming off his hand. Perplexed, I tried to figure out what happened.
“How are you doing that?” he demanded, overwrought with frustration.
“What?”
“Burning me like that?”
“I’m not doing anything,” I said honestly.
“You’re doing something.” 
He sat across from me with fretful eyes. I returned his dirty look just the same, but his frustration suddenly turned to fear and he started to get up.
“Where are you going?”
“Nowhere,” he said in a lie.
Courage surged through my veins as I sat up realizing he couldn’t hurt me. He was actually terrified of me—a feeble human. And as if fate intervened, there was a stake magically placed right at my feet. I grabbed it with confidence, held it firmly in my hand and stood up. It felt very heavy in my palm, heavier than the one I had made.
Justin took one look at me and his eyes grew big as saucers.
“You should have been nicer to me,” I said, now feeling invincible.
“What are you going to do?” 
Terror spread across his face.
“I’m going to make some wrongs right,” I said, but as I spoke, he disappeared in an instant.
Without thinking, I blindly flung the stake forward in his general direction. I held my breath and watched, knowing it was a million to one shot. And as if the stake was a heart-seeking missile, it hit him squarely in the chest. Justin turned with a look of surprise, then pain, and melted in a puff of smoke. 
I watched the stake drop to the floor with that familiar clink and the reality of what I’d done hit hard. Justin was the second personal tragedy fulfilling the psychic’s prediction that I would rid the world of them. Even though this was the only way to stop them, I hated the final outcome. Vampires or not, Phil’s and Justin’s mothers would hopelessly wait for their sons to come home. And just like my mother, it would never happen. 
Suddenly, something rocked the ceiling. The crater-sized hole in the side of the building told me everything. I couldn’t believe I didn’t notice they’d crashed through, but I was a little bit busy with Justin threatening my life.
I picked up the stake out of Justin’s ashes and ran over to the hole to peer out. They were close, but I couldn’t see them. I carefully crawled over the broken cement pieces and stepped outside. 
My success with Justin proved the talisman was more than just a beautiful piece of jewelry, but I didn’t know the extent of its power. My hand grew sweaty under the stake as I gripped it tighter. Something told me Nicholas needed my help, and even if it meant my life, I had to try.
My feet miraculously didn’t make a sound when I walked around the building and hid behind a garbage dumpster. I was positive they’d hear me when I accidentally pulled the air into my lungs a little too sharply after I saw Nicholas trapped by the whips just a few feet in front of me. But they didn’t. 
The twins stood on either side of Nicholas, pulling the glowing silvery strands of rope taunt, a pile of ash at their feet. The two were the only ones left. Nicholas struggled against the restraints while spewing threats.
“Call her,” I heard Bettina say in elation to Angelia. 
I was pretty sure when Bettina mentioned her, she meant Alora. I’d suspected Alora had sent her lackeys to fetch Nicholas after she discovered Phil was unsuccessful. But if Alora came, it would be all over for us. With Nicholas pinned with these unearthly weapons, adding her wickedness to the mix would be all they would need to kill him.
This was my only chance to stop them.
“No!” I screamed.
Startled, Angelia flipped closed her phone and turned towards me.
“Where did you come from?” 
With full force, I chucked my stake right at Angelia’s heart, hoping to hit her like I did Justin, freeing at least one of Nicholas’ wrists. But she caught it in midair and laughed.
“Nice try,” she said with a smirk and looked at me like I were a bothersome, buzzing gnat. “Get over here.”
Before I knew it, she’d run over, grabbed my wrist and pulled me to her side, still holding Nicholas in place with her whip. The strand magically grew with her movements. In a late response, I tried to jerk away, but found I was trapped in her iron grasp. 
“You again,” Bettina said with hard, calculating eyes. “I should have killed you earlier.”
I shook under her deadly stare, then caught Nicholas’ confusion and horror. He didn’t know we’d met already. But then he became calm, like he’d discovered a solution to our problem.
“I’ll go with you willingly if you let Julia go free,” Nicholas interrupted quickly.
Both the girls’ focuses went off me to Nicholas’ face. I squirmed. The plan could not include him turning himself in and his ultimate demise.
“No,” I said firmly. “Nicholas, don’t do this.”
Everyone ignored me. Bettina’s face remained icy, but her emotions told me she was mulling it over. 
“What’s my guarantee you’ll cooperate,” she said after a second.
“My word,” he said very calmly. I sensed to my horror his intention to keep it.
“No!” I said a little louder. 
“Your word?” Bettina said in a sneer. Her lip turned up at the corner and she shot Angelia a look. They both laughed profusely.
“A vampire’s word is worthless you fool,” she retorted. “I want to know your weakness and then we’ll negotiate.”
Fear overtook me because I knew without the talisman, everything was his weakness. He was still partly human, after all. My blood began to pound behind my ears in anticipation of what he’d say, even though he still exuded a calm confidence.
“Julia is my weakness,” Nicholas replied plainly. 
I gasped. Why did he tell them that? My mind reeled at the admission and then discovered it to be true. I was. He’d warned me the vampires would use me to get to him. I didn’t listen. And my stubborn actions removed the anonymity he used to attack his enemies, and it forced him to give me the necklace. Now the only thing he could do was sacrifice himself through a trade. I would be responsible for his death, as predicted.
“Interesting,” Bettina said through squinted eyes, “You’ll come peaceably if we let her go?”
“Yes,” he said.
Panic welled up and constricted my chest. I struggled to pull the air into my lungs, but pushed it back out with the force of a freight train.
“She lies. She won’t let me go,” I exclaimed louder than I’d ever yelled in my life.
Bettina’s nostrils flared as she yanked down hard on my arm with tremendous force. I yelped out instinctively, expecting my shoulder to be pulled from its socket. Nothing happened.
“Shut up, you little urchin,” she spewed.
Her steel grip tightened around my arm and I thought the bones would break under the pressure, but something stayed her hand. I glared back, watching the muscles in her face tense up, her wrist tightening as if she tried to clamp harder but the pressure didn’t change. The medallion warmed against my skin and I realized it kept her from harming me. I smirked when her frustration began to swell. I wanted to taunt her, but found I’d lost the ability to speak.
Angelia gave up trying to crush my arm and spoke to Bettina in a Gaelic tongue. The musical flow of their speech was unlike anything I’d ever heard before. Then I remembered Nicholas telling me vampires had special powers like speaking in foreign languages, but the speed and enchanting sounds they made were musical, completely mesmerizing. 
I felt Nicholas stir. I turned to face him. With a grim expression he mouthed to me ‘remember what I told you’.
I looked wide-eyed into his beautiful face, shook my head yes. He told me to call his dad. But I didn’t want to come to the reality he might not survive this. I could never live with myself if he died protecting me and it was my fault.
I started to object, but the only thing that came out of my mouth was air—not even a whisper. I clutched my throat in concern, but his attention was no longer on me. He still remained perfectly calm.
“You have a deal,” Bettina finally said. “I’m taking you in and Angelia will stay here with Julia. You cooperate fully, we’ll let her go. If not, she dies.”
“Fine, but I want to give Julia the keys to my car first so she can leave.” 
Nicholas turned and gave me a knowing look with imploring eyes. I didn’t understand. I didn’t need his keys because I drove.
“Take the keys out of my back pocket, Julia,” he said while edging a little closer to me, as far as the whips would allow.
With my free hand, I reached up under his coat and searched for his keys, but didn’t find them. All I felt was a wooden stake within the folds of his coat.
“He wants you to stake Angelia,” I heard a familiar voice say in my mind. 
I froze. When I discovered the stake, the thought crossed my mind. But I was too afraid Angelia would stop me, lose her patience for sure this time and we’d both die.
What? I can’t! How? I already tried once. Are you sure?
The chaos in my brain moved a mile a minute, unable to focus on one complete thought to ask what I needed to know. 
“Take a deep breath.”
I inhaled as instructed.
“You can do this. Our lives depend on it.”
Her words miraculously centered me as I focused on channeling her confidence. My heart started to pound, as I visualized my task, the stake firmly in my hand. Then I closed my eyes and in one fluid motion, I swung my arm forward aiming directly for Angelia’s chest.
Her sudden surprise caused me to open my eyes and I watched her beautiful snowy face and inky-colored eyes change to an ashy black within seconds. Nicholas was ready once Angelia’s whip vanished. He had a stake in his hand, yanking Bettina towards him with her whip. She let out a screech, and morphed into a white cat, darting into the bushes. Nicholas cried out in frustration when the stake bounced on the pavement behind her paws.
Suddenly the sound of a freight train rushed in my ears and the world went topsy-turvy. My body felt weak as my eyes were being pulled into long shadowy tunnels of cold darkness. Something hard whacked my face.
“Julia!”
In the distance, deadly cat screams echoed against the mountains. Then strong, warm hands scooped underneath my body, lifting me upright. My head flopped around on my neck like a puppet, finally finding support in the crook of his arm. The close contact made me feel safe and whole again as he rocked me gently. I felt my trembling subside.
“Is it over?” I whispered, realizing I had my voice back. 
My eyes met his tender gaze as he smiled down on me, face full of concern.
“Yes, for now,” he said. “Are you sure you’re okay?”
I mentally assessed my condition. My cheek felt a little raw from catching my fall, but other than that nothing physically hurt—not even where Angelia tried to crush my arm. For a second I contemplated exaggerating my pains so he’d hold me longer.
“I think so,” I said with a sigh, trying to get up. 
“I just don’t think you should stand yet,” he said “You’ve taken a nasty fall.”
Relief abounded from his body as he drew me into a tighter embrace. I felt him lean over and kiss the top of my head. My joy swelled at the gesture.
I looked up into his wonderful face as he pushed a lock of my hair away from my eyes. He lowered his lips to my forehead—soft and warm. Then he kissed the tip of my nose and my heart quickened. His fingertips wove gently around my chin, tilted my face toward his and he kissed me, deeply.
A small moan escaped my lips as I surrendered to his warm mouth gently caressing mine, his sweet breath filling my nostrils. My hand found its way behind his neck, our lips moving in perfect harmony. 
We parted and I felt light headed again. Afraid I’d faint, I slowly opened my eyes to meet his—crystalline, sparkling like a green sea, clear, happy.
“I’ve wanted to do that since our fight on Sunday.” 
“Really?” I said, surprised, trying to catch my breath.
“Please, we can’t fight like that again.”
I nodded my head and snuggled into his arms afraid my voice might break the heavenly bliss we shared.
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It was at that moment I knew Nicholas was the only one for me. The pull he had on me was stronger than any force I’d known—stronger than hunger, stronger than survival, maybe even stronger than love. And the more time we spent together, the more the intensity of that bond increased. I wondered if it was healthy to be that drawn to someone. I did know one thing for certain; I’d fight heaven and hell to be with him. No crazy prediction would control our happiness. I’d change fate.
I relaxed in his arms and felt his heart beat, steady in his chest, as his hand gently caressed my hair, his mood content and peaceful. 
“How did you know?” he asked gently.
“What?”
“To come here?”
“Oh—I realized my cell phone was missing so I checked my calls online. That’s when I saw the text message Phil sent you. I knew you’d come to the address thinking it was from me.” 
My cell phone.
I tried to get up, but he restrained me.
“Where do you think you’re going?”
“To get my phone . . .” 
His strong arms encircled me tighter making it hard to go on my quest to find it in Phil’s ashes.
“It’s probably gone.”
“What?” 
“I’m sure it burned up when I—you know.”
I grimaced. Our kiss had temporarily caused me to forget all about the casualties. I snuggled back and stopped fighting his arms. 
“I’ll get you another one,” he said.
The cell phone didn’t seem as important any longer. The burden of my classmates’ lives hung heavily in the air.
“I’m sorry about everything,” Nicholas said, as if he felt my grief.
“I figured you’d be really upset about how Phil behaved. What he did.” I squirmed. “What I did.”
“You don’t seem to remember I know these filthy beasts inside and out. Of course he’d seduce you. I can see why,” he said with warmth.
I looked sheepishly into his eyes. They glimmered back with kind understanding.
“So now what do we do? I don’t think I can hold in the secret, with their families thinking they’re still alive,” I said grimly. “I know firsthand the torture they’re experiencing. They need to know the truth.”
“Well, I had intended to burn down the building. We can plant the teeth inside if you want.”
“Teeth?” I said in shock.
My eyes drifted over to a nearby pile of ash. Hidden inside were white rocks glimmering even when the clouds covered the moonlight.
“I usually take the teeth, to cover up the evidence,” he offered.
The weight lifted. This solution solved the nagging problem that pressed on my conscience. A single tear fell down my cheek as my thoughts drifted to my own mother. I finally understood the guilt Nicholas carried this whole time. He’d been there, he’d watched her die. He knew that I’d be motherless like he was; raised by a heartbroken father.
“Nicholas?” I asked, scared to even mention the subject for fear of how both of us would involuntarily act.
“Before you ask me any more questions, I want to get you someplace warm. You’re shivering,” 
He stood me up and removed his coat. I was so absorbed in both our feelings, I didn’t realize my teeth were chattering. When he wrapped his coat around my shoulders, the warmth infused me, though I thought my legs would buckle under the weight.
“What are you carrying in here, rocks?” I said, smiling up at him.
“Just about,” he said as he ushered me to his car.
We both sat silently in the car for a minute. I held my hands in front of the heater, unsure if it was a good time to talk about what happened with my mother.
“You were asking?” he said, after a few uncomfortable seconds.
I looked down at the floorboard and bit the side of my lip.
“My mom . . .” I started, but my eyes filled up with tears. 
I glanced up into his lush verdigris eyes. The lump in my throat prevented me from speaking further. Nicholas reached over and grabbed my hand.
“Are you ready for me to tell you what happened?” he asked quietly, with compassion in his voice.
My lip quivered and I nodded my head. He looked at me with empathy.
“Julia . . .” he said slowly. “The day I met your mother will always be one of the best days of my life. 
“It was another meaningless weekday. For some reason, I decided to stop by the park to get away and think. But while I sat there, I couldn’t help but notice the kids and their mothers playing together. It made me imagine what my life would have been like if I’d been normal and my mother was alive. Your mom noticed and just started talking to me. 
“For some strange reason, I felt safe opening up to her. So, I came back the next day hoping she’d be there. She was. She invited me to come any day I wanted and visit with her on her lunch break.”
He looked out the windshield thoughtfully, reminiscing. I knew the park. I’d been there a lot with my mom before the accident. I saw them talking in my mind’s eye.
“I was brave and followed her home after work one day. I wanted to see what her life was like. I knew she was married and had two kids because she’d always gushed about you two. It was the weekend and your family had plans to go to the zoo. Watching how happy everyone was together stirred up something in me that I wanted so badly. It was the first time I saw you, with your bouncy curls.
“My dad always warned me to stay away from humans, or something would happen to expose my differences. I thought I could avoid it from happening until one day when a large branch almost fell on top of her and I used my vampire powers to catch it. I thought I played it off well, but I could see it in her eyes. She knew I was different and I had to sever our friendship.
“I didn’t even tell her, I just stopped coming. But I couldn’t stay away. When I finally did come back, she insisted that I come meet her family. I didn’t want to. I was afraid I would become attached to you guys too.” Nicholas smiled. “But your mother wasn’t one to take no for an answer, so after much urging, I finally agreed. We should never have met at the park after dusk. I knew better, but she wanted to pick me up after she got you from preschool.
“I told my dad and he became furious. He couldn’t believe that I’d let the relationship go as long as it had. He warned me not to go, and my indecision made me late.”
He looked away and clenched his jaw. I remembered what he said about being responsible. My heart ached alongside his, silent tears pouring down my cheeks.
“The events that happened next have haunted me every day since. When I finally arrived, your mom had already been bitten and he was fixed on having you for his next meal. It was at that moment I discovered my passion to kill those who mercilessly fed on innocent human lives. I managed to do it quickly, and somewhat away from you, so I wouldn’t traumatize you any further.
“But once I came to you and held your hand, you knew I wouldn’t hurt you and you stopped crying. I looked into your trusting hazel eyes with your tiny black lashes and golden, bouncy hair and vowed you’d never have to worry again. I’d be there for you forever.
“My Dad helped me push the car into the river to make it look like an accident. And we buried her in a beautiful meadow in the mountains. You never left my side the entire time. A part of me wanted to keep you, but my dad convinced me that you needed to be with your family and you’d be too young to remember, so the secret was still safe.
“So, I took you home. Do you remember what I told you?”
I looked up noticing the viridian flecks glinting in his watery eyes. None of what happened was very clear. My mind circled mostly around her feelings, my mother’s face but a blur. 
“No,” I said with a stutter, somewhat ashamed.
“I asked you not to tell anyone, before knocking on your door. You nodded your head and smiled. I stayed with you until the very last second. You were scooped up by your dad and I faded into the shadows. Every once in a while I’d show myself to you to reassure you that you were okay. But eventually, you stopped recognizing me and once you started talking again, it was as if it never happened.”
“I stopped talking?” I asked, surprised.
“Yes, for a while. Your dad was very concerned, so he decided to move the family to Scotts Valley. You needed a mother figure in your life in a new environment to heal. Soon after the move, you started speaking again. Everyone was terribly relieved.”
“I don’t remember,” I said quietly, looking down at my dirtied tennies. “My dad doesn’t talk about what happened. I think he’s afraid I’ll remember and I don’t think he wants to know.”
“Yeah,” he said with a deep breath.
I looked back up into his shimmering eyes. We shared such pain together and it was reassuring he’d understood. But he couldn’t keep blaming himself. If he had known, then I’m sure he’d be protecting her today instead of me, or maybe the both of us. 
“It wasn’t your fault. You were just trying to do the right thing,” I said softly. “I know you loved her. You can stop blaming yourself.”
Nicholas sat up straight and his face remained blank as he stared out into the wooded trees. I interlaced my hand in his and tried to bring him back to me. 
“It’s all part of the curse,” he said with a familiar disconnected flat tone. 
I didn’t have the energy to fight him. In time, I knew he’d forgive himself and we could heal together. 
“It wasn’t all a waste. It brought me you,” I said in barely a whisper.
He looked back at me and I swallowed hard as my heart fluttered. I blinked back the fresh tears brimming in my eyes.
“I look into your eyes and see her. It scares me that I’m going to mess it all up again.”
The words caught in my throat again. I didn’t know what to say, other than I wanted things between us to work out. More than he’d ever know, but I was afraid I’d be the one to mess it up—with my prediction. But he leaned over and kissed me so passionately, I almost melted into the floor. His lips soft yet urgent; his hand finding its way to the nape of my neck, pulling me closer to him; his tongue searching and intertwining with mine. I was gasping for air when he finally released me, whirling with so many feelings I didn’t know which one to land on.
Before I could recover, he pulled me into an embrace so hard, that I couldn’t breathe and I gasped.
“Sorry,” he said, releasing his arms a bit. “I wasn’t sure how this would work out and it broke my heart to see you so upset in the car. I should have thought to give you the necklace earlier.”
I felt the crystal around my neck grow warm and heard a faint high pitched ringing sound, almost like it agreed.
“This necklace is special, isn’t it?” I asked, feeling the heat from it under my fingertips.
“Yes, very.”
“Did it save me when I fought and ki—” I gulped and skipped over the word, unable to say it, let alone admit it. “Justin?”
His eyes tightened for a second but his pride swelled. 
“Quite possibly.”
I had mixed feelings about his approval of what happened. I knew it was a necessary evil, but I felt terribly guilty. 
“How?” I asked.
“The necklace provides protection against vampires. When wearing it, you virtually become undetectable meaning they can’t smell, hear or feel your presence. If they do manage to capture you, they can’t do anything to harm you. They can’t steal it from you either. Any vampire that tries to touch it, except the person who gave it, would be burned by it. Same if they tried to bite you.”
I thought back to Justin’s arm mysteriously burning after he tried to bite me.
“So it’s impossible to come into ownership of it by force. It must be given of free-will and the necklace knows. It’s said it will turn black and burn any unwanted recipients.”
That must have been what he meant when he told me it liked me. I held the stone in my palm and admired the new, rich, deep, sapphire color. 
“But it was green before?”
“It changes with each owner.”
“Who gave it to you?”
Nicholas frowned. His internal angst punched my stomach—I’d asked another hurtful question.
“It was my mother’s. A friend gave it to her so my parents could live together safely without fear. I became the new owner after—well, you know.”
“Oh,” I said sheepishly. 
I decided not to ask any more questions. Somehow I always managed to pry into painful places that were none of my business. It did shed light on how his parents were able to be married and the answer to how Nicholas and I could be together as well. But with Nicholas being both human and vampire, did it make him virtually invincible? 
“I, on the other hand became impossible to kill and track. It’s a good thing I was a fighter against evil, because with it, I became the most powerful human and vampire in the world.”
I cocked my head to the side and looked into his tender face. How could he ever be evil? His character was the kindest I’d ever felt. Of course he’d be a fighter for good. Would that ever be a question? Then I remembered the prediction and went to unclasp the chain.
“What are you doing?” Nicholas said as he caught my hand.
“Giving it back. I’m safe, threat over. You need this more than I.”
“No,” he said firmly and he put my hands in my lap. “I gave it to you and I feel better with you wearing it.”
“But you need it,” I said in earnest.
“I’m still immortal and equally as strong. Of course they’ll smell my human scent which I can use to my advantage, but I have other means to protect myself. I need you to wear it.”
I grimaced and looked hard into his eyes. One way or another, I’d get him to see things my way. 
“No,” I said more forcefully.
“Julia, why are you so worried?”
I gulped back the tears, hating that I always got so emotional at the wrong times. 
“You’re going to think I’m nuts,” I said as I looked away, trying to gain some sort of composure.
“You can tell me,” he said softly.
I took a deep breath.
“On the night we ran into each other at the theater, I was given a prediction by a fortune teller that you were going to die and I should avoid any interaction with you,” I said quickly, suddenly embarrassed.
“Hmmm . . . I see,” he said, a smile forming on his lips. “I hope you didn’t pay her.”
“You think this is funny?”
“Oh, no. Very serious. Sorry.”
“I believe her,” I said while squinting my eyes. I reached up to unfasten the chain.
Nicholas was disappointed in my statement. I’m sure because my actions showed my lack of faith in his abilities.
“Well, you can’t give it back,” he said plainly.
“What? Why?”
“I willed you to have it,” he said solemnly. “Only after your death would I be able to retrieve it. Fortunately, your death will be virtually impossible while you wear it.”
I gasped at the confession, my hands falling limp into my lap. There had to be another way. But his determined face told me I’d not win this fight today, plus I didn’t have the energy to try anyway.
“If it’s impossible for me to be injured, then why does my cheek hurt?”
“Okay, let me clarify. You can’t die from a vampire’s hand, though you could still be under their influences. But it doesn’t save you from yourself.”
“That’s good to know,” I said.
I thought back to when I’d lost my voice. I knew Angelia had somehow silenced me but that’s as far as her power went. No matter how hard she tried, she wasn’t able to crush my arm.
Suddenly, I felt very tired. I slunk into his side and he wrapped his arm around my shoulders. With a yawn, I looked at the time. It was after one in the morning, much later than I thought. I sighed because I didn’t want to go home, but I didn’t know if anyone worried I was missing. Without a cell phone they wouldn’t be able to reach me.
“I should be getting home. It’s getting late,” I said, as I started to reach for the door. 
I felt his disappointment was just as strong as mine.
“I’m sorry to ask you this, but before you go, I need your help with one last thing.”
“Really?” I was confused.
“Bettina said that she should’ve killed you earlier. What did she mean by that?”
“Oh,” I said looking down. 
Even though Phil was dead, I didn’t want Nicholas to think I willingly went with him when he kidnapped me. I kind of hoped the whole sordid thing would have gone away when the others died. But Alora was still alive and she knew who I was. 
“Well . . .” I took a deep breath. “Phil kidnapped me and took me to meet the others. He wanted their blessing before changing me.”
“Everyone’s blessing or just one?” he asked.
“Don’t tell him about Alora,” I heard in my mind.
My eyes shot outside. Enigma was nearby again.
“It’s not time for Nicholas to know about her yet. I promise it will be detrimental to tell him.”
My heart started to beat a little faster as I felt time passing while he waited and I struggled to give him an answer.
“Be-Bettina,” I finally said.
“She was the head vampire?”
“Tell him there was another, but she’s not here locally, but was planning to visit.”
“There was another . . . but she’s not here. She was going to be coming,” I said quickly, amazed at how easily the lie came with the cat’s help.
“We need to go there. Where did he take you?” he said, while starting his engine.
“What about my car?” I asked, as he pulled out of his spot.
“We’ll worry about that later.”
I looked down the street when he got to the corner, to get my bearings.
“That way,” I pointed. 
The hideout was closer than I realized. I worried Alora was still there and in the confrontation I’d get caught in the lie. I didn’t want anything else to ruin our budding relationship, especially after I had the chance to come clean and didn’t. The closer we got, the more I resented the cat and saw our relationship unravel in front of my eyes. He’d never forgive me for keeping this from him.
“What are you planning on doing?” I asked, feeling my fear heighten.
“I’d like to take care of this before they can replace their numbers. If you invite me inside, then I can hopefully surprise them.”
“Invite you?”
“It works both ways for vampires. If they live there, I can’t come in uninvited either, neither can you.”
“Oh.” 
My mind raced. I didn’t know how to get out of this and the cat was back at the other building.
“I wouldn’t allow you to do this without the talisman though,” Nicholas said, full of new ambition. “Just come back to the car once you invite me inside. You’ll be safe until I’m finished.”
“How’s that?” I asked, still not understanding the significance—like the car provided some unseen protection.
“Because I’ve never invited anyone in here but you.”
“Oh.”
I gave a weak smile and thought back to the tunnel and my driveway. If I only had stayed in my car that night, then Phil wouldn’t have taken me to meet Alora. I was safe all along. The revelation hit hard. I closed my eyes as my insides crawled in alarm. 
“Won’t they feel you coming?”
“Maybe. It was a lot easier when I had the talisman. Don’t worry. I’m good at ambushing. They won’t understand my power and by then, it’ll be too late,” he chuckled, excited. I felt the beginnings of a panic attack.
What do I do? What do I do?
I sat on my hands to keep from biting my nails; the building was in sight now. He pulled up across the street and parked. This could be the moment the prediction came true, and he died.
“Ready?” 
I nodded sheepishly.
He was out of the car before I finished nodding, opening my door.
I looked at the ominous building, remembering back to the events just a few hours ago. Nicholas grabbed my hand and walked me swiftly towards the door. Nicholas was far gentler than Phil, but déjà vu grabbed me, unsettling my stomach. 
Once we got to the door and I stopped, my body started to tremble.
“I’ll be okay. Just invite me in and then you can wait in the car,” he said, noticing my petrified expression.
“Please don’t do this,” I said, knowing Alora was ruthlessly powerful.
“Don’t worry about me. Just hurry. They’re going to know I’m coming.”
Against my better judgment, I quickly lugged the squeaky door open and whispered “Come in”.
He was by me in a flash, dusty swirls the only evidence of his flight into the darkness. I stood wide-eyed trying to adjust to the dark, reaching out to see if I could find Alora’s presence. Nothing registered beyond Nicholas. I wondered if I was close enough.
“She’s not here.”
I jumped and looked down, withholding a yelp. A familiar black cat wove around my ankles. I hated that she could sneak up on me like that, not being able to feel her in her cat form.
“Geesh. You again. What are you doing here?”
“Talk in your mind. I don’t want Nicholas to hear you.”
I glared at her, miffed at all the demands placed on me. 
“Happy?” 
“Don’t be upset. I’m only here to let you know Alora is gone.”
I waited for her to pry around in my mind and come up with some wild retort. I didn’t get why she needed internal conversation when she knew everything I thought anyway. It seemed juvenile to go through the pretenses.
“And?” 
“What do you mean ‘and’ ?”
“Don’t pretend you aren’t rifling through my thoughts.”
“I can’t read you anymore. You’ve figured out how to block me.”
My anger subsided. I wasn’t sure if I entirely believed her, since she was in cat form and I couldn’t read her back. I thought some vile insulting things about her as a test and waited. Nothing.
She didn’t hear me unless I spoke my thoughts directly to her.
“So where’d Alora go?” I asked.
“Since her coven was annihilated today, she left to recruit more followers, since she doesn’t sire people. Phil was a mistake.”
I’d wanted to know who’d originally made him, since Phil didn’t name names.
“And Bettina?”
She purred loudly in my head. “Gone.” 
I looked at her little, sweet, kitty face and swore I saw a smile.
“Will Alora come back?”
“She didn’t get what she was looking for.”
The necklace suddenly turned icy cold against my skin and I fought to reach up to touch it, not wanting to bring attention to my medallion. I sensed it knew who Alora was. How would she know about the talisman if it stayed in Nicholas’ family? I convinced myself the cat meant Alora’s purpose was to capture Nicholas. 
“He’s coming. I’ll warn you when she returns, until then keep the secret little one.”
And she was gone.
“No one’s here,” he said, his face crestfallen
“And you’re frustrated?”
“Well, I do enjoy a good fight,” he said with a wink.
I’d never seen this side of him. I liked it. But before I could do or say anything else, he’d swooped me up in his arms and kissed me again. My mind went dizzy as my body fell limp; yet another part of him that I was powerless against.
“What a day,” I said, breathless as he gently pulled himself away, brushing my hair out of my eyes again. 
“Yes and I should get you home, now that it’s over.”
The guilt of pushing the limits overpowered everything now. I was sure everyone was looking for me by now. And before I knew it, we were back in the car driving stealth in the direction of my home.
“But my car?” I said, realizing we weren’t going back to retrieve it.
“If you give me your keys, I’ll bring it to your home for you. I have business there later, anyway.” 
I remembered he was going to burn the building.
“Okay,” I said with a yawn. 
I guessed his plan was to park at my house, do his fancy vampire sprinting back to the building, burn it, then drive my Quantum home. The details weren’t of consequence to me anymore, anyway. We were both alive and everything worked out, the only things that truly mattered. I leaned my head on his shoulder suddenly feeling very tired.
I felt the car stop; I groggily opened my eyes. 
“We’re here,” he said sweetly, kissing my forehead. 
I was home.
I felt the atmosphere inside my house and it was peaceful. No panic, no worries. I was glad, considering it was now 2:20 AM. I smiled, thinking of all the times I’d awakened at this time to the aftermath of frightening dreams. I never imagined one day I’d be living the nightmare for real, but have it end like a dream. Just like the cat had promised.
“I’m going to be toast tomorrow, look at how late it is,” I said, yawning again. 
“Late? Nah. It’s prime vampire hunting time.” 
I caught the twinkle in his eyes, the misty flecks in his eyes glowing.
We walked hand and hand up to my door. Peace surrounded us like tiny petals fluttering in the wind. Nicholas would never run away again out of fear of what some retaliating vampire could do to me now. Every cell in my body wanted to sing for joy.
“I’ll call you tomorrow,” he said when we got to the door.
“On what? My cell phone burnt up tonight, remember?”
“Oh, well . . . Then I’ll be seeing you tomorrow, I guess.”
He gave me a surly look. I jabbed him in the ribs, knowing he was joking. 
And the day after and the day after.
But before I could object, he kissed me again, deeply and I swooned.
“Good night, Julia. Pleasant dreams.”



23 - ROLLER COASTER
We waited together, a little nervous as the repeated clicks filled the air, followed by the chilling screams. The smell of grease and oil mixed with the sweetness of baking waffle cones and cotton candy. In the distance, the ocean waves could be heard intermixing with the sounds of people milling about, enjoying the evening. Nicholas and I stood in line, waiting our fate, his arms wrapped around me and his head resting gently on the top of mine. Gawking onlookers exuded annoyance for our blatant displays of affection.
“I can’t believe I’m at an amusement park,” he whispered into my ear, while attempting to nibble on it just to annoy me. I shook him off, feeling the disdain change to disgust as we shuffled slowly closer to the front of the line. I tried to ignore inquisitive eyes focused on us.
“Well, I can’t believe you’ve never been. It’s all the rage for humans you know,” I teased quietly, knowing my use of the word human would confuse eavesdroppers, but I didn’t care. Being daring seemed to be the theme of the evening.
I felt a little awestruck as I recognized how closely my life mirrored the roller coaster ride we waited in line for. For a first timer, you hear the clicks and the screams unsure if they signify something good or bad. Once you take your seat, your heart races in anticipation as the bar is securely fastened across your lap, pinning you in place. The time to retreat suddenly becomes a point of no return when the conductor waves goodbye and the car moves forward plunging everyone into darkness.
“You scared?” I teased as the ride started, jealous that it wasn’t my first experience riding a roller coaster. 
“Only if you are,” he chided back, putting his arm around me, transmitting excitement but playing it cool. I’m sure if I could see him, he’d be smiling, the malachite streaks of his eyes vibrant.
I used to live my life in the dark not so long ago, the track invisible with unseen horrors lurking around dark corners. I was naïve to what happened right under my nose, every little twist exciting. But then I surfaced into the light, exposed to a whole world of deadly creatures. The fear building as I crept closer and closer up to the top finally reaching acceptance. And then the clicking stopped and the car paused for an instant before spiraling downward, the real thrill just ahead. That’s the precipice we stood on. I could see things were going to drop out from under us soon, I just didn’t know when. 
I knew choosing a life with Nicholas wasn’t going to be ordinary. And actually, I’d never been more alive or happy in my entire life, dating the most eligible and only half-vampire in the world. But, a relationship with Nicholas meant an uneven path ahead filled with twists and turns. Possibly life threatening. Was I ready for it? Would I scream through it? Or white knuckle it quietly? Or would I smile, raise my hands up, enjoying the wind in my hair? 
I guess the choice was up to me.
Inside, I really wanted to throw caution to the wind, tempt fate and just see what would happen, secretly feeling invincible because I wore the talisman now. But I had this awful feeling that what we’d encountered a few months back wasn’t anything compared to what the future would bring. Things would get worse when Alora returned, determined to capture Nicholas, to take him as her prize. I worried about his vulnerability and the prediction, but trusted that the cat would warn us upon Alora’s return. I still battled telling him, thinking maybe we should do something to prepare. He’d already insisted though, after my continuous nagging, that he was prepared and to stop worrying. 
Why wasn’t that easing my fears? 
With the necklace, I felt totally safe. It had become a permanent part of me. I was worried people would take notice, questioning why I wore such an expensive piece daily, but no one ever did. Nicholas said it had a way of making itself look unattractive to others, its beauty only shown to the beholder. I found that strange, since every time I saw Nicholas wear it before, it sparkled brilliantly as if to call attention to itself. Maybe I was always supposed to be its owner. 
Nothing really happened after we got rid of the gang and ran Alora out of the city. Because of that, Nicholas actually let his guard down, relaxing a bit, even allowing this evening date to take place. For a fleeting moment it felt as if vampires didn’t even exist and we had a normal relationship for once. But I didn’t want to hold my breath because, like the ride, the ground was going to plummet beneath us at any minute. But I was going to be where Nicholas went and help with my unknown ability. 
Other things had changed too. 
I could finally tell Sam that Nicholas had returned and I wasn’t cursed after all. But Nicholas warned me to be careful how much I shared. The necklace kept me safe, but others could be placed in harm’s way knowing too much. I decided to keep things between us a secret.
Dad broke down out of frustration from being my chauffer when he was home and purchased me an Acura—complete with OnStar for emergencies. I wasn’t sure how to handle such a luxury until I found out I had to pay half. Thankfully, Linda took me back at the deli with open arms. Business had picked up after the hysteria subsided and she was in dire need of a trained cashier. 
My home-life improved too. Both Dad and Luke appreciated the change in my demeanor, no longer brooding about. 
Most importantly, after the authorities investigated the fire, Phil and Justin were laid to rest. But I had a very hard time being around their mothers still feeling somewhat responsible for what happened. Nicholas was there in the distance the whole time. His support, even from far away, helped me keep it together in a way that no one else’s could. I had many haunting dreams afterward, my mind trying to sift through the past. I just hoped there wouldn’t be anymore vampire changing sprees in my town because I didn’t think I could handle going through the grief and drama again.
I also worried about the cat delivering bad news. All her secrets wore on me, and I wanted to come clean before Alora came back. Daily, I contemplated telling Nicholas the truth, but worried the cat might not warn us if I betrayed her.
So, to sum it all up, we were basically just waiting, unable to plan when the roller coaster car would come plunging down either freaking us out or giving us the time of our lives—our reaction unknown. Whichever way it went, I knew I didn’t want to do it without Nicholas. I couldn’t.
“So what do you think?” I asked, my hair blown askew, a huge smile plastered across my face as the ride ended.
He looked a little stunned, but exclaimed, “Excellent!”
I wanted it to be just that.
We left the ride and made our way down to the beach. All I wanted to do was find a vacant spot and snuggle by a bonfire, but fires weren’t allowed on this beach. Nicholas led me down to the end where the cliff met the shoreline instead. Typically, beach-combers had to turn around at that point, but Nicholas had a different idea. I giggled when he swooped me up into his arms and carried me from rock to rock around this little blockade (in his eyes) towards our beach that was only a few miles down the coast. Of course, since it was dark, no one would see his extraordinary feat of strength.
“What are you worried about?” Nicholas asked, after making me a fire in our usual spot, getting comfortable by me in the sand, gently caressing my hand.
I took a deep breath. It was useless to try to hide my feelings from him. The collapse of our perfect world terrified me and I didn’t want to tell him. But I found it insightful that he had started to pick up on my emotions as if he’d acquired a tiny bit of my gift. 
“I just feel like something is going to happen to ruin this,” I whispered, looking away and focusing on the surf in the distance while leaning over into his shoulder.
He pulled me closer, wrapping his arms tightly around me, beckoning me to lean against his muscular chest.
“I won’t leave you like I did in the past. I wish you’d trust me.”
“Oh, Nicholas.” I turned to face him. He’d misunderstood. “No, it isn’t that. I know you aren’t going to leave me. It’s just, I’m enjoying seeing you relaxed and acting human for once. I just don’t want it to end. Has this ever happened before? Where the vampires left and you had a period of reprieve?”
“Never this long,” he said, a twinge of worry now appearing. “I’ve never thought to look at the pattern in the past, but now that none have returned, I’m beginning to think what happened before wasn’t a coincidence.”
Nicholas had explained in the past that he believed that I’d been some sort of magnet to them, and when they came to town, he’d been able to exterminate them before any havoc broke out because they were always attracted to me. It made finding them super easy. But with Alora’s clan, there had been so many that he hadn’t been able to stop them as fast. It was as if they’d been alerted to his special abilities which led him to think they came for another reason.
“When fighting some of them, they’d tell me that they’d heard of me, but it didn’t click until Phil had told us of my legend,” he said with a grimace. I could tell he didn’t want that type of fame in the vampire world. “Really, I just hunted them to protect you, since you attract them. It never occurred to me they came for any other reason than that. But I never let anyone survive to speak of my abilities. I’m still wondering how they figured it out.”
I knew Alora knew. And because of that, they all knew. How she knew exactly, I wasn’t sure and for one brief second I felt the urge to tell him, but clamped my mouth shut. Again, reminded of what the cat had said. I wanted to protect him more than anything. Maybe I worried for nothing.
“Well, Phil had said he knew you were different and not part of their coven. Maybe they guessed? I mean, didn’t you say, after killing Phil that they’d know and come looking?”
“True,” he said and was quiet for a moment. “They’d feel the power shift back up the lineage.”
That fact confirmed why Alora didn’t like to make other vampires. I felt her greed and knew she preferred to hoard her power. She must have really thought Phil special to keep him around after discovering her mistake.
“How do you track vampires anyway?” I asked, probing to see if he was indeed still on the look-out.
“I have what would best be described as vampire radar. We can sense when another is close. We also have a particular scent. I do run the perimeter of the city every night and check to see if anyone has entered by foot or not.”
“In the past, only lower lineage vampires would come into town and were easily tracked. Most of them were generally weak with no special abilities, making easy targets.
“If they made a home here, I would have to wait until they came out at night to feed to attack them. I always wondered if the parent of the vampire kept tabs on where their children went and if they got upset when they were exterminated. Maybe that’s how my legend started.”
“And Alo—” I caught myself. I’d been thinking about her so much, I almost said her name out loud. “Um . . . Bettina’s clan? How come they were so hard to catch?”
“They flew into the city, so the scent has nothing to cling to, like following foot prints in the sand washed away by the sea. Plus, they were very careful about where they went and hid in multiple locations. All of them must have been close to the royal family to have so much power. That’s why I’ve been concerned about a potential backlash. It’s odd no one has come to avenge their deaths. We wiped out a whole coven.”
He looked down at me, waiting for my reaction, and I looked away, trying to appear somber. I knew too much and didn’t want him to notice how uncomfortable this deception was for me.
“Yeah, I guess we did,” I mumbled, biting my lip.
“You don’t have to be afraid, Julia. Honestly, I’ve been in worse situations and I’ve had a lot of practice. I can handle this.” He pulled me tighter to his body and kissed the top of my head. He’d misinterpreted my reaction for fear, but that didn’t ease my conscience any. 
What a tangled web we weave . . .
I sighed.
“Are you okay?” he asked while petting my hair.
“Yes. It’s just—” I fumbled for the right word. “—scary I guess. Not knowing, waiting for the other shoe to drop so to speak.”
“Well, you have me and the talisman, so you’ll be okay.” 
I reached up and felt the necklace resting in the hollow of my throat. It comforted me knowing that if anything ever did happen, apart from Nicholas, I’d be safe. But I did live in fear of how the truth would play out.
“Have you ever thought to ask your Dad for help?”
Nicholas instantly stiffened and grew cold inside.
“Only as a last resort—” he mumbled.
I worried about this. Something must have happened to strain their relationship. I knew they talked occasionally, but doubted any true sentiments were ever exchanged. I was starting to believe that maybe Nicholas blamed his dad for his half-breed issues, but I didn’t feel comfortable asking him about it.
“It’s fine, Julia. Really. I can handle it.”
I decided to trust his judgment and not to push any further. He seemed confident enough.
We sat in silence, but with each passing minute, his confidence slowly flickered to worry; I’m sure because I wasn’t talking. But I didn’t know what else to say. I hated the impending doom. 
I let my mind wander through all the events of our earlier interactions instead, like I did everyday. In order to never forget, I’d run through the details—unable to journal about it. Nicholas strictly forbade me to write down anything that would reveal the true nature of his identity. And then I remembered.
“Um . . . I was wondering. Do you still have that note I wrote?” I uttered a little embarrassed.
“I do,” he said, taking a worn piece of paper out of his pocket.
“You carry this with you?” I said surprised, looking into his enchanting eyes with astonishment.
“Yes,” he said, feeling nostalgic. “For a while, it was my only connection to you even though you were mad at me in it. But that was because you felt the same way about me as I did you.”
I blushed and looked away, feeling a little ridiculous and then gently took the note from him and unfolded it. 
Dear Nicholas,
I’m writing to say goodbye . . .
I don’t know what happened to me after I met you, but something inside me changed and I can’t stop thinking about you or what happened. Why did you promise to come see me when you never intended to? I thought you were different. And when you didn’t show, I thought maybe there was a good reason for you not to come. But after the way you treated me in front of the theater, I knew I was wrong. You had no right to be rude to me. You’re just like all the other boys who like to flirt and make promises they NEVER INTEND TO KEEP! But the worst of it is that I can’t seem to get you out of my mind, and something inside keeps pushing me to care for you. But I refuse to give in to your fake charm and I will learn to shut it off. 
So, for what it’s worth, I’m done with you. I will be forever thankful you saved me. But that’s it. I won’t let you hurt me anymore and from this point forward, I will stop missing you and wishing you’ll come back into my life!
GOODBYE and good riddance.
~ Julia
I folded it back up, studying the wrinkled corners. The note looked like it had been reopened many times. A large part of me wanted to rip it into tiny pieces, erasing how silly I’d been. Instead, I played with the paper.
“I was tempted the next morning to leave a note on your car to say sorry, but I chickened out,” he said while putting his hand over my fidgety fingers, holding them still, taking the note back.
The day after came to mind. I’d forgotten about the anonymous note I found on the ground, left by mistake. Deep down inside, I’d hoped he’d left that note for me. Maybe the gesture kept me holding on until I could discover the truth. 
Within my own pocket, I took out the piece of wood I’d carried around ever since that day and held it in my palm, reminiscing. Suddenly, he cupped his hand under mine and placed the other half in my palm, fitting them together.
“I wondered what this was,” he said sweetly, taking the newly formed wooden token closer to read the inscription. 
“I needed a memento,” I said with a chuckle. “I guess that seems funny, since I was trying to say goodbye.”
“Well, I’m glad you couldn’t.”
“Me too.” I blushed.
“Well, then I’ll keep your half and you can keep mine for a while.” He handed me his half, forming our hands into a ball. “And make a promise.”
I looked again into his lustrous eyes.
“A promise?”
“That no matter what, we’ll always trust each other, even when it seems unexplainable. No matter what I have to do or say, I’ll always be loyal to you. From now until the end of time.”
Relief flooded my heart while I turned over his half in my hand. I could finally let go of my worries and trust that one day he’d understand. The time would come when the timing would be right. He’d promised not to jump to conclusions.
“Good, because I don’t think I could ever let you go.”
Suddenly, his lips were tight on mine, gentle yet fierce, a kiss that launched an unquenchable yearning with an intensity of force I could never have dreamed of. My trembling fingers reached for his face to pull him closer, his arm drawing me in at the small of my back. I swooned, because for the first time I felt just one emotion shared between us. 
Love.
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Chapter 1
You belong to me...
I own you...
The hypnotic timbre of Thane's voice surged through my body making me tingle all over. Like a rush of heroin injected into my vein, soothing me, exciting me, I was completely and utterly hooked.
The bustling crowd in front of the stage swayed back and forth and I swayed with them. I was caught in the movement—the flow of people stirred like a whirlpool to the intoxicating rhythm and razor sharp lyrics of Malice.
Your life's in my hands...
I'm sucking your soul...
My favorite band for the past year, I'd traveled, with my best friend Chloe, across Idaho and Washington in the past two months to see them play. My mom had been really cool about it, even lending me her car—an old POS, but a vehicle nonetheless—to drive to the shows just as long as I didn't drive home trashed. I'd attempted it one night, but got scared when I couldn't keep it on the road, and pulled over at a rest stop. Chloe and I slept in the car.
Thankfully no crazed psycho killer raped and mutilated us. The worst that came at us was a stray dog looking for some scraps. Chloe gave it the rest of her cheeseburger that we'd picked up a MacDonald's drive thru after the show.
For eight gigs, I'd been entranced by the four member—three guys and one girl—band. My body responded to every aspect of their music. My head pounded to the constant heady thump of the drums, my heart thrashed to every guitar riff, and my thighs clenched with every word lead singer Thane uttered into the microphone.
Some songs he looked like he was making love to the equipment, running his fingers up and down the silver pole, uttering a lover's words in its ear. I ached and throbbed wishing I could be that thin pole of shiny metal. If only he'd hold me like that, gripping me tightly, running his sweet lips over my face and neck. My eyes nearly rolled back in my head in ecstasy imagining what that would feel like.
That was when Chloe punched me in the arm starling me from my fantasy. "Salem?"
"What?" I grunted, peering at her between strands of black and blond hair hanging in my eyes.
"Do you want some of this?"
I glanced down to see her passing me some vodka. I took the offered bottle and tipped it to my lips swallowing down a good portion. It burned going down, but it was a good burn, telling me I was still sober. Which I needed to be if I was going to complete my mission of getting a back stage pass to meet the band. This was their final gig for the summer in my home city—Boise, Idaho—and I wouldn't get another chance to offer up my virginity to Thane. I'd been holding onto it just for him.
My mom had always told me that virginity was a gift and the guy better be someone special enough to give it to. I figured Thane was extremely special. I mean, my mom had given hers up to some Rock God in the 80's, I suspected it was either Keith Richards or Iggy Pop because she had signed pictures of them both thanking her for a stellar night and when she mentioned either one of them she got this little smile on her lips and a devilish sparkle in her eye.
Before I could hand the bottle back to Chloe, the couple next to us bumped into my arm and I nearly dropped it. I turned around to glare at them, but they were so busy making out that they didn't notice. That was one thing I did notice about Malice gigs, there always seemed to be a lot of couples kissing and groping each other either on the stage floor or in darkened corners peppered around the venue.
In Spokane, when I went to the bathroom at the club the band was playing in, I happened upon two girls making out in one of the stalls. Although I was an equal opportunity snogger, that had thrown me for a loop. I certainly knew some people were gay, I didn't have an issue with that—I had an uncle who was gay and a friend at school—it was just I'd never seen it so graphically displayed before.
Once I'd finally given the bottle back to Chloe, she wiped the top with the hem of her t-shirt—I guess she didn't appreciate my spit—and took a pull, then tucked it back into the pocket of her army green jacket that swam on her lanky but scrawny frame.
"Did you figure out how we're going to score backstage passes yet?"
Shaking my head, I set my attention on the security guards off to one side of the stage, handing passes on strings to a few big-breasted Goth wannabes. At every show I watched similar guards giving passes to similar types of girls. The two times I'd asked for one, they'd looked me up and down, likely taking in my black 10 holed Doc Martens, jeans-a few worn spots at the knees and on the ass—shaggy mop of black and white hair, and Betty Boop t-shirt that didn't stretch out to a DD cup, or to a C for that matter then disregarded me in the time it took to do the bra calculations.
This time I came armed. I'd shoved my mom's silicone gel boobs into my bra under my vintage Sex Pistols t-shirt. That made me go from an A cup to a perky B. I was also wearing my extra special pair of worn jeans that made my ass look good. I'd considered also wearing my mom's butt enhancer panties—she had real body image issues—but decided against it. I didn't want to look like a complete whore.
"I'm going to ask real nice." A trickle of sweat ran down the back of my neck. I wiped at it. I really didn't want to have sweat stains on the back of my t-shirt. The heat in the club was nearly oppressive. Too many bodies packed into too small a room.
Chloe eyed me dubiously, black eyeliner starting to run down her gaunt cheeks. "You did that the last time. And the security dude was a real dickhead about it."
"That was before I had these." I stuck out my chest and cupped my boobs.
Chloe shook her head, her short cap of fire-engine red hair swinging. "Do you really think that's going to work?"
"Duh? That's all guys understand. Boobs. It's as if they are actually communicating with them, the way they stare."
"Well, then, good luck with hypnotizing these security assholes with your perfect B boobs." Chloe laughed. "You should go soon cuz it sounds like they're getting ready to wrap up the set."
She was right. Devon, the girl band member, stepped forward to roll into her bass solo, her pink Tokyopop pigtails bouncing to the rhythm. It was the beginning of their song, Sin City, which they always played second to last. Straightening my shoulders, I made my way, by pushing and shoving, through the pulsating crowd toward the right side of the stage.
When I reached my destination, there were three bimbos standing in front of me giggling and jiggling at the two beefy security guys. It just about made me want to barf. I actually had to put my hand to my mouth just in case I did.
"Excuse me," I yelled over top one of the girl's bleached blond head. "Can I get a couple of passes?"
The blond whipped around to glare at me. She had one of those hoops in her nose that made her look like a bull. I wondered if I waved a red flap if she'd charge at me. She looked scary enough to do just that.
One of the security guys looked me up and down. "Sorry. I just ran out."
I noticed the passes dangling from all three of the girls' hands. "They got some."
"Those were my last three." He shrugged and went back to ogling one of the three girls who was wearing a black fishnet top and nothing underneath. I think her nipples were even pierced. I managed to spy a glint of sliver when she turned to glare at me too.
Blondie continued to glare at me. "Why don't you run along little girl? Go play with your Goth Barbie."
I hated when people assumed I was so young. I was seventeen but short—five feet one—and I got mistaken for fourteen all. The. Time. It didn't help that I was small too—a whopping size one—with petite delicate features courtesy of my mom who looked like a punk pixie most days with her short spiky black hair and colorful tattoos covering a lot of her tight compact body.
So it didn't surprise me when my hands began to shake from the anger welling up. I despised confrontation but right now I hated not having a back stage pass even more. I glanced up at the stage and watched as Thane moved around with his long sinuous limbs and silky black hair falling in his perfect pale face making my stomach clench. I had to get backstage no matter what.
"I wasn't talking to you." I finally said.
She arched her pierced eyebrow and set one hand on her ample hip. "Excuse me? Who do you think you're talking to?"
I took in her appearance, noticing she wore cheap purple hair extensions, I could plainly see one of the clips in her hairline at her temple, and her face was adorned with several piercings. She looked like she'd been put together with pins.
I smirked. "Skankenstein?"
The two security guys laughed at that, as did one of her friends but not the one with her nipples poking out.
"You bitch!" she shrieked.
I didn't expect her to hit me. But she did. Hard. An open hand slap right across my left cheek. It stung like hell. I'd never been slapped before and didn't realize how badly it could hurt. I think my lip was cut as well because I could taste blood in my mouth. I glanced down at her hand and noticed the solid silver rings on her hand. The bitch had turned them in.
"Hey," one of the security guards shouted, "If you're going to fight take it outside."
A little crowd started to form around us. The scent of blood always got teenagers' attentions. We were like animals in that regard. I don't know how many times I'd been in one of those crowds watching as two or three or more people beat the crap out of each other for pathetic and irrelevant reasons.
I could read the lips of the guys standing closest to us as they passed the word on about the bitch fight about to happen. What was it with guys wanting to watch two girls fight? I really hated to be in the middle of one, all eyes watching, ready for the scratching and hair pulling that usually entailed in a girl fight and hoping for blood. 
Usually a loner, I didn't like a lot of attention. Preferring to stick to my three or four good friends, I didn't much like being in a crowd, except at a gig. But then when I came to a Malice concert, it was always just between me and the band. The crowds never bothered me. I just came to hear the music and watch the sexy guys on the stage—I came for the rock fantasy.
So standing in front of a fuming blond bimbo out for blood in a fighting circle surrounded by twenty or thirty people wasn't making me feel all that good. Again, I felt like I was going to barf. I didn't want to fight. I wasn't big on violence; I didn't even play fighting games on my DS. But I was not the type of person to back down either. My mom had always taught me to stick up for myself. Although I'm sure she didn't mean that I should punch the shit out of this girl. Even if I wanted to.
Rubbing my cheek, I tried to appeal to the girl's reasonable side, assuming she possessed one. "I think for that you should give me your backstage pass. We'll call it even."
She laughed. "Not likely." Then she shoved me hard. I stumbled backwards into the murmuring crowd. Two sets of hands pushed me back into the circle. Hey, thanks guys!
It was obvious I wasn't going to walk away from this easily. Or at all by the murdering look in the blond's eyes. But no one ever said being a groupie was easy.
Not sure what to do, I glanced up and locked gazes with Thane. He was standing near the side of the stage looking down at me; the microphone stand gripped tightly, his dark eyes piercing me. Heat blossomed inside of me. I'd never been looked at like that by a guy before. As if he wanted to devour me from the toes up. I put a hand to my stomach where butterflies started to flip flop around like beached fish.
A rush of something I couldn't name shot through my body. Adrenaline or lust, I didn't know which, but whatever it was made me feel really good. Powerful even. Sexy. Like one of the female members of the X-Men. Storm maybe, or Rogue, maybe even Dark Phoenix before she went insane and killed everyone.
Whatever it was, I liked it.
Putting my attention back on my blond nemesis, I decided I needed to act if I was going to get out of the situation. Faster than I knew I could move, I reached up and snatched the bull ring from her nose.
She screamed and grabbed her nose with both hands. Blood seeped between her fingers to drip on the floor.
The sound of her skin and cartilage ripping made me shiver. Even above the music I had heard it ring in my ears. I felt bad for liking the sound, but she had it coming.
Her two friends gathered her in the safety of their arms but they both stared at me with a mixture of venom and apprehension. I suspected no one saw that coming. I certainly hadn't.
In a daze, I looked around me, and noticed that she'd dropped her backstage pass onto the floor. Leaning down I snatched it up and smiled. I finally got my backstage pass.
As I hung it around my neck, my gaze met Thane's once again. He was singing the last lines of their last song but he was watching me. And he smiled. 
I smiled in return.



Chapter 2
The fat smelly security guard shook his head. "You have one pass. That means only one of you can come in."
Chloe and I stood at the back entrance to the club with several other girls and guys eager to get in and party with the band. The only problem was, they weren't letting us in. Well, they weren't letting Chloe in because she didn't have a pass.
"C'mon man, give us a break. We've been standing out here for over an hour to get in and now you won't let us in?"
He pointed at me. "I'll let you in, but not her. She doesn't have a pass."
"C'mon, can't you just break the rules this one time?"
"No. Now move out of the way so the others can get in." He shoved us off to one side.
Dejected, we moved out of line and leaned against the wall of the club. I kicked a rock on the ground. I couldn't believe this was happening after having been slapped around by some blond bimbo and stealing her backstage pass. It just wasn't fair.
"You go," Chloe said after a couple of minutes of staring at the moving crowd of people.
"No, not without you. We always said we'd go together."
"I know, but you have the pass, Salem. You got it after that bitch decked you. You deserve to go to the party."
"Are you sure?" I asked, hope filling my chest. I hated to think it but I know I would've been pissed if I couldn't go and meet the band after all the gigs I'd been to and yeah, getting slapped by Skankenstein had been the icing on the cake.
"Yes, I'm sure." She sighed. "This is your big thing, not mine. Besides you earned it and some." Her eyes widened and she laughed. "I can't believe you ripped that girl's nose ring out. That is so gross."
"Yeah, me either." I shivered. "I didn't plan to, it just kinda happened."
Chloe fiddled with her nose ring, likely subconsciously thinking about what that would feel like. "She had it coming, I'm sure." I saw her shake a little.
She dug out her car keys from her pocket. "Are you sure you'll be okay alone?"
I nodded. "Yeah, I'm cool. I've got money for a cab home."
"You should call your mom and tell her."
"Nah. She's forward thinking and all, but I'm not sure how she'd react if I told her I'm going to a band party on my own with the intentions of having sex with the lead singer."
Chloe eyed me carefully. "You're sure about that stuff?"
I rubbed my hands over my arms. A cool breeze swirled around me giving me the chills. "Yeah, I'm good. I'm on the pill. I have condoms. I won't do anything I'll regret in nine months."
"Okay." She opened her arms and moved in to hug me.
I squeezed her back, then stepped away feeling a bit unsure about what I was about to do. Was I really going to have sex with some guy I really didn't know just because he was a rock God?
I figured it was something I could tell my kids. Just like how my mom told me about some of the musicians she'd partied with over the years while she toured in her own band in the eighties.
"Be safe." Chloe handed me a piece of mint flavored gum. "And don't accept open drinks from anyone. It could be roofied."
"Don't worry, I won't." I popped the gum into my mouth. I definitely didn't want to have bad breath upon meeting the guy of my dreams.
After one last smile, Chloe turned and headed toward the parking lot where she parked her car. I watched her go then taking a big breath of fresh air, I turned and got back in line to go into the club.
After another half hour, I was walking down the back hall with three other girls and one guy, all of them as eager looking as I'm sure I appeared to be. I was quivering inside with a mixture of excitement and pure terror.
Voices drifted down the hall towards us. I could distinctly pick out Thane's even as he laughed. He had that pure gold voice, one that made my knees weak and my breath hitch in my throat. Oh God, I didn't think I could do it. What if I threw up on him? I'd be completely humiliated and scarred for life.
When I entered the back room a glut of sights, sounds and smells came to me all at once, nearly knocking me onto my ass. The first thing I saw was the drummer, Quinn, strutting around without his shirt, a girl attached to each side, their fingers stroking the multitude of tattoos that decorated his chest and arms. Seth, the guitarist, was spread out on an old ratty sofa drinking a beer, laughing at something one of the other guys sitting by him had said. Devon, with her pink pigtails still bouncing, stood in the corner smoking a cigarette and hugging her bass guitar to her chest like a lover.
I smelled sweat and perfume and beer and the sweet odor of marijuana. I heard boisterous laughter and good natured ribbing and the distinctive giggles of girls overwrought with too many pheromones. I sucked it all in and grinned.
I made it. I was here, in the same damn room as my favorite band of all time, Malice.
Giddy with excitement and nearly bouncing in my Doc Martens, I scanned the packed room for Thane. He was why I was here. He was my sole mission. Pushing through the throng, I tuned my ears to the sound of his voice. I'd only have to follow the music.
Ten minutes later I'd checked the whole room, but didn't find him. Maybe he stepped out for a bit. Maybe he had to go to the bathroom. I was sure rock gods urinated once in awhile. I wasn't going to give up. I'd stand here all night; well it was around midnight already, so all morning until I tracked him down.
A sudden icy breeze brushed over my skin. The hairs on the back of my neck rose and a shiver raced down my spine.
"You look thirsty."
I swung around, my heart pounding so hard I could hardly breathe.
Thane stood behind me, towered over me really, his eyebrow arched sexily and a wry smile on his perfectly sculpted face. His hand held a bottle of beer which he held out to me.
My tongue felt thick and it stuck to the roof of my mouth as if I'd just eaten a peanut butter sandwich. Instead of speaking I just nodded and took the offered drink from his fingers. I put it to my lips and took a long drink hoping to wash some of that stickiness out of my mouth.
As I drank he watched me, his gaze was fierce, powerful, sexy as hell. God, I had to put a hand to my stomach to stop it from turning over and over like a wave pool gone wild. It was then I noticed just how dark his eyes were. A brown so deep it was almost black. It should've looked eerie, scary even, but I found it even sexier.
"What's your name?"
My eyes widened. Was he really asking me for my name? I inconspicuously glanced over my shoulder to make sure I was the girl he was really talking to and there wasn't some big-breasted bleach blond bimbo behind me laughing at the joke.
"Salem," I managed to squeak.
"I saw you in the crowd."
I nearly choked on the next sip of beer I took. "You did?"
He grinned. My knees turned to jelly.
"Yeah, I liked what I saw."
"R-r-really?"
He nodded and moved closer to me. From this distance I could smell his cologne, or it could've been his natural scent, except it smelled a lot like black licorice. Could guys naturally smell like that?
Before I could say anything, he touched me. A light caress of his finger on my cheek. I sighed, and then pressed my lips together to stop from making more of a fool out of myself by moaning his name. I was acting as if a guy had never touched me before. I'd made out a couple of times. I wasn't an amateur.
But this was Thane. And he was a rock god. And I knew, just knew, I had fallen in love.
"You're going to bruise." His finger trailed down to my split lip. He pressed on the cut. I could feel the wound crack open again.
Wincing, I pulled away. On the tip of Thane's finger was a pinprick of blood. Still smiling, he sucked his finger into his mouth.
"I think you're beautiful."
I gaped at him. I couldn't possibly have heard the words he uttered. It was impossible. Cute maybe, I'd been called that a few times, but nobody thought I was beautiful. Except my mom of course.
"What?" I stammered.
That was the last thing I said before my whole life changed, altered beyond anything I could've ever imagined. And I had a healthy imagination.
Thane leaned down toward my mouth, slowly inching his way. My lips were trembling in anticipation as he neared. I could feel his breath on my skin. Keeping my gaze, strong, fierce, confident, he brushed his lips against mine.
Then I fainted.



Chapter 3
I woke up smacking my lips. The putrid taste sticking to the insides of my cheeks and to my tongue was indescribable. The closest depiction would be a combination of sour milk and garlic. Not good. The second thing I noticed when I woke was the smell invading my nose. It was even worse than the horrid bite in my mouth. I had to swallow down the urge to gag.
My head ached something awful. Like I'd drunken copious amounts of alcohol, retched until my brains felt like they'd explode out of both my nose and ears, and went to sleep with the room spinning. Stretching out some wicked kinks in my neck and back, I blinked open my eyes to complete darkness.
Heart racing, I moved my hands around me to get my bearings. Underneath my palms, I felt things like crumpled paper, different fabrics—leather maybe or vinyl—slick plastic, and wet mushy substances I didn't even want to consider. It seemed like I was lying on a pile of garbage. But that couldn't be possible. Had I passed out at the club and was lying on the dirty floor? I sat up and smacked my head on something metal by the ringing sound reverberating all around me, making my ears hurt.
Scrambling to my knees, I lifted my hands above me and groped around trying to figure out where exactly I was. My fingers brushed against sharp pieces of metal, twice pricking my fingers and making them bleed, and across other gooey things that made bile rise in my throat. Still seeking some purpose, my hand came across a lever of some sort and I pushed on it as hard as I could.
The metal roof above me sprung open, clanging so loud it made my teeth rattle. I stuck my head up and took in a much needed breath of untainted air. Surprisingly, the afternoon sun beamed down on my face as I squinted up into it trying to orient myself and figure out where the hell I was. Reality crashed down on me like a bucket of ice cold water.
I was kneeling in a garbage dumpster.
Gripping the side of the canister, I peered down both ways of the alley. I was downtown, that much I knew from the size of some of the buildings but on what street I couldn't tell. Thankfully it wasn't garbage day and the bin was still partially full or I wouldn't have been able to jump out or pull myself out. Empty dumpsters were pretty deep. I knew because I'd done my fair share of dumpster diving for various things that big department stores always threw out. It was surprising how many pairs of jeans I'd found that way.
Balancing on the pile of trash, I set both hands on the metal rim and vaulted out. My grade nine phys-ed teacher would've finally been proud of me for doing something remotely athletic. When I landed, I noticed that my boots were unlaced. The rest of my clothes seemed to be together. Thankfully, I still had my t-shirt on and my jeans.
The last thing I remembered was being at the club and talking to Thane. He had kissed me and I had...I had passed out? So, what in hell was I doing here in the trash as if I'd been tossed away like old dirty socks or used tissues. If I didn't know any better I'd think I was in some serious shit.
I needed some perspective on things. I had to call Chloe. I patted my right front pocket for my cell phone. It was empty. I checked the other pocket to find it empty as well. Frantic, I reached fingers into my back pocket for my money clip and my ID. But I pulled out nothing but lint and tiny shredded pieces of paper—I must've washed my jeans with a receipt or something in the pocket.
"Shit." I glanced at the dumpster. Maybe everything was still inside. Although I had no idea what I'd been doing inside the downtown garbage bin in the first place, I needed to find my cell phone and my other personal items. I'd deal with everything else once I had my things back. I was sure I could think better with them in my hands. But how was I going to get back in?
I glanced down the alleyway looking for anything I could stand on so I could jump back into the bin. Halfway down the cement wall, I spied an aluminum trash can situated next to one of the many back doors lining the alleyway. It was the same kind we had at a home that I dragged out to the curb every Wednesday for garbage pick up.
It was full and heavy. As I began to drag down the road to the dumpster, the back door to one of the restaurants along the street facing opened and an elderly man in a white turban came out, a cigarette already lit in his mouth.
His eyes widened when he saw me. "Hey! What are you doing with my garbage?"
"I'm not stealing it or anything. I just need it to stand on so I can get back into the dumpster. I lost something inside."
He came towards me, smoke hanging between brown lips, and grabbed the other handle on the trash can. "No. You cannot have it."
I pulled back, but he was strong and it didn't budge much. "Please. I really need to look in the bin. It's important."
He yanked again, this time the handle came out of my hand, but the momentum of the can was too much and it toppled over, the lid exploding off and the garbage inside spilling out. He looked down at the leftover food and spoiled items piled at his feet then up at me, a look of anger on his wrinkled face.
"Look what you have done, stupid girl."
"I'm sorry, but you pulled it too hard. It's not my fault it fell over."
"Now I have to clean." Huffing angrily, he bent down to start shoveled the garbage into the can. "All I wanted was to smoke my cigarette."
"Look, I'll help you clean it, if you help me back into the dumpster."
He glared at me, his bushy brown eyebrows furrowed together. It looked like a large caterpillar had taken up residence on his face. "No. Go away, or I will call police."
Resigned to not being able to get back into the dumpster to search for my things, I bent down and helped the man shove the garbage back into the bin. I was already dirty having been laying in trash for however long, so the smell and feel of the substances I was touching didn't bother me so much. I probably smelt worse in comparison.
When we were done, we lifted the can together and set it right back against the wall next to the back door of the restaurant. The man didn't look at me, but he didn't shout at me either so I figured he'd maybe forgiven me. But I was still without my cell phone or any money. And I needed to call someone to come get me.
"I'm sorry about the garbage can."
He just grunted and continued to smoke his cigarette.
"Look, I lost my cell phone and all my money in the dumpster. Is it possible that I could use your phone?"
"No."
"Please?"
He shook his head. "No."
"You know I said please, and I helped you clean this mess up even though it wasn't my fault."
He eyed me up and down. "You look like trouble."
I sighed. "I know, I get that a lot. But I'm really not. I'm a nice girl who just happens to like looking like a freak."
After glaring at me for a few moments, he dug into his front pants pocket and came away with a coin. He handed me a quarter. He motioned toward the street. "There is payphone around the corner."
I took the money and thanking him, ran out of the alley toward the pay phone. I recognized the store on the corner and knew exactly where I was. Plunking the coin in the slot I started to dial my home number, then stopped. I pressed the receiver and the coin clunked down into the plastic tray. I couldn't phone my mom. She would freak out. And I couldn't explain to her what happened, because I had no clue.
I slid out the quarter, popped it back into the slot and dialed Chloe's number. Chewing my thumb nail, I waited, feeling sick to my stomach. Thankfully she picked up on the third ring.
"Hello?"
"It's Salem."
"Hey, how was it? Was it as good as you thought it would be?"
"Um, can you come get me?"
There was silence on her end. She must've heard the rising panic in my voice, and then her words came out in a garbled rush. "Are you all right? What happened? Where are you?"
"I'm at a payphone on Third Avenue, you know by that HMV we sometimes go to."
"What are you doing there?"
I fidgeted with my bangs, pulling on them. "I don't know."
I heard her intake of air. She did that when something really bothered her. Or when she was about to cry.
Tears welled in my eyes. Now that I was talking about it, the seriousness of the situation slapped me in the face. Except it didn't hurt like it had before, the pain was on the inside. And that hurt a hell of lot more. It was one of those pains that couldn't be healed by a band aid and some quick first aid.
Something terrible had happened to me. I was sure of it now. A girl didn't end up in a dumpster by accident. Something awful had occurred at the party, something I probably didn't want to remember. Ever.
"I'm coming right now. Hang tight girl."
"Thanks." I hung up as the tears started to roll down my cheeks. I wiped at them as I moved away from the payphone. There was a bus stop bench near by and I sat down on the edge of it away from the old lady sitting on the other side reading a paperback book.
I brought my knees up to my chest and hugged them close. More tears streamed down my face. Now that they were uncorked I couldn't stop them up again.
I tried not to think as I waited for Chloe, which of course was an impossible feat. It was like asking yourself not to breathe. Random thoughts filled my mind. Those of meeting Thane and how cool that had been and how uncool I had been, and then how I couldn't remember one thing after that. My mind went blank when I tried to picture anything after his lips brushed up against mine.
Then I remembered drinking the beer Thane had given me. It had been open when he handed it to me. Had I been drugged? I shook my head, not believing that the lead singer of a popular band like Malice would even bother dropping a roofie into my drink. The guy probably got laid all the time; it wasn't like he had to beg for it. He certainly wouldn't have to drug a girl to sleep with her. And he certainly didn't have to drug me.
But something had happened. It wasn't like I left the party, somehow got downtown and threw myself into the garbage bin. The club had been on the other side of the city.
"Are you okay, honey?"
The old lady was talking to me. I turned my head to look at her and nodded.
"Do you need some money?" She started digging into her purse.
"No," I blurted. "I'm fine, really. My friend is coming to get me."
She smiled. It was a kind smile and made me think of my granny who lived in Canada. I hadn't seen her in three years. "Family troubles?"
"No."
"Boy trouble then?"
"Something like that."
She nodded, as if she knew it all along. "I'm sure whatever he's done, honey, he didn't mean it. Boys just don't think the same as girls." She chuckled. "We all know that their brains are in their pants, don't we?"
I smiled at her.
"You don't worry about it. He'll be back. If he wants you bad enough he won't ever let you go."
The bus pulled up and I watched as the little old lady got on. As it drove off, I shivered thinking about what she'd just said to me. He'll be back. For some reason I felt an ominous shroud cover me. As if something even worse was going to happen. Although I couldn't possibly imagine what. The possibilities of what had happened to me were already pretty bad.
Pulling my legs tighter to my chest, I started to shake, with teeth chattering, and I didn't stop until Chloe's car pulled up to the curb.



Chapter 4
"Were you, you know..."
I glanced at Chloe as she drove. It had only taken her twenty minutes to drive downtown to pick me up. By her appearance I assumed I'd woken her when I called. She still had on her PJ bottoms—Hello Kitty smiled at me. "What?"
She pointed to her crotch.
My cheeks flushed. "I don't know."
"Well, how do you feel? Are you hurting there?"
For a few seconds I gauged my body, detecting the different places where I was sore and achy. I shook my head. "My legs are sore. My back and neck hurt. My stomach feels hollowed out. But that could be just because I'm hungry."
"If you had sex, you'd definitely be feeling it. I was sore for three days after doing it with Nick."
I looked out the side window as we drove. "TMI."
"Do you want to go to a doctor just to make sure?"
I shook my head. All I wanted was to go home, have a long hot shower and sleep for about thirty-six hours.
"Are you sure? If you were raped—,"
"The doctor will call the police. I don't want that kind of problem." I tugged at my bangs again. "It's too damn embarrassing. I don't even know if anything happened."
"They won't, if we just go to the free clinic and you tell them you want to be tested for an STD."
I eyed her incredulously. "And that's not embarrassing?"
She shrugged. "At least you'd know."
I looked out the window again and chewed on my thumb nail. The truth was I wasn't sure I really wanted to know what happened. Maybe I was better off not knowing. I could keep my fantasy and my sanity.
"I just want to go home and shower and sleep. Oh and eat. I'm starving."
"Okay, but I've got your back if you need me."
I smiled at her. She was my best friend and had been since eighth grade. There wasn't anything we hadn't shared. "I know. Thanks."
We drove in silence, well, except for the Sum 41 CD playing, for the last six minutes it took to get to my place. Chloe pulled to the curb on the treed lined street.
She squeezed my hand before I got out. "Call me later, 'kay?"
"I will." I opened the car door, slid out and trudged up the neatly cut front lawn to the light blue bungalow. When I reached the door, I put my hand on the knob but hesitated. My mom was going to be on me within seconds of entering. I had to prepare and get my game face on.
Taking a deep breath, I turned the knob, opened the door and went in. After I pulled off my boots, I tossed them in the front closet then padded into the living room. Our cat, Duchess, a seal point Siamese, slunk across the hardwood floor toward me. She squeaked at me as she jumped onto the arm of the sofa so I could pet her. I ran my hand over her silky fur.
"Where's mom, kitty?" I murmured to her.
The cat just purred.
Then I heard footsteps coming down the hall from the kitchen. "Salem?"
"I'm in here."
She came around the corner, her fierce green eyes flashing in her little pixie face. "Where the hell have you been? I called you like five times on your cell?"
"I lost my cell."
She stomped toward me, her bare feet smacking on the floor. "Where did you spend the night? I was worried to death. I just about called the cops."
I could feel tears starting to well again, so instead of looking at my mom I continued to pet Duchess. She arched her back and rubbed against my hand, purring happily.
"Salem, are you going to answer me?"
Mom was just a foot away from me, but I didn't dare look up at her. I knew the tears would come then and I wasn't certain I would be able to stop them. But my mom had an emo radar. She knew when I was feeling down or angry or anything. It was probably because we were a lot alike. And she'd also been a rebellious teenage. So she knew all the tricks of the trade. By some of her stories, I believed she invented some of those tricks.
She put her hand on my bent head. "Are you all right, baby?"
I shook my head, and moved into the safety and sanctity of her arms. She was little like me, no more than five feet three, but I always felt safe when she hugged me. I buried my face into her neck, inhaling her familiar mango scent—it was her shampoo—and then let the tears fall.
She rubbed a hand up and down my back which always soothed me. "What happened, love? Did you and Chloe have a fight?"
Too choked up with tears, I couldn't speak. I just shook my head.
"Did someone hurt you? You can tell me." I could hear the quiver in her voice. "Don't be afraid to tell me, whatever it is. I'm won't get mad, I promise."
My mom was fierce that way.
When I'd been in fourth grade, two older boys had been picking on me, calling me names, shoving me around at recess. At first I didn't tell my mom, thinking I could handle it or thinking it would only get worse if I did. After three months of it, I had to tell her, I couldn't keep it in any longer. She'd known something was up since I would often be in my room crying after school or I'd fake being ill so I didn't have to go to school.
When I told her, she got this look on her face, the kind of look that told me she'd rip someone a new ass if she could. She marched down to the school, talked to the principal, and demanded the phone numbers of the two boys. At first they wouldn't give them to her, but she was persistent and maybe a bit aggressive. I remember one teacher referring to her as a pitbull.
When she got the numbers she called the boys' parents and proceeded to rip them a new ass too. Needless to say it didn't take long for that shit to roll down hill and the boys stopped bugging me. I think everyone at school, especially the principal and the teachers, were scared of my mom after that. Or at least they looked at her with a mix of respect and fear.
Because of that, I was hesitant to tell her what happened. I knew what she'd do. She wouldn't let this just go away. She wouldn't let me brush it under the bed to be forgotten. No, she'd go after Thane and Malice with a vengeance. Not only because they hurt me, or at least I think they did, but because she'd been in a band, she toured with other rockers and she despised those who preyed on the obsessions and fantasies of groupies.
After one final hiccup, I lifted my head intent on telling her everything, or at least the parts I was certain of, when something inside me broke.
Pain I'd never experienced before ripped through me. As if something, something large was trying to punch and kick its way out of my stomach. Gasping, I doubled over unable to stay upright.
"Salem!" My mom grabbed my arm trying to keep me from falling on my face.
I couldn't get my breath to tell her I was in pain, that something was wrong. Opening and closing my mouth like a guppy, I dug my fingers into her arms holding on for dear life. The abyss was coming for me. And it was dark and scary and full of agony and torture. I didn't want to fall down into it. I knew I'd lose my mind if I did.
Another wave of searing pain ripped through me. I screamed. My body thrashed and writhed under the grip of the dark agony. Spots formed in my vision and the room was spinning making me dizzy. I was going to vomit. Maybe I could purge the violent lashes of pain out of me. There had to be a way to make it stop.
"Mom," I groaned. "I'm dying."
Murmuring to me, she helped me to lie on the sofa putting a pillow behind my head. Tears streaming down my cheeks, I pulled my knees up to my chest to try and cushion the tearing pain. It didn't help, and I could feel my gorge rising. Leaning over the side of the sofa I retched.
"Oh god." I heard my mom say as she raced out of the room.
I couldn't think past the pain. I couldn't see anything in front of me except dots of black and white. Everything was spinning out of control. And I couldn't hold on, there was nothing to grab. I was going to fly off.
Mom came back with a bucket and a wet washcloth. She set the cool towel on my forehead. It gave me no reprieve. My head seemed like it was going to explode. I was hot and sweaty and every part of my body flashed harshly with pain.
"Jesus, you're burning up."
I wanted to hold my mom's hand. I wanted her to hold me, to make it better, to chase the pain away. Delirious, I reached for her. "Mom," I moaned. "Make it stop."
I don't know if she held me or not. I stopped feeling anything outside my own body and dark agony. I couldn't see anything as well, except for a ball of black light spinning and spinning around in front of me making me sick. How can black light burn? 
It seemed like I was being sucked backwards into a long black tunnel. My stomach flipped over as if I was dropping fast, like riding a roller coaster. That light-headed feeling enveloped me. And I smiled. The pain had subsided and I felt as light as a feather, slowly floating down, down to the bottom.
"Salem!"
I heard her voice, but it seemed far off, as if she was calling me from somewhere high above. I wanted to tell her it was okay. That I was fine now, she didn't need to worry. I felt so good; I heard music in my head.
"Breathe, baby! Oh God, please breathe!"
Spinning, spinning, turning out of control. Sounds of whirring in my ears.
"Don't leave me, baby!"
Floating, floating, on a sea of air. A tinkling of crystal tears.
"Don't die, Salem! God damn you, don't die!"
I'm filled with nothing but static...



Chapter 5
Someone was humming. It was light and melodic—a song I should've recognized but didn't. Cool pressure on my forehead forced my eyes open.
My mom smiled down at me, her hand stroking my face. "Hey sweetie."
Blinking, I looked at her then beyond her to the room. White blinds were pulled up allowing bright sunshine to beam through an open window. I could hear birds chirping outside. The walls were white, as were the ceiling tiles. And the curtain separating my bed from the rest of the room was sunny yellow. I supposed it should've all been cheerful, but the fact that I was laying in a hospital room didn't make me feel all that cheerful. How the hell did I get here? All I remembered was crying in my mom's arms. Then after that it was pretty much a black hole.
"Hey," I croaked. My mouth and throat were really dry as if all the moisture had been sucked out of my flesh.
"Are you thirsty?"
I nodded.
She grabbed a plastic cup of water from the movable bedside table. It had a straw in it, and she bent it so I could sip from it without lifting my head. The cool liquid was like heaven as it went down my parched throat. I took one more sip before she took it away and set it back onto the table.
"Why...why am I here?"
"You got sick, baby."
I tried to sit up. My arms, back and neck were sore. They ached more than when I first woke up in the dumpster. Mom helped me edge up; she tucked a pillow behind my back.
"How long have I been here?"
She stopped fidgeting with my pillow, and really looked at me. It was then I noticed how red her eyes were and the dark smudges under them. It looked like she hadn't slept in a week.
"About thirty-six hours."
"What?!" I bolted forward, but my mom pushed me back, keeping me from jumping out of bed.
"It's okay. You're going to be fine."
"But—but...that's over a day? How is that possible?"
She sat on the edge of my bed, her hand still on my arm. It was as if she couldn't stop touching me maybe to see if I was real. What had happened to give her that haunted look on her face?
"The day you came home late? Something happened, and I had to call 911."
I gripped her hand hard pleading her to tell me what was really going on. "What happened?"
"You stopped breathing. I couldn't revive you." Tears welled in her eyes and her grip on my hand tightened.
My heart dropped into my stomach. "But I'm okay now, right?"
She nodded, and the tears fell. Smiling, she wiped at them with the back of her hand. "Yeah, you're more than okay, baby."
The yellow curtain rustled, then parted and my dad came through carrying a huge pink teddy bear. He nodded toward my mom. "Hey Lynn." Then he smiled when he saw me awake. "There's my girl." He bent down and kissed me on the forehead.
He hadn't called me that since I was eight. Not since he got himself another daughter to call thatâ€“my half sister, Heather, whom I despised. I also hated his new wife, Ginger. Every time I came over, which used to be every other weekend until I got old enough that I chose not to—she'd critique my wardrobe, my hair, my grades, anything she could find to pick apart. And then she'd blame it all on my mom.
He set the stuffed bear on one of the visitor chairs. "The doctor says you're fit as a fiddle. No brain damage to speak of."
I gasped. "Brain damage? Why would I have brain damage?"
My mom sighed. "Charlie." She glared at my dad.
"What?" He put his hand up in defense. "What did I do?"
"Why would I have brain damage, Mom?"
She looked at me again, and patted my hand. "You weren't breathing for awhile, baby."
"How long is awhile?"
"Seven minutes."
I tried to think back to any of my science courses. Did we learn about the brain? I couldn't remember. Science was not my best subject. "Is that bad?"
"I guess brain cells start to die after five minutes," my dad said shrugging as if he was telling me something inconsequential like the weather.
"The thing here is that you're okay." Mom squeezed my hand again. "Once the doctor sees you and asks you some questions, you can come home."
I settled back into the plump pillow Mom put behind my back but I definitely didn't feel settled. I was in shock with what my parents had just told me. I had died. And been dead for at least seven minutes. Except I didn't remember any tunnel of white light. There were no angels singing to me, or hands of God coming to take me safely home. I remembered nothing that cool.
Wait. That wasn't quite true.
I did remember hearing some music...
Hard, thrashing, rock n' roll type of music that left a tinny taste in my mouth. Or it could've been that I bit my cheek and I just now tasted the blood. There was a sore along my gum line that I kept tonguing.
"I'm going to go talk to a nurse, baby. You rest."
I looked at her with that â€˜like what the hell else could I do lying stiff with sore aching muscles in a hospital bed' arch to my eyebrows. But I said, "Okay, Mom." I knew she was doing everything she could to make me feel better. It just wasn't working so well.
I didn't feel better. I was scared and in pain and completely lost. I felt like one of those people who claimed to have been abducted by aliens—disoriented and having lost a bunch of time without being able to recollect anything that happened during the lapse. Something had been stolen from me and I would never get it back no matter what I did.
My dad patted my leg through the blanket. "I'm going to go too. I just popped in to see how you were doing." He looked uncomfortable standing there looking at me, his hands fidgeting at his belt where his cell phone was clipped.
I smiled at him, but what I really wanted to do was pop him one in the mouth. My dad hadn't been comfortable around me my whole life. He never had a clue what to do with me. My parents divorced when I was five and when I went to spend weekends with him he had no idea how to handle it. He didn't know what to do when I cried, or when I was scared. He'd just pat me on the head and hand me the remote of the TV or the game console of the Playstation he'd bought especially for my visits. Thankfully he knew how to cook, or I suspected I would've dined on MacDonalds and pizza takeout for all of my visiting weekends. I very well could've ended up a fat lonely kid.
I stopped expecting much from him, so it didn't surprise me that he was leaving just as soon as he'd arrived. Being alone with me would be way too much for him to handle. I suspected he didn't like being alone much anyway. He'd married Ginger only a year after divorcing my mom.
"Ginger and Heather send their love," he said to me before kissing me on the forehead.
"Right. Thanks." I knew that was a bunch of bullshit. Ginger was probably right this moment praying to almighty God that I never woke up. Then she could have Dad all to herself and never have to share him again, especially his money.
After he pushed through the curtain, my mom glanced at me. "I won't be long." She followed him through and I could hear them arguing all the way out the door.
"What's the matter with you, Charlie?"
"Hey, I told it how it is. Salem's a big girl. She can handle it."
"How would you know how Salem is? You haven't seen her in like three months."
As their voices trailed off, I nestled into the pillow and pulled the wool blanket up to my chin. My eyes were heavy but the last thing I wanted to do was go back to sleep. I'd slept long enough for my liking. But I couldn't deny I was still tired.
Yawning I glanced around the room looking for something to entertain me. There was no TV, I guess Mom couldn't afford that luxury, but I noticed a few of my books on a table in the corner and my Nintendo DS. If I could just reach them. Scooting to the side to the bed, I reached out with my arm to try and grab something, but every movement I made sent a new ripple of pain through me. Defeated, I settled back into the pillow just as a chill took hold of me.
I glanced at the window to the sunlight streaming in thinking maybe the weather had changed. It hadn't. Usually the bright sunshine made me feel warm and happy but instead a feeling of despair washed over me. Out of my peripheral a dark shadow crept across the floor, as if the sun was blocked by craggy looking clouds. But every time I turned my head I couldn't see the shape straight on. It disappeared into vapor. But it was there. I knew it was there.
An ominous feeling settled over me. Something bad was going to happen. The hairs on the back of my neck stirred. I couldn't shake the cold creeping sensation trailing up and down my back like spider's legs. A violent shiver racked my body and I tried to pull the blanket tighter.
I had a sense that dying had been the least of my worries. And that something worse was going to happen to me.
I watched the curtain hoping my mom would return, certain her presence would chase the menacing sensation away. But after ten minutes the curtain didn't part and I really had to use the bathroom.
Shucking the blankets off, I swung my legs around and set my feet onto the cold tiled floor. I sat for moment to gather my strength, then stood. My legs were a bit wobbly. Grabbing my buddy the IV pole, I pushed through the curtain and shuffled past the other bed—thankfully unoccupied at the moment—to the little bathroom in the corner of the room.
A cloying antiseptic smell hit my nose when I entered. I'd always hated that odor. It reminded me of the times I came to visit my grandpa before he died. It was supposed to be a clean sterile smell but it reminded me of death and decay. Probably not the response they were going for.
I quickly used the facilities, finding an amazing amount of relief in that one small thing, and then went to wash my hands. The water was cool and refreshing on my skin, and I bent low to splash some on my face careful of the IV stuck in the back of my hand. Maybe I could wash some of this fatigue and discomfort away.
Eyes closed, I reached blindly for the brown paper towels. Grabbing a few sheets I dabbed at my face, drying it as good as I could with the flimsy paper. I looked down to toss it in the trash can when something dotting the brown sheet caught my eye. I stared at the thick black substance stuck to the paper. Then I glanced up at the mirror over the sink.
I screamed.
My eyes were black like ink. Thick tarry tears streaked my cheeks. Shaking, I reached up and touched the dark lines with the tip of my finger. It was sticky like syrup as it transferred to my finger. Running the water scalding hot I rinsed it from my skin. I watched as it made a creepy black swirl going down the drain.
Leaning close to the mirror, I stared at my coaled eyes. What the hell was wrong with me? Was it black blood coming out of my brain? When I looked deeply I saw that the iris and white part of my eye were now the same color as my pupil. And the thick substance draining from the sides were like tears, except I wasn't crying.
Heart racing and hands trembling I tried to make meaning out of what I was seeing. But how could I? It made no sense. There couldn't possibly be a medical reason for this. People's eyes just didn't turn jet black.
Turning the water on more, I dunked my head into the sink trying to get right under the spray from the tap. I kept my eyes open hoping to wash away the dark stain, hoping that my eyes would return to their original color. The doctor would never let me leave the hospital if I magically had solid black orbs rolling around in my head.
I kept under the water, rubbing and scrubbing, until I couldn't handle it any longer. Taking a deep breath, I looked up into the mirror. And almost screamed again.
They were still black, but now they were shiny as if I'd washed them squeaky clean. It was even stranger to see them sparkle in the low fluorescent light of the bathroom. The tar like streaks were gone, washed off, but that was about all that had changed.
Fear still gripped me tight, but some of it had abated a bit to allow me to study myself. No pain shot through me. It wasn't as if something had ruptured inside my head and was now bleeding out from my eyes. Something else made my eyes fully black, something I was sure now had everything to do with my short death. Even if it was for only seven minutes.
I turned my head this way and that trying to understand where the dark taint came from. And why it was happening. As I twisted my neck back and forth, my vision changed and shifted. I'm not exactly sure how but I began to see things differently. It was as if objects had another layer on top of them. When I looked at the toilet in the mirror, I could see it plain as day, but it looked like another toilet was superimposed on top of the original. An overexposed photo. As if I was looking at two spliced into one.
It didn't scare me. I actually thought it was kind of cool. Everything in the bathroom took on a different light and texture. As if I was seeing more than what was just evident or obvious.
A loud knock came at the door jolting me. "Salem, are you okay in there?" My mom's voice was shrill.
I scrambled with the trash trying to shove the blackened paper towels to the bottom of the can. "I'm fine. I'll be out in a minute." I glanced back into the mirror and saw a glint of green. I grabbed the rim of the sink and leaned into the glass, my nose nearly touching. The black was gone. Vanished. My eyes were back to normal.
I blinked several times testing to see if the dark film would come back. It didn't.
And maybe it hadn't been there at all.
Taking more paper towel I finished drying off my face, then tossed it into the garbage. After one last look in the mirror, I grabbed my IV buddy and opened the bathroom door and allowed my mom to guide me back to bed. I was tired. Maybe I just needed to sleep. And when I woke back up, maybe all of this would just be a strange nightmare. A figment of my overly active imagination.
Or worse...maybe it wasn't.



Chapter 6
After another day in the hospital, I was freed with a medical record of surprisingly good health. Once I woke up, the doctors were hard pressed to find anything wrong with me so they had to let me go home. I never told them about my eyes turning black. It didn't happen again, so I just chalked it up to delirium.
My mom on the other hand was having a difficult time believing that there was nothing wrong with me.
She hovered over me for another two days, dogging me at every step with inquiries into how I was feeling. After every trip to the bathroom she asked me questions, wanting every single disgusting detail. I guess a person's poop holds the answers to everything. Who knew?
It was now three days gone and I felt fantastic. Better than I'd ever felt, as if I could take on the world and win. It was weird, after dying and stuff, but I wasn't going to question it. I felt too good to ruin it by overanalyzing the situation. I was going to go with the flow. Ride the wave and see where it rolled me.
I laid on my bed watching as Chloe finished the last riff on Paint It Black with the Guitar Hero game guitar. After her dramatic final arm swing, she turned and gave me the rock sign, her tongue sticking out between fingers. "I freaking rock dude!"
I laughed.
"You're a complete nerd." The voice came from the corner of my room where our other friend, Jamie, was engrossed in something on my computer. He was probably downloading porn again. His penchant for it bordered on obsessive. Thankfully my mom trusted me and never checked the surfing history stored on the computer. I would have some explaining to do if she ever did.
Chloe flipped him the middle finger. "You're just jealous because you haven't gotten this far on the game."
"Yeah, the only game you're good at is playing the pipe." I made rude gestures toward my crotch.
Chloe flopped over laughing.
"You're right." Jamie turned in the chair, something pale and pink sticking out of his pants. Both Chloe and I shrieked and covered our eyes. I started to laugh when I realized it was just his hand poking out from his open fly.
I tossed a balled-up pair of dirty socks at him. "You're sick."
He caught it with his phallic-posing hand. "I know. That's why I get all the hot girls."
"You do not," Chloe said. "Your last girlfriend was a greasy pig."
Jamie zipped up his pants. "Marissa was not a greasy pig."
Chloe and I looked at each other, then said in unison. "Yes, she was."
"Okay, maybe she was a little. But she had the softest set of—,"
I put my hand up to ward off his next words. "Please. I don't want that image in my head."
He smiled. "I was going to say lips. You have a dirty mind Salem Vale." He waggled his eyebrows at me. "I like it, you saucy minx you."
Before I could comment, the phone rang. The cordless was laying on the pillow beside me. I picked it up and pressed the talk button. It was probably my mom checking up on me. Today was the first day she seemed okay about leaving me alone to go back to work, well as alone I could get with two boisterous best friends crammed in my room and a younger brother somewhere in the house playing something on his laptop.
"Hello."
There was no answer.
"Hello?"
A line of static sizzled in my ear. It was so loud I had to pull the receiver away. I pressed the end button.
"Who was it?" Chloe asked, her attention back on the guitar hero game.
"Nobody. Bad line." I glanced down at the phone in my hand. I swallowed down the lump forming in my throat. A sense of threatening dread crept up on me like a shadow crossing the ground. It sent shivers down my back.
I set the phone down on the pillow, and tried to focus my mind on something else. I watched as Chloe scored some major points on the game and smiled. This was one computer game we were both good at and Jamie wasn't. He usually kicked our asses on all the other games though. He rocked at Halo.
She glanced back at me. "Do you want a turn, now?"
I nodded and bounced off the bed to take the guitar from her. Before I could grab it, the front doorbell chimed. I frowned wondering who it could be. Maybe it was the postman. My mom did a lot of her shopping online. She hated going to the mall for anything. The bell chimed again impatiently.
I opened my bedroom door and called, "Kyle! Get the door!"
There was no return bellow and the doorbell dinged again. It was becoming annoying but I knew if it was one of my mom's packages and she found out I didn't answer the door for it, she'd bust my ass big time.
"Be back in a second," I said to Chloe and Jamie then bounded out of the room to march down the hallway to the front door. It sounded once more before I grabbed the handle and turned it.
Pissed off, I swung the door open to give whoever it was a piece of my mind, but there wasn't anyone standing on the stoop. I stepped out and glanced both ways, looking for the offending door ringer so I could yell at them before they ran away. I was alone, standing out on the cement step, the bright sunshine beaming down on me and the birds chirping musically nearby.
It was an idyllic summer day, with clear blue skies and perfect outdoor weather, but I couldn't stop from shaking. The hairs on my arms and the back of my neck rose, gooseflesh popped out all over my skin. Fear clamped a wide steel hand around me and I couldn't shuck it off.
Hugging myself tight I scanned the area looking for the source of my irrational fear. A woman walked by pushing a stroller, her baby babbling happily inside. Vehicles drove by, none of them slowing or stopping near the house. Nothing appeared to be threatening but it was there regardless.
Someone was watching me. I was sure of it. My skin crawled from the phantom gaze. I glanced around again. And this time my vision changed. Everything I looked at shifted in shape, exactly what I experienced in the bathroom in the hospital. Everything was doubled, or giving off some sort of aura mirroring the object itself.
The azalea bush, the decorative rock in the middle of the lawn, even the lawn chair sitting out front took on a new dimension. It was pretty cool to see the objects like that, but I still had a sense of paranoia. It still felt like I was being observed from somewhere near by.
Then a human shape wavered into my view. It was coming up the sidewalk near the house. I watched and waited, anticipating, as the shape moved across the freshly cut grass. I could see the person, and then a colored halo around their shape. Blues, greens and sunny yellow swirled around together, swaying back and forth, rocking to the motion of the person's movement.
"Hey Sale, what are you doing standing there?"
It was my brother Kyle moving towards me, dressed in shorts and a tank top, his usual attire.
Realizing that my eyes must be doing the freaky ink thing for me to see in that way, I lowered my gaze and pretended to study my feet. I didn't want Kyle to see them. He would freak out.
"Someone rang the doorbell. I just came out to see who it was."
As he approached the stoop, he glanced one way then the other obviously trying to figure out if I had lost my mind or something. "Okay? So who was it?"
I shook my head, still keeping my head downcast. "Ah, no one I guess."
He came up on the stoop but paused at my side before going into the house. "Are you alright?"
"Yeah, I'm fine." I rubbed at my eyes. I couldn't go back into the house with them the way they were. Someone would call my mom and I'd be back in the hospital and probably end up undergoing a bunch of painful tests. "Where were you anyways? I thought you were in your room."
"I was over at Brian's playing a little b-ball." After looking at me funny, he went into the house. "Are you coming back in?"
"Yeah, in a minute. Just leave the door open."
"Okay," he said, a quirk in his voice, then the last bit he mumbled under his breath, "weirdo." But I heard him anyway.
His little comment didn't surprise me—Kyle and I were complete opposites. He was tall and fair haired, as I was short and well, I colored my hair monthly, so I guess that didn't count. He loved sports and was on the school basketball team. I managed to play a mean game of air hockey once in awhile down at the pool hall. Academically, we were about the same. Both of us raked in B's, with a few C+'s mixed in the bunch. However I did manage to score an A last term in art. Thankfully my teacher had a great sense of humor and thought my sculpture of a sperm cell constructed entirely out of tampons was inspired.
Music and movies also differed. While I leaned toward the hardcore, including loving horror movies, Kyle was really all about the Pop. Although I did think Superbad was a freaking hilarious film. I mean who couldn't love McLovin? And Michael Cera I thought was cute as hell.
After a few more minutes I gave up trying to find out who was watching me, if anyone. I rubbed at my eyes until they stung, but finally my vision returned to normal. I glanced around the yard one last time before heading in.
Out of my peripheral I thought I saw movement in the shadows along side the house, but instead of stopping and checking it out, I shook the feeling off and went back to my room. I had enough of being freaked out for the day. I figured I was over quota.
I pushed open my bedroom door with the intention of lying back down on my bed and picking up the phone to order pizza. It was past six and my stomach was starting to grumble. But when I entered, a high pitched shrill, like the emergency broadcast system signal, invaded my ears. I clutched at my head trying to drown the offensive sound out.
"What the hell is that?" I yelled over the clamor.
Both Chloe and Jamie regarded me strangely. "What are you talking about?" Chloe asked.
"That noise. What the hell is it?"
"It's Malice, dummy. It was on your iPod," Jamie said.
Chloe frowned. "I told him I wasn't sure if you'd want to listen to it, considering."
"This isn't Malice. It can't be." I took my hands off my ears and moved toward the iPod dock speakers. All I could hear was the ear piercing whine of static coming through the tiny holes.
Then when I strained, really strained, I could hear whispered words.
You are mine...
You belong to me...
You want me beyond all reason...
You will never love someone as much as you love me...
And then like a slap in the face, the sting radiated down my body.
Salem, I know you're listening...
I stumbled backwards. Feet tangled, I tripped over the pile of shoes and magazines on the floor and ended up on my ass.
Chloe put out her hand to help me up. "What's the matter with you?"
I stared at her, the whispered words still caressing my ears like a lover's fingers. "Shut it off."
She hesitated, a look of concern pinching her already thin face.
"Shut it off!" I screamed.
Startled by my outburst, Jamie fumbled with the dock but finally managed to pull the iPod out of it, instantly stopping the music. He set the device down on my dresser. "Holy shit, Salem. What's your problem?"
"Leave her alone." Chloe pulled me to my feet and put an arm around my shoulders. "She's had a rough few days."
Still shaking, I allowed Chloe to guide me to the bed and sit me down. She sat beside me, her hand rubbing my shoulder. I appreciated her effort to calm me even if it was completely pointless. Jamie just stood on the other side of the room staring at us, unsure of what to say. I couldn't blame him.
Neither of us had told him about the incident after the Malice gig. All he knew was that I got into it with another girl and ripped out her nose ring. I didn't want to tell him about the rest. I still wasn't absolutely sure I'd been raped or assaulted. I'd definitely been drugged, that much I was positive about, but the rest was still foggy.
There'd been a few times while I was still in the hospital where I wanted to ask the doctor if he'd examined all of me and found anything odd. Or if he'd done a toxicology test on my blood and found RBH floating around in my system. But I'd been too embarrassed to ask. It wasn't really a good topic for small talk. I'd also been so eager to get out of the hospital; I didn't want to give them any more reasons to keep me there.
After a few seconds of silence, Jamie cleared his throat. "I'm going." He headed for the door. "My dad went back to school shopping and who the hell knows what he came back with. I swear to God the dude thinks I'm still twelve."
I didn't respond. My ears still tingled from the static in the music. I swiped at them, digging my fingers inside. They itched as if a thousand baby spiders were crawling around.
"Later," Chloe said.
"I'll see you guys at school." He left shutting the bedroom door behind him.
"Do you want me to call your mom?" she asked.
I shook my head. I didn't want to have to explain anything to my mom. Because, well, I couldn't explain it. I had no freaking idea what was happening to me. Maybe I was going insane. Maybe I'd contracted a serious STD and it was affecting my brain. Syphilis. That was it. My brain was slowly being eaten away by it. At least, I thought that was how the disease worked. I didn't really pay attention in health class.
A violent shiver racked my body. "Just sit with me for awhile, okay?"
Without a word, she settled her head against mine and squeezed my shoulder, and I knew she'd stay with me as long as I needed her to. To the end of days or until I fell asleep, whichever happened to come first.



Chapter 7
Coming out of a strange and eerie dream that I couldn't quite remember, I rolled over onto my side to try and get comfortable. Once Chloe left at around nine, I fell asleep and I'd been in and out of consciousness ever since. I think my mom checked up on me when she got home from work, but I couldn't be sure.
Unable to get truly comfortable I'd been tossing off the covers and rolling up into them alternatively. I didn't know whether I was hot or cold.
Now, I was definitely cold. Not wanting to open my eyes, I reached blindly for the covers. If I dared open them then I might consider staying awake. Being awake meant thinking, and I really didn't want to do much of that any time soon. Yet, I couldn't find the damn covers.
Slitting my eyes to half-mast, I raised my head to search for the covers. But they were long gone.
About eight feet below me.
Gasping for breath, I tried to dig my fingers into the ceiling stucco. Anything to anchor me. My heart pounded in my chest and I was dizzy and light-headed. I wasn't one for heights. Vertigo settled in, and it looked like the room was spinning in a circle below me.
"OhmyGod. OhmyGod. OhmyGod," I chanted over and over again hoping that somehow it would save me from the harsh reality that I was stuck on the ceiling and not tucked safely into my bed on the ground.
Although technically, I wasn't stuck. I could move.
Carefully turning onto my stomach, I reached for the light fixture. My fingertips just brushed it. Taking a deep breath, I sort of bounced/shimmied across the ceiling to get closer to the light.
Thankfully, I didn't sleep naked. I could just imagine how it would look if someone walked into my room and saw a naked girl stuck to the roof. I'm sure it wouldn't be all that pretty of a sight. Well, maybe for a guy it would. Being seen in my tank tap and boy's glow in the dark Sponge Bob boxer shorts was bad enough. Plus I imagined rubbing against the hard stucco on the ceiling wouldn't feel all that pleasant on my body.
I grasped the light fixture in both hands and wondered how the hell I was going to get down. I had no idea how I got up here, or why, but really all that mattered was putting my two feet back onto solid ground. Everything else had to wait until that glorious thing happened.
I could call out for my mom, but I imagined she wouldn't be too calm seeing her daughter floating along the ceiling. Besides that, she'd definitely take me back to the doctors. Since floating was definitely not on any symptom list of diseases known to man, going to the doctors wasn't going to do me any good anyway.
No, this was something else. Something unnatural. Something even supernatural.
Images of actor Tobey Maguire crawling up a brick wall in the first Spiderman movie came to mind. I lifted my hand and inspected my fingertips for tiny barbed hairs. Although I had no delusions of grandeur of becoming a superhero, I pondered the notion that maybe I'd been infected with something noxious or alien. But then that just spawned images of zombies running through London streets circa the movie 28 Days Later. It was a stupid notion.
Yet, I had died earlier this week.
I glanced around my room searching for anything that could help me get down. The desk by my window was my best bet. It was solid enough that I could grab hold of it and pull myself down along the wall. Reaching it was another matter.
Testing my limitations, I pulled my legs up. My knees scraped against the stucco. I knew they'd sting later but right now I couldn't let it stop me. Still holding the light fixture, I dragged my knees across the ceiling. The hard plaster ripped at my skin as I crawled toward the window. Just a few more knee shuffles and I'd reach the curtain rod, but I had to let go of the light to get there.
Taking a deep breath, I released my grip on the brass fixture and, trying to dig my fingers into the ceiling, I crawled the last few feet to the wall. I grasped the curtain rod and let out my breath thankful I didn't float away. Now I just needed to pull myself over to grab the desk. I smiled to myself thinking that I'd done pretty well so far. No freak outs. No frantic screaming or passing out.
Hand over hand, I pulled myself along the window frame until I reached the end. My desk sat along the side of the window. One hand still gripping the rod, I reached down to grab the top of the shelving on my desk. Stretching as far as I could, I was still a good two feet away. I wasn't going to reach it without pushing off from the ceiling.
It wasn't that I had a fear of falling; it was the fear of what if I didn't? What if I was stuck to the ceiling forever?
Maybe my mom could charge a fee for people to come and see the freak living on the ceiling. Could be an interesting career choice. I wouldn't have to succumb to the pressure my mom was giving me about going to college. I could literally lie around and do nothing. Except I'd be lying on the ceiling and not on the sofa watching TV.
"Well, here goes nothing." Bracing one hand and my knees against the ceiling, I counted to three then pushed off.
I hung in mid air for a moment, and then felt myself being sucked back upwards. Scrambling I snatched a handful of hot-pink curtain to keep from sticking to the ceiling again. My face was pressed against the glass of my window.
And that's when I saw the boy sitting on a large branch in the old oak tree right outside my window. His face was illuminated by moonlight and he didn't look too happy.
Yelping in surprise, I fell to the floor.
Nothing broke my fall and I landed virtually unscathed on the carpet. Although I did knock my head against the windowsill as I dropped. I also managed to knock all the air out of my lungs.
Head starting to throb, I rolled over onto my back to take a few deep breaths. I rubbed at my forehead making sure there was no blood, then sat up, albeit slowly and carefully. My whole body ached. God, I was going to be sore tomorrow. I glanced down at my knees and winced. They were shredded pretty good. Blood dotted the carpet where I'd landed.
I struggled to my feet and peered out the window again. Tree boy was still there. What the hell? I had a peeping Tom sitting outside my window. I wondered how long he'd been there and what exactly he'd seen.
Pissed, I slid the window up and stuck my head out. "What the hell are you doing?"
He didn't respond, just sat and stared at me, his hand wrapped around one of the tree branches.
"I'm going to call the cops, asshole."
"I can help you." There was something about his voice that gave me pause. It was familiar. Not the voice itself, but the timbre of it. The way it moved and undulated. The way it flowed right into me. I liked the way it made me feel inside. All warm and gooey, like a freshly baked cookie—chocolate chip, my favorite.
My hands were shaking, but I kept up my chin. I didn't want him to see that I was one part scared and one part turned on. "Help me what? Undress? Pervert."
"I know what's happening to you."
It was then, that I recognized him by the way the moonlight danced across his face. A perfect pale face with sculpted cheekbones and strong jaw that I'd seen before.
"You were there, at the party."
"Come with me. And I'll tell you what's going on."
I wanted to go with him. The urge pulled at me violently. So violently I wanted to jump from the window without a care of how or where I landed. My teeth even ached from the pull.
Shaking my head to clear my mind, I said, "I'm not going anywhere with you. I don't even know you."
"My name is Trevor."
"I don't care what your name is," I stammered. "You're freaking me out and I want you to leave."
"It's going to get worse before it gets better. You need to be prepared."
"Prepared for what?"
"To lose your mind."
I wanted to laugh but the way he said it, so serious, so solemn, made my heart thump hard. My throat ran dry and my whole body iced up. I'd never felt so cold in my life.
"Just please leave."
"Don't be stupid. Listen to what I'm telling you."
"You haven't told me anything," I huffed. "You're sitting in a tree outside my window like a stalker. Why the hell would I listen to you?"
"Because I know what you're becoming." He smiled, but there was no humor in it. My knees turned to rubber. I had to grip the windowsill to stop from collapsing to the floor. "I know, because I'm one of them."
"One of what?"
My bedroom door opened and my mom shuffled in. "Salem. It's three in the morning. What are you doing?"
I whipped around, trying to cover my knees and the window all at the same time. "Nothing."
"You're sure making a lot of noise for nothing." She moved further into the room and flipped on the main light. "What are you doing at the window?"
I turned back to the glass worried that my mom would see Trevor in the tree. But I didn't have to worry. He was gone. Vanished.
I glanced down at the yard and the street beyond, but didn't see his shape walking away. It was as if he misted into the shadows themselves. I shivered again, and then turned back to my mom.
I shrugged. "I thought I heard something outside."
She sidled up to my side to look out the window. "Was there anything?"
"No." I shook my head and ran a hand over my rat nested hair. "I must've been dreaming."
"Okay, hun." Yawning, she patted a hand on my head, in her usual manner. "Back to bed. You have your first day of school tomorrow."
Nodding, I slid the window shut, and then padded across the room to my bed. I slid in between the blankets and pulled them up to my chin. I no longer had to worry about being hot then cold. I was like a frozen burrito through and through.
Mom shuffled to the door and shut off the light. "Night."
"Night, Mom."
She went through and shut the door behind her. But I knew I wouldn't go back to sleep. My mind was racing and my heart pounding. There was no way in hell I could close my eyes and go back to dreamland. Not when I was fully lucid and aware, acting in my own waking nightmare.



Chapter 8
I was bone tired as I made my way down the sidewalk toward the front steps of Boise High. True to form, I didn't go back to sleep after having dropped from the ceiling. I lay awake considering all of my options.
The one conclusion I came up with, was that all of this, all of what I was going through, had something, maybe everything, to do with Malice's after party. 
I'd been drugged there. Left as trash in a downtown dumpster, then after rescuing myself I went home and died. After coming back to life, my eyes had gone inky black, I heard words in static, and I seemed to have the ability of sticking to ceilings. Oh, and my peeping tom, Trevor, I'd seen at the after party.
Coincidences maybe, but not likely.
As I neared the white stone steps I saw Chloe and Jamie leaning against one of the metal hand rails waiting for me. It was our senior year and we vowed to conquer it together even agreeing to taking the same electives. None of them we'd ever use again in our lives.
We just wanted to make it through a little smarter, none the worse for wear, and capable of getting jobs. Anything else would be a miracle. I had no delusions of being a doctor, lawyer, or even a dot com entrepreneur. I just wanted a decent job where I could wear what I wanted and be able to listen to music as I labored. Ambition was completely lost on me.
Chloe waved as I approached. "Hey, chica, feeling better?"
"Yeah, just tired." I readjusted my book bag on my shoulder trying hard not to show the dark circles around my eyes. Even copious amounts of makeup couldn't hide them this time.
"Ready for torture and slave labor and degradation?" Jamie asked, running a hand through his mop of platinum blond hair, and then giving me his arm.
I nodded and wrapped my hand around his offered arm. "You bet. High school rocks."
As we mounted the stairs, several of our fellow students turned and looked at us. Although we stood out from a crowd, I had thought that after the past two years everyone would've been used to our wicked ways. There weren't any snickers or jabs in the ribs and pointing rudely. The looks were more curious than mocking. And nine times of ten they were from guys.
Subconscious I patted at my hair, making sure no stray strands were sticking up at their leisure. Inconspicuously, I glanced down at my jeans to make sure my fly was zipped and that no important body part was sticking out of any rip or hole. The laces on my Doc's were done up, so it wasn't that. My happy-skulls hoodie was zipped up and I wasn't wearing a shirt where any cleavage peeked out inappropriately.
So, what was everyone staring at?
When we neared the doors, both Jamie and Chloe were noticing the attention, and were glancing around also checking to see if they had anything vulgar sticking out of any piece of clothing.
"What's everyone looking at?" Chloe whispered to me.
I shrugged, not having the faintest idea.
"Hey, Salem."
I nearly tripped on my own boot as Josh Kirby, the most popular guy in school, smiled at me. He reached out to steady me. His hand lingered on my arm a little longer than was necessary. But he smelled nice, so I didn't mind one bit.
"Ah, hi?" I said, confused as hell why he would be talking to me. In all the years we'd been going to the same school, he'd never talked to me. Not once. Not even an "excuse me" after bumping into me in the hall.
"How was your summer?"
"Fine?" Although I sounded like a dork, I couldn't stop the questioning in my voice. I was in total shock and really couldn't be held responsible for what I said and did.
Both Jamie and Chloe were in equal states of shock, so they just stood there and watched the exchange with gaping mouths and wide eyes.
Josh was about to say something else, when the SS, Silicone Set, named so for their bouncy boobs which we all thought were fake, consisting of Heather, Megan and Lauren, stepped in between us. Heather was Josh's ex-girlfriend and a complete replica of Britney Spears, but without any talent.
She glared at me, daggers of ice flying from her baby blues. "Is it be nice to a freak day or something? Did I miss the text message?"
Megan and Lauren laughed with her, but surprisingly Josh didn't, nor did his best friend, Pete. Maybe I was still dreaming. I ran a hand over my arm and pinched my skin hard. Nope, I was wide awake because that hurt like a bugger.
"Shut up, Heather," Josh said.
The little crowd that had gathered around us gasped in surprise. If my lower jaw hadn't been attached, it would've fell to the stone step and shattered into a million pieces.
"Excuse me?" Heather stammered.
"You heard me." Josh swung his book bag over his shoulder and, with Pete joining him at his side, moved toward the front door. He smiled at me again, this time with a salacious wink. "I'll see you later, Salem."
He disappeared into the school leaving a whirling confusion in his wake. The murmuring crowd began to break up but not without glancing my way again once or twice as they made their way into the school.
Heather and her crew were the last to leave. "This isn't over, freak," she spat at me.
"Hey, I'm just as confused as you are. Take it out on Josh, not me."
"Whatever." After swinging her sunny blond hair over her shoulder, she straightened her shoulders and, her crew by her sides, strutted through the school doors.
That left me, Chloe and Jamie standing outside, immobile with shock.
"What just happened?" Chloe asked.
"I have no idea," I answered.
"That was really weird." Jamie shook his head. "Do you think he's punking you?"
"Maybe." I shrugged again. But I wasn't so sure. When Josh had touched me, I felt strange, different. His smell was strong in my nostrils. He smelled like candy. Tasty and sweet. It was odd to think of him like that, as something edible. But the sensation was there. My stomach even clenched a little at the thought of licking the side of his face.
Whatever was going on, I sensed it had something to do with all the other changes in me. But at least this one was pleasant. It didn't bother me one bit if Josh Kirby was attracted to me. I liked it. A lot. It gave me a feeling of power I'd never experienced before. Power to persuade. Power to seduce.
Feeling a whole lot better and not in the least tired, I readjusted my bag on my shoulder and went into the school, happy as a pig in crap to be going in. Chloe and Jamie trailed after me.
Maybe my senior year of high school wasn't going to suck. Maybe it was going to be a life changing event. One where I'd never be the same again.
*** 
After a morning of getting class schedules, coveting lockers, and wandering the campus looking for classrooms, Chloe, Jamie and I were sitting in Lava Java, a coffee shop not far from the school, drinking café mochas with whipped cream and tiny chocolate bits on top. It was our usual lunch time snack.
Our main topic of conversation—why Josh Kirby was flirting with me.
I passed him twice in the hallway and both times he smiled. Not a random obligated smile, but a warm inviting sexy grin that did interesting things to parts of my lower anatomy. Since I'd never really thought much about Josh in the past, my reaction to him was unexpected. He'd always been popular as the clichéd captain of the football team, an A student and all around golden child. He even looked golden with his perfectly messy tawny-streaked hair, and gold flecked green eyes. He had perfect white teeth, that had to be bleached I'm sure at least twice a year, high sharp cheekbones and a strong jaw. He was as sickening good-looking as a top New York model, and it wouldn't surprise me in the least if Josh could strut down a runway with the rest of them.
He was so far off my radar that I never really thought about him. Especially not as potential boyfriend material. I preferred my guys to be tall, dark, and emotionally disturbed. They also had to wear too much black and like pain—I mean it did hurt like a son-of-a-bitch to get a tattoo and to get your tongue pierced. I know. I'd been through both. Anyone who says different is lying through their teeth.
So, I suppose it was hypocritical of me to all of sudden find him attractive. But I couldn't deny that I did. I could deny it to my friends, which I fully intended to, but I couldn't lie to myself.
"I just don't get it." Jamie said as he chewed on his straw. "It's not that you're not, you know, cute Salem, but I really don't think you're his type at all."
"Thank you Jamie, for your insight." I sipped my drink.
"Hey, I'm just saying."
Chloe slid the straw out of her drink and used a spoon to scoop out the whipped cream. "Well, it doesn't matter anyway, why Josh is interested, because it's not like Salem's interested back." She eyed me curiously when I didn't say anything right away. I knew she was expecting me to agree with her. "Right?"
I nodded vigorously, although my heart wasn't into the agreement. I was sort of interested. "Right. I'm not interested at all. He's a jerk."
I didn't think she was convinced of my vehemence because she asked, "If he asked you out, you'd say no, wouldn't you?"
"Of course." I avoided her gaze as I said the words. Instead, I concentrated on picking up a piece of chocolate with the tip of my straw.
She nudged me in the arm, and my chocolate flake dropped onto the table. "Salem. I can't believe you're considering going out with him."
"Holy crap, Chloe, he hasn't even asked me out." I dabbed at the chocolate on the table with my napkin. "Why are we even discussing this?"
"Because we basically have nothing else interesting to talk about," Jamie said.
"That new band Supernatural is coming to town," Chloe offered, as she licked whipped cream off her chin. "We should go."
Jamie smirked. "I hate those guys."
"What? You just downloaded their latest CD," she said.
"Yeah, that's why I hate them. It sucked donkey balls."
Chuckling, I stood. "I'm going to hit the head."
I made my way over to the ladies' room in the far corner of the shop. Both stalls were empty when I entered and I quickly used one, humming a little tune as I did. But when I came out the tune stuck in my throat and I nearly choked.
Trevor sat on the counter near the sink, a café mocha in his hand. He sipped it, his gaze never leaving my face.
I gaped, my mouth opening and closing like a guppy. "What the hell are you doing in here?"
"Trying to help you."
I went to the sink, turned on the water and washed my hands. As I dried them with the paper towel, I scowled at him. "How did you get in here anyway? Is the men's room all full or something?" I tossed the wet towel in the garbage.
He motioned toward the door. "I came in through the door, genius. I placed an out of order sign on it and locked it so we aren't disturbed."
"You can't just pop in here uninvited and expect me to be all grateful and happy about it."
"I don't, but I do expect you to listen at least."
"Why should I?"
"Because I'm going to tell you the whole truth but only if you promise not to freak out."
"Dude, I'm already freaking out. How much worse could it get?"
"Oh, it's going to get a lot worse, trust me."
"Well, that's the thing, I don't. I don't have any idea who you are."
"I'm the band's roadie. I've been with them for three years now."
My heart sped up and my palms went all sweaty. Panic was starting to settle inside. I didn't think I wanted to hear what Trevor had to say. He was going to tell me what I feared had happened that night. He was going to confirm that I'd been raped.
"You can tell Thane that I don't remember what happened that night. I'm not going to go to the cops or anything."
"The cops couldn't help you anyway."
The way he said it, the menace in his voice, made the little hairs on my arms stir. A lump formed in my throat. I looked around the bathroom searching for anything I could use as a weapon if I had to. A warning bell sounded in my head. He was here to strike fear into my heart. And it was working real well. My heart was all but dripping with it.
He must've sensed my rising alarm, the instinct to fight or flee, because he set the drink down and slid off the counter to stand next to me. Was he going to grab me?
In a panic, I picked up the liquid soap dispenser on the counter and threw it at him, hard. It hit him smack right between his eyes. Who knew I could aim so well?
"Damn it!" He stumbled backward and rubbed at his forehead. "What the hell are you doing?"
"Defending myself." I took a step back, preparing to kick him right between the legs. "Don't come any closer. I will kick your junk into your throat."
He stopped moving closer, but continued to rub at his head with his fingers, eyeing me. He smirked. "Good shot. A little advice though, don't tell your attacker what you plan on doing to him. It ruins the surprise."
"I'll remember that, thanks," I said, my body quaking with adrenaline. As if high, my head swam, my muscles flexed all on their own. I hated to admit it, but I sort of liked the sensation. Made me feel powerful. Like I could kick someone's ass, no problem.
"I'm not here to hurt you, Salem. So can you please not throw any more bathroom items at me?"
"I'll think about it."
He smiled then, and this time it was full of warmth. He had a nice smile, with straight white teeth. There was a little gap between his top fronts. I found it endearing. Cute even. But it didn't make me fear him any less. There was definitely something menacing about Trevor. It was in the way he moved, fluid, predator like, and by the way he looked at me—as if he had dark intentions. That made my belly clench tight.
"Are you going to listen now?"
"Do I have a choice?" I noticed he'd taken up a spot between me and the door.
"No. Not if you want to survive."
"You see, when you say stuff like that, it makes me want to freak out again."
"You're right." He sighed. "I'm sorry. It's just I've never had to tell someone this before."
"What exactly?"
"Thane and the rest of the band, well, they aren't...,"
"Aren't what?"
"Human."
My head throbbed and I was having a difficult time taking in air. I grasped the edge of the counter for balance and worked on breathing. One breath in. One breath out. In. Out. In. Out.
"You're not going to pass out or anything, are you?"
I shook my head. But I couldn't be too sure. I was light-headed, and sweat was rolling down my neck to soak the back of my Goth Smurfette t-shirt.
"Okay, I'll play. So if not human, what then? Vampires?"
He shook his head.
"Werewolves? Witches?" I thought about all the supernatural creatures that Hollywood had made movies about. Maybe this was a new reality TV show and I was the star. Watch as we make this gullible teenager believe there are supernatural creatures stalking the night. Catch the season opener tonight on Fox.
"They're incubi."
That threw me for a loop. That wasn't even on my list. "Incubi? I'm not sure I even know what that means."
"An incubus is a demon that feeds on the sexual energy of women. Usually at night in their dreams, but these guys have found a way to do that through their music."
And now he wasn't so much as scary, as he was crazy. Great, I got stuck in a bathroom with a psycho. Go me. "So, like, they're Satan worshippers and they are trying to convert people through the lyrics in their music?"
He glared at me then, his eyebrow arched. "Don't be stupid."
"Right, because that's really what I have to worry about right now, my stupidity, while I'm locked in a bathroom with a loony toon who keeps stalking me."
The banging on the door startled me and I jumped a few inches in the air. "Salem. Are you in there?" It was Chloe. My heroine, coming to rescue me. She banged on the door again.
Straightening, I took a hesitant step toward the door, hoping he would let me go since we now had a witness. He didn't move as I carefully crept around him.
"I'm going now, okay? Please don't follow me again."
"Because of your encounter with Thane, you're changing."
I swallowed down the lump in my throat. Oh God, I'd slept with Thane. I had sex and couldn't remember it. "I don't know what you're talking about."
"Sure you do." And just like that his eyes turned to ink. He blinked at me and smiled.
And I nearly peed my pants.
"You're seeing things, hearing things, and I caught your little floating act the other night."
I put hand up to my chest where my heart thudded so loud I could hear the rush of blood in my ears. I swore I could actually taste the blood in my mouth.
"It won't be long before you start to think differently. You'll start to do things you've never done before. Bad things, Salem."
I backed up toward the door, my hands shook and knees wobbled like jelly that it was difficult to stay upright.
"You're turning into a cambion. A half-incubus, well in your case, succubus, creature resulting from sleeping with Thane."
I put my hand on the bathroom door intent on pulling it open. I wanted Trevor to go away. I wanted all of this, this nightmare to stop. But I couldn't just close my eyes. I knew that now.
I pulled the door, but it was locked. Fumbling, I flicked the dead bolt clock wise to open it.
"I don't believe you."
"You will soon enough."
I pulled open the door, and Chloe tumbled in. She bumped into me sending us both into the wall. I knocked the back of my head.
When she recovered, she grabbed my arm. "What the hell were you doing in here? You were gone for like twenty minutes. I thought you fell in or something."
I shook my head, trying to clear it. "No, I was talking to...," I swiveled to point at Trevor.
But he was gone. Again. Vanished like before. But this time from a locked room. I hadn't seen him walk out.
Chloe glanced around the room. "To who? You're imaginary friend."
I looked at her then. Maybe that was the truth. I rubbed at my head, at the back where it ached. Maybe I was imagining all of this. And Trevor was just a figment of my imagination.
Sighing, I turned on the water tap and splashed cold water onto my face. I needed a good night's sleep.
Then my eyes rested on the cup on the counter. The one with the half-finished café mocha. The cup Trevor had held in his hand. And I knew that I couldn't brush this off as imaginary. This was real. He was real. And whatever was happening to me was real as well. Like it or not, I had to deal with it.
Chloe checked her face in the mirror, her purple eye shadow was as iridescent as it had been earlier that morning, then grabbed my arm. "Come on. Let's ditch the rest of the day and go play air hockey at the pool hall."
I nodded and let her pull me out of the bathroom. A few games of air hockey sounded good. At least, then I wouldn't have to think. I could just detach and play.
I liked that. Detaching. Too bad I couldn't do it with everything else. Then maybe I'd stop the bitter coldness that was growing inside me. Or at least, if I couldn't stop it, I wouldn't have to feel it. 



Chapter 9
That night the dream started with music.
I was back at the Malice gig. But this time I was alone. No Chloe, no bleach blond bimbo. Completely, utterly alone. It was just me in the crowd watching the band play.
Thane was singing to me.
I swayed to every note, to every dip and crest in cadence of his sweet sensual voice. He'd entranced me. I was caught in his spell. I was trapped but I liked it there. It made me feel wanted, craved and sexy. Like my body was a willowy flower, moving, undulating in the gentle breeze, stretching out toward the warm rays of life-giving sunshine. As if the sun desired me and only me.
Gripping the microphone stand tightly in his hand, Thane leaned down toward me. His eyes were as black as tar. But I didn't flinch, I didn't back away. I liked that he was looking at me so intensely. Flutters of desire, deep and intense, started in my belly. I nearly gasped aloud from the strength of them.
His voice was so powerful, I nearly wept.
You belong to me,
I won't ever let you go.
I own you, I possess you,
I dominate your life
Follow me, Follow me
Down below
Remember...
You must reap what you sow
His words penetrated my body, twisting and shifting through my veins. I could hear them rushing in my ears, as if my heart had actually pumped them in and out like oxygen rich blood.
Grinning, Thane reached for me. The tips of his fingers skimmed along my jaw line. His touch was both hot and cold, like freezer burn. Burning me. Searing my flesh. I lost air. I couldn't catch my breath. 
I was spinning, turning, spiraling out of control. Like Alice I tumbled down a long dark hole and ended up back in the room with Thane after the gig, at the party as if we'd never left.
I couldn't hear anything but his voice. I saw nothing but his striking face. I wanted nothing else but him. And he knew it. I could see that now.
"I think you're beautiful," he said.
And I relived that moment all over again.
I gaped at him. I couldn't possibly have heard the words he uttered. It was impossible. Cute maybe, I'd been called that a few times, but nobody thought I was beautiful. Except my mom of course.
"What?" I stammered.
That was the last thing I said before my whole life changed, altered beyond anything I could've ever imagined. And I had a healthy imagination.
Thane leaned down toward my mouth, slowly inching his way. My lips were trembling in anticipation as he neared. I could feel his breath on my skin. Keeping my gaze, strong, fierce, confident, he brushed his lips against mine.
Then I fainted.
When I opened my eyes, I wasn't at the club. I was in another room. A hotel room by the looks of the crappy colored comforter on the two queen sized beds and the bad décor of the place, trying to imitate a chic retro interior design.
I was lying on my back on the bed, blinking up at the dingy water-stained ceiling. I turned my head to see Thane sitting on the other bed facing me, watching me, with a dark cold intensity. I shuddered.
"Where am I?" I heard myself ask in that detached way that only happens in dreams. My voice was hollow and tinny, as if I were speaking through an aluminum can.
He just smiled and slid over to where I lay, his fingers stroking the hair from my sweaty face. He settled in near my hip, gazing down at me, his lips curved up sinisterly.
"Trust me, Salem, this won't hurt a bit."
He leaned down toward my mouth. My lips opened in anticipation. I wanted him to kiss me. At first his kiss was soft, hesitant, but then it grew into something hot and fierce, demanding. Sweeping his tongue into my mouth, he pulled and tugged at me with both his lips and teeth. He nipped at my mouth until pain made my eyes water.
I wanted to tell him to stop, but I could hardly take a breath let alone utter a word. I braced my hands against his shoulders to push him away, but he covered my wrists and forced my hands up over my head, effectively pinning me to the bed.
"Don't fight it. It will only hurt if you do."
He nudged my knees apart and positioned himself between them. To my horror, I noticed he was naked.His body was as coldly beautiful as his face. Hard, slick, all angles and plains, rippling with strained muscles. I gulped in air and tried to shove him off me, but he was too strong, his form covering me completely. Tears welled in my eyes. I didn't want this. Not like this. I felt out of control and not a willing participant in this game.
Pushing apart my lips with his tongue, he covered my mouth again, like a suction cup. And that was when I could feel something being drawn out of my mouth, and something else being pushed in between my thighs.
I cried out, screaming against the intrusion, and bucked beneath him, the back of my heels pounding on his legs, but it didn't move him at all, not physically, not emotionally. This had been his intention from the beginning. From the very first eye contact at the gig, to offering me a drink at the after party.
Once the revelation settled into my mind, everything else became a garbled kaleidoscope of thought and feeling. One image blurred into another. One notion magically transformed into its opposite.
A tangled web of sensation stuck to me. Branching out onto every part of my body with its gossamer threads. Pulling on me. Wrapping up my flesh. Saving me for later, for the spider to eat.
I cried out in my sleep. I know I did. But I couldn't wake myself up. It was if I was imprisoned in my dream and wouldn't wake until my time had been served.
The spider's eyes were as black as pitch, watching me eagerly as it took me and sucked me dry. Every ounce of vigor I owned was pulled out of me, slowly, like air leaving a leaky rubber tire.
By the end, or at least, I hoped it was the end; I was empty, lifeless, lying on a bed of night. No stars shown down at me in the sky. There was no beacon of hope that I could cling to in the dark. It was black and barren, like the spider's eyes as they pierced me, daring me to fight back from the abyss.
"Is she dead?" I heard someone ask, but it wasn't the spider. It was another creature in the room.
"I don't know," the spider answered, its voice quivering, as if it actually had feelings.
"You can't keep doing this," another voice, this one female, "you go too far, take too much."
"I'd rather she be dead, than turning," yet another voice said. "When they turn they can become dangerous to us."
"Don't worry so much," the spider said, "We haven't lasted a millennia for nothing. We're stronger than they are, smarter. Nothing can take us down."
"Well, if she's dead, let's dump her," the female sighed.
There came a press of cold lips to my sunk-in cheek. "Goodbye, sweet Salem."
Then nothing.
Save for the silent scream in my head.
"Hey. Are you going to stand there all night?"
I jerked awake, my head pounding, my heart thumping hard against my ribs. Pain radiated from different parts of my body, mirroring what I'd experienced in my dream. I felt sick to my stomach. I was cold and wanted to curl up and snuggle into my bed covers. Except I wasn't in my bed. I was standing on a street corner.
Across the street from where I stood was a Super 8 Motel. I shivered.
"What's your problem girly?"
Startled, I glanced behind me. A middle-aged man in a wheelchair sat behind me, looking agitated and none too happy. His clothes were ratty, his long, dung-brown, hair greasy, flakes of dandruff sticking to the roots, and he smelled really bad.
I glanced down at myself and thanked the lord that I wasn't still in my pj's. However it happened, I guess I had the presence of mind to slide on a pair of black yoga pants and to put on my extremely worn-in black leather jacket.
"Where am I?"
He snorted. "You're in Wonderland, Alice, and I'm the Mad Hatter."
I glanced around the area, taking in my surroundings. It proved a bit difficult because the streetlamp above me was shattered. Pieces of plastic and glass lay scattered on the road. I didn't recognize the immediate area, but I did a few of the buildings a few blocks away. I was back downtown, not too far from where I'd been tossed into the dumpster days ago.
I looked at the motel again. This must've been where I'd been...
"Alice, why don't you give me some money? I'm hungry."
I dug into my jacket pocket and came away with two crumpled dollar bills. I swung around and put the ball of money into his outstretched hand, careful not to touch his skin.
"Did you see me show up here?" I asked him, now that he had his reward.
Without looking at me, he smoothed out the bills, and nodded. "You came from the shadows." He motioned toward the really dark part of the street along the brick wall of an old building now boarded up and abandoned.
I shivered at his strange words. "Are you sure I didn't drive here, or come on a bus?" Although I didn't see my mom's car anywhere. It was a POS but it would still stick out here like a sore thumb.
He shook his head. "No buses, girly. Not at this time."
Which was what I wondered. "Do you know the time?"
He glanced up at the black sky. "The witching hour, Alice. Don't you know about the witching hour?"
"Not really."
"A time for the boogeyman. A time for those evil things that go bump in the night. The type of things that creep and slither through the shadows." He looked at her then, and his gaze was fierce and penetrating. "Like you." He grinned, and I had an urge to back away. His two front teeth were missing, the rest were yellow and decayed. He looked maniacal as he grinned at me, his fingers constantly running the length of one of the dollar bills I'd given him.
I swallowed down the lump in my throat and jogged across the street, away from him and toward the comforting glow of another streetlamp. Once there, feeling a little more secure, I dug out my cell phone which thankfully had been in my jacket pocket. Again, I couldn't call my mom. She'd freak out big time.
I could call Chloe but feared that one of her parents would answer. She didn't have her own line, so there was that risk, and she'd busted her cell phone. The only person I had left to call was Jamie. I knew he slept with his cell phone. Why, I really didn't want to know. Sometimes he could be a sick and twisted individual.
Holding my breath, I quickly punched in his number. It rang. Then again. Then a third time.
Finally, he answered with a mumbled greeting. "What?"
"It's Salem. I need your help."
"What's the matter?"
"I need a ride back home."
He paused, and I imagined he was probably looking at the digital clock sitting on his bed side table. "It's three fifteen."
"I know what time it is Jamie, I need you to come get me. I don't have my car, and I don't have any money for a cab."
"Jesus, Salem."
"Jamie, please, I'm in a bad area and I'm alone."
He sighed. "Fine. Where are you?"
"At the Super 8 Motel on State." I swore I could hear the gears grinding in his skull as he tried to reason why I would be at a motel at three fifteen in the morning on a school night. "Don't ask. Just come, okay?"
"I'll be there."
I flipped my phone closed and shoved it into my pocket. I found a fairly clean piece of curb to sit on near the motel and waited. For the second time in my life, I felt like I was losing my mind and had no clue how to find it again.



Chapter 10
"So, you're telling me you sleepwalked all the way from the North End?" Jamie asked over the din of speed metal blasting through the speakers.
I nodded while chewing my thumb nail. I was crammed into the passenger seat of Jamie's old beat-up Toyota Camry, my legs pulled up to my chest. There was no room on the floor for my feet. A mountain of trash, including MacDonald's hamburger bags, and empty Big Gulp cups, took up all the room.
I was still shaking. The heater in the car wasn't doing a very good job. It fact, cold air was blowing out instead. I glanced at the dash to make sure he hadn't put on the air conditioning by mistake.
"You're a pig, Jamie." I glanced behind me at the back seat and took in the piles of crap on the seat and floor—dirty gym clothes, stinky sneakers, empty CD jewel cases, PS2 game cases, and various other boy related items.
"I'm allergic to cleaning," he said, as he turned down the music. "So, are you going to tell me what the fuck you were doing at a motel?"
Still chewing my nail, I stared out the side window too wired to look at Jamie. I shrugged. "I'm not sure really. Some strange things have been happening to me."
"Does it have to do with those assholes from Malice?"
I whipped around to stare at him. "Chloe told you?"
He nodded, and even in the green glow from the dashboard I could see the concern in his face.
"That bitch," I mumbled.
"Hey, she's your friend, Sale. She told me because she thought maybe I could help."
I arched a brow in mocking. "And can you? Can you help me Jamie? Maybe you can wave your magic Harry Potter wand and un-rape me."
"Don't be an asshole." He glared at me and I could see the hurt in his eyes.
I looked away from him, ashamed for being a jerk to him when he'd jumped in his car and came to pick up me without an explanation. "I'm sorry. I'm just going through some weird shit, and I'm not sure what to do about it."
"Maybe you could talk to one of the counselors at school. They have experience in dealing with stuff like this."
I shook my head, thinking about my black eyes and sticking to the ceiling, and now my strange sleepwalking. "No, I don't think they can help me much."
Jamie pulled up to the front of my house, put it in park and then turned toward me. "Are you going to be cool?"
I nodded glancing down at my thumb which I had chewed to shit. Blood dotted the sides of my nail bed.
"I'll see you tomorrow. No wait," he laughed. "I'll see you in a few hours since it's already like four thirty."
Smiling, I leaned across the front seat to give him a hug. Despite his cleanliness issues, Jamie was a good friend. He patted my back as he hugged me in return, and a warm tingling sensation ran down my spine.
It felt good to be in his arms, safe, secure. He had a lanky frame but he was strong. I could feel the ripple of his muscles in his arms and down his back. I hadn't noticed it before. But now, I seemed to be noticing a hell of a lot about Jamie.
He smelled good too. Which surprised me. Like a warm gooey cinnamon roll. Saliva actually pooled in my mouth as I drank more of his scent into me. I had a sudden urge to run my tongue along the side of his neck.
He shifted in his seat, his hands clenching on my back. "Ah, Salem, what are you doing?"
"Mmm, hugging you."
"It feels like you're kissing my neck."
I pulled back, startled. "What?"
Frowning, he rubbed at his throat just below his ear. "You kissed my neck."
"No, I didn't." My heart was pounding hard in my chest, acting as if it was going to explode. But above my own beating heart I could hear the thump thump thump of Jamie's. It was loud. He was as revved up as I was. Did he want me to kiss him? Was he attracted to me?
I eyed him carefully. He was a good looking guy, I always thought so, but I'd just never considered him boyfriend material. We were friends, had been for the past two years, since grade ten when he fell off his skateboard in front of Chloe and I, and the board hit me in the shin. He chipped his front tooth that day.
I could see it now between his parted lips. I liked the look of his mouth right now. It was inviting. I wondered what it would feel like to kiss him. As I continued to study Jamie's face, something shifted. I could see past him to the aura that surrounded him. He had an alluring red tinge floating around his head, like a crimson halo. I liked the color red.
"Salem, what's wrong with your eyes?"
I didn't answer him. Instead, I cupped his face in my hands and slowly leaned toward his mouth. The need to kiss him nearly made my head swim. I could feel the rolling sensation start in my legs like someone was kneading my muscles. I had to kiss him. The urgency of it socked me right in my gut.
I brushed my lips against his. I kept my eyes open watching him. Seeing his reaction was all part of the sensation.
His eyes widened and he dug his fingers into my shoulders. "What the fuck?" he grunted around my mouth.
He tried to push me away, but I held on to his face, my lips still molding his. I needed him. Without his kiss I would die. I just knew it. The thought kept spinning and twisting my head. It didn't make any sense, but I couldn't stop it from controlling my actions. The craving gripped me so tight I couldn't escape.
I was suddenly ravenous and only Jamie's kiss could satisfy me. His vigor, his energy, was the only thing that could fill me and stop the violent hunger from ripping apart my stomach.
Clamping my lips over his mouth, like a suction cup, and sucking the air from his lungs, I began to...
Feed.
He struggled against me, pushing at my arms, trying to pull his head away. But I was strong. I could feel a force filling me, giving me everything I needed to survive—food, water, warmth, love, power. Everything. It was both exhilarating and frightening to experience.
"Salem! Stop!" Jamie yelled, his voice muffled by my mouth, but still quivering with fear.
An image popped into my mind—Thane over top of me, sucking out my soul. It filled my head until pain exploded at my temples.
I pulled back from Jamie, releasing my hold on him, breathing hard, my heart pounding like a piston radiating pain throughout my chest. I couldn't believe what I'd just done.
Jamie blinked at me, a stunned look on his face. His lips were puffy and sore looking as if I'd bitten down on them again and again. He wiped a hand over his mouth then looked at it, probably expecting to see blood.
"What the fuck is wrong with you?"
Cowering against the passenger door, I just shook my head. I was scared. My whole body quaked. I didn't know what the hell I'd done, or how it happened. I lost control of my thoughts and my body and it frightened me to the core. It was Jamie's pleas which had mirrored my own that finally stopped me. What would have happened if I hadn't heard them, recognized them as my own? I shivered at the morbid thought.
"I...I'm sorry, Jamie," I stammered. "I d...don't know why I did that."
"You need some serious help, Salem."
I scrambled to get out of the car. I pulled at the door handle, once, then twice, until finally it opened and I spilled out onto the curb. Without looking back, I slammed the door shut and ran up the lawn, nearly tripping over the stupid decorative rock inexplicably in the middle, to the front door. I dug into my jacket, found my keys, and quickly opened the door. When I was safely inside, I kicked off my sneakers careful not to make a huge ruckus. I padded down the hallway to my bedroom. Thankfully, no one woke up, and I was able to escape inside and shut the door behind me. After locking it, I shed my jacket and crawled under the covers on my bed.
My body was racked with intense shivers. No amount of heat could warm me. The cold crept through me from the inside out.
What had I done? I closed my eyes trying to shut out Jamie's shocked image. He'd looked at me in fear, as if I was some crazed maniac trying to hurt him. I'd scared him with my actions. I'd attacked him; it was as simple as that.
His face had been pale, gaunt looking. Sucked dry, was the phrase that immediately came to my mind. I could still taste him on my lips, on my tongue. Like icing sugar, powdery and sweet. I remembered the pain in my stomach—hunger pains—as I feasted on his mouth. God, I had fed on him. On his energy. There had been a tingle on my lips as his life force had been drawn out of him and into me.
Tears filled my eyes. I was dangerous. I couldn't control what was happening to me. Trevor had been right. I was going to do things, bad things. And obviously to the people that were closest to me. I had hurt Jamie, my friend. What if I hadn't been able to stop? Would I have killed him? Would I have dumped him in the trash like I'd been?
I clamped my eyes tight as the tears streamed down my cheeks to drip on my pillow. Trevor said I was turning into something not human, and he was right. I'd tried to deny it, but I could feel the changes in my body, and in my thoughts. The black eyes, the floating, the sleepwalking, and now trying to suck Jamie's face off were all symptoms of the change I was going through. It was like experiencing puberty all over again, but in extreme style. 
I squeezed my thick blanket up closer to my neck, burrowing into the warmth it provided. There had to be something I could do to either stop the changes occurring or control them. I had to track down Trevor. I needed his help. But how the hell was I going to do that?
Maybe I could just stick my head out of the window and yell for him. But I had a feeling that I was going to have to wait for him to contact me. I'd pissed him off last time, so who knew how long it would take. It could be days or even weeks.
What other changes could take place by then? There was a lot of power swirling around in me; I could feel it nudging at me, taunting me, egging me on to do things I didn't want to. I cringed to think about the damage I could do to myself and to others in that short period of time. 



Chapter 11
For the rest of the week, I went about my business, going to school, hanging at the pool hall, going home, without any incident. I did manage to avoid Jamie though. Well, the truth was, he managed to avoid me. He did everything possible, arriving at school early, running down the halls without making eye contact, even getting a job after school, to not have to be around me.
Chloe had asked what was up with us, but I couldn't tell her the truth. It would sound way too strange, plus she had a secret crush on Jamie and it would kill her if she knew I had my lips to his, it wouldn't matter to her that it wasn't sexual. Instead, I just told her we had an argument and Jamie was being an ass about it. Thankfully, she believed that.
For three days, I didn't sleepwalk, stick to the ceiling, leak tar from my eyes, or suck the life out of anyone. And I had no late night or bathroom visits from Trevor. Life seemed surprisingly normal. I could almost believe that the past week and a half had been a dream. Almost.
During the down time, I did a bunch of research on incubi and cambions. There wasn't a ton of information to be had but what I did find out was that incubi and succubi were pretty much demons—demons that literally sucked the living energy from people using sex. They were also related closely to nightmares. That didn't surprise me in the least with the dreams I'd been having.
I was unable to discover too much about what kind of powers incubi possessed, the information was pretty vague on anything in that area. A couple of things were listed like shape shifting, entering people's homes with invitation (sounded a lot like vampires, maybe they were related on the supernatural family tree) and they fed on sexual energy, possibly causing sickness in their victims.
I didn't read anything about the things I was going through. No mention of floating, or seeing things differently, like people's auras and finding them surprisingly delicious. But maybe that shape shifting ability had something to do with how Trevor had been able to show up at my home and in the bathroom without me seeing him, and how I'd been able to go from my bedroom to downtown without thinking. The bum had said I had appeared out of the shadows. Maybe I did.
I also read about a legend that likened incubi to fallen angels. By the perfect pale appearance of Thane and the rest of the band, that story didn't surprise me in the least. Every single one of them had an alluring quality that transcended simple beauty. They were completely ethereal in their darkness.
One thing I did discover that I thought was pretty cool—Merlin, the sorcerer from the Arthurian legends, was a cambion. His father was said to be an incubus. I remembered a really old movie called Excalibur that my tenth grade English teacher made us watch. It was a cool movie, what I could remember of it anyway. Merlin rocked. So, I guess if this is what I was turning into, I couldn't complain too much. It could've been worse. I could be turning into a zombie. The stench of decaying flesh would be a killer, and I imagine it would've put a big dent into my dating opportunities.
Not that I had many opportunities. They just sort of cropped up now and then, like now for instance.
I was working the till at the Starbucks close to my house—I worked here Friday nights and on the weekends—and Josh Kirby was ordering a banana chocolate blend Vivanno and asking me out all at the same time.
"You want to do what?" I fumbled his change and it rolled over the counter and dropped onto the floor.
He smiled as he bent to pick it up. After he shoved it into his jeans pocket, he repeated his question. "I want to take you out tomorrow night? Do you have plans or something?"
"No, no plans." I shook my head. "But why do you want to take me out? Me? This person?" I emphasized, pointing at my scrawny chest, now covered in a green Starbucks apron.
He laughed, and I found I rather liked the sound. It was deep. It reminded me of the strong warm roasted coffee I was surrounded by. Dark and rich.
"Why are you so surprised?"
I frowned at him. "Ah, hello, because we've gone to school together for the past two years and you haven't ever talked to me. Ever. You actually do a damn good job of ignoring me."
"Well, I was stupid."
"And you're not now?" I couldn't stop my lips from curling into a grin.
Smiling, he shook his head. "Nope."
"Hmm, I think the verdict is still out on that one."
The lady behind Josh sniffed. "Can I order please?"
Josh glanced behind him. "Just one more minute, okay?"
The woman shook her head, clearly miffed beyond reason, but she didn't say anything else. Maybe Josh had charmed her. I know he was starting to charm me.
He cocked his brow. "So, will you go out with me? Please."
Biting my lip, I looked at him. Really, really looked at him. I noticed he had freckles dotting the bridge of his nose, and his smile was crooked, but sexy as hell. And there was a certain spark in his gaze that I'd never seen before. He was looking at me like I was the cat's meow. Maybe this cambion thing was doing something else to me. Making me irresistible to guys. Perfect, untouchable guys like Josh.
"Yeah, why not?" I finally said.
"Awesome." He literally bounced on his feet. "I'll pick you up at say, seven thirty. What's your address?"
I wrote down my address on one of the Starbuck's business cards and slid it across the counter to Josh. Still grinning, he picked it up, glanced at it, and then slid it into his pant's pocket. "I'll see you tomorrow." He winked at me, then taking his Vivanno, he left the store.
I watched him leave, shock gluing my feet to the floor and my gaze to the door. I had a date with Josh Kirby, high school golden boy. What the heck was I going to wear?
"Can I order now?" The angry lady glared at me.
I smiled at her. Nothing could get me down now. "Sure, what would you like?"
*** 
"You have a date?" My mom's mouth gaped open, the phone cradled on her shoulder. She'd been just about to order Chinese when I informed her that I was going out.
I nodded, feeling sheepish. The way she said it, it was like she never thought I'd ever have a date. That it was an anomaly. "Don't sound so surprised."
"With who?"
"Josh Kirby."
She arched one brow and set the phone down. "Do I know him?"
"No."
"He goes to your school though, right? He's not an older guy, I hope."
"Yes, Mom, he's a senior at Boise."
I could see the relief on her face and in the way her shoulders sagged. I think she harbored this fear that I would one day run off with a much older man. Sort of like what she did when she met my father, who was seven years older than she was.
"Is he new? I've just never heard you mention him before."
I smiled and shrugged. "He's new to me."
She laughed at that.
Kyle shuffled into the kitchen to open the refrigerator door. "What's funny?"
Mom shook her head. "Nothing."
He looked from her to me, and then put his head back into the fridge. "What's for supper?"
"I'm ordering Chinese. It'll just be me and you tonight, buddy. Salem has a date."
Kyle bumped his head as he pulled it out to gawk at me. "You have a date?"
I sneered at him. "Yes, I have a date. So what?"
"It's just weird, is all. I didn't think you dated."
"I've had boyfriends before."
"I know, I just don't ever remember any of them taking you out on a â€˜date' before." He shrugged, then went back to inspect the contents of the refrigerator.
"What time are you going out?" Mom asked.
"At six."
She glanced at the clock on the wall. "That's in an hour." She frowned at me. "You're not wearing that are you?"
I glanced down at my plain white t-shirt and dark wash jeans—about the only pair I owned that didn't have holes in them—and nodded. "Yeah. Why?"
Without a word, she grabbed my arm and pulled me down the hall to her bedroom. When I saw where she was going, I started to back peddle.
"Mom, nothing you own is going to look good on me. I hate pink. Unless its neon and has skulls on it." I collapsed on her bed and covered my face in her pillow.
"Not everything I own is pink. I was cool once too, you know."
I heard her as she opened her closet door and started to rummage through the hangers. The snap of plastic hangers being pushed to the side one by one echoed around the room.
Finally, she must've found something decent, because it landed on my back. She must've thrown it at me.
"Try that on."
Reaching around, I pulled the silky blouse off my back and held it up to my eyes. It was a dainty baby-doll camisole with spaghetti straps in a pretty teal color. Frowning, I slid off the bed, stripped off my t-shirt and slid the thing over my head. Pouting, I allowed my mom to direct me to her floor length mirror on the back of her bedroom door to see what it looked like on.
I was pleasantly surprised.
"That color is radiant against your skin, Salem." My mom beamed behind me, as if I'd just taken my first steps all over again.
But she was right. The teal color looked really good on me. It brought out the green in my eyes.
Getting into the spirit of the occasion, she tucked the hair behind my ears and smoothed out my bangs so they hung over only one eye. She smiled at me in the mirror. "You're gorgeous, honey."
I smiled back. Although gorgeous might've been a strong word, I did look pretty damn good. Uber fine, would be my choice of words. I even was able to fill out the chemise pretty well considering I was barely pushing a B cup. Everything hung just right emphasizing my attributes, my pale skin, the slim line of my flat waist. I'd even date me.
I smoothed my hands down the silk of the blouse. "Thanks, Mom. It's perfect."
She beamed at me again, and then pressed a kiss to my cheek. "You're welcome."
*** 
Josh arrived at exactly six o'clock. Which I found extremely odd for a guy. I'd never met one in my life who'd ever been on time.
I didn't know what to expect when I opened the door, but it definitely wasn't the clutch of white daises he held in his hand.
I looked at them, unsure of exactly what to do. Thankfully, Mom came to the rescue again and saved my ass from looking too dorky.
She took them from my hand. "These are lovely. I'll put them in a vase for you, Salem."
"Okay." I smiled nervously at Josh. "Thank you for the flowers."
"You're welcome." He held out his hand for me. "Shall we go?"
Everything felt so surreal I was unsure of what to do. I'd never had a normal guy come to my home to take me out, or bring me flowers, or be nice and polite to my mom when she introduced herself. It was uber strange. Weirdly enough, I really liked it. It made me feel special. I hadn't felt special since my tenth birthday party where I begged my mom for a Disney Princess party. I'd dressed up as Snow White and had my pictures taken. An 8X10 framed picture still hung on my mom's bedroom wall.
My mom handed me my white jean jacket and my bag before Josh could pull me out of the house. I smiled at her, and then followed him down the walkway to the sleek-looking, black, sports car parked along the curb.
He opened the passenger door for me, and I slid into the butter soft leather seat. The inside of the car even smelled nice—that spicy mouth-watering scent that clung to Josh.
When he slid into the car and started the engine, I asked, "So, where are we going?"
He just smiled, pushed in a JT CD—yes, God forbid, Justin Timberlake—and gunned it. I laughed despite myself and settled in for the ride.



Chapter 12
The first place Josh took me was the movie theater which was okay with me. It would provide a couple of hours where I didn't have to say anything coherent. It was hard being witty all the time. It was exhausting actually to have to think of every little thing that came out of my mouth. 
Josh wanted to see some raunchy teen comedy, with too much sex, drug and alcohol usage, and wall to wall f-bombs. I agreed, although I wasn't too thrilled to see it. I'd rather have seen the newest horror flick. By the end of the movie though, after the popcorn, pop, candy, and an hour and a half of belly-busting laughter, I was enjoying myself.
Back in the car, I tried to relax more. Josh was just a guy. And he'd shown an interest in me, so obviously I had something going on. I didn't usually have esteem issues, but being with the golden boy in his hot expensive car made me feel a bit self-conscious.
"Did you like the movie?" he asked.
I nodded. "Yeah, it was funnier than I expected."
"You were laughing pretty good." He smiled. "I heard you snort a couple of times."
"I did not snort."
He chuckled. "Yeah, you did." He held up two fingers. "Twice."
I laughed but I could feel my cheeks redden. I dipped my head trying to hide my embarrassment.
"I thought it was very cute." Josh reached across the front seat and played with the tip of my hair hanging just above my breast. "I liked it."
I wasn't sure what to say after that. Nerves were zinging through me like electricity. There were butterflies in my stomach doing some cheesy break dancing. So I just blurted out the first thing that came to my mind.
"You're like the most popular guy in school, why in hell did you ask me out?"
His hand dropped from my hair and he put it back onto the steering wheel. "Because I like you."
"You don't even know me, Josh."
"Well, I'd like to get to know you."
I shook my head at the circle in his logic. "But why? I'm not Miss Popular. I'm not even close to being popular and I don't look anything like Heather or her set."
"To be honest, Salem. I don't know." He chewed on his lower lip for a second then continued. "When I saw you on the steps in front of school, it just hit me, like a baseball bat to the head. I had to talk to you. I had to get to know you."
"That's kind of weird." I glanced out the side window. I didn't want him to see the look in my eyes. The one that said I knew what had happened to him. Why he had to all of a sudden get to know me. It was the changes inside me. They somehow made me more attractive. It was like having super-powered pheromones.
"You don't sound too happy about it."
I glanced at him and smiled. "I'm still in shock."
"I'm actually surprised you agreed to go out with me."
"You were?"
He nodded. "Yeah, I mean, I'm not really your type of guy."
"And what is my type of guy?"
"Dark, brooding, tattoos, piercings, and a bad haircut." He chuckled.
"Well, I'm not really your type of girl, either. I have a brain instead of silicone implants."
He laughed, and then said, "No, I suppose you're not my usual interest." He looked at me, and his gaze was penetrating. Even through the twilight of the vehicle I could see the spark in his deep blue eyes. "But that's what makes it fun, don't you think?"
I just smiled, unsure of how to respond to that. He was right in a way. The fact that we weren't a match made in heaven made the whole experience different. Naughty. Like we were doing something very wrong. I liked it. And by the way Josh kept eyeing me, with a dangerous glint in his gaze; he was enjoying the sensation as well.
For the rest of the drive, we didn't talk much. Once in awhile he'd ask me a question about things I liked. Music, movies, school subjects. The usual.
It wasn't until Josh drove the car into a big parking lot that I perked up. I didn't recognize the park he'd pulled up to.
"Where are we?"
"Camel's Back Park."
He turned off the engine and got out of the car. He walked around the vehicle to open my door. I slid out, glancing around the area wondering why he brought me here.
"Do you bring all your dates here?"
He shook his head. "I used to come here all the time with my mom before she died."
Now, I felt like a big old piece of crap for asking. "Oh. I'm sorry."
He shrugged. "Don't sweat it. It was years ago." He was looking down at the ground, kicking at the gravel. Then he glanced up at me. "Do you like to swing?" He took my hand and pulled me toward the big, green-painted playground.
Intrigued, I followed him to the swing set. I had to admit, swinging was one of my favorite things to do on a playground. Sometimes at night, I would go for a walk near my house and stop at the playground for a swing. I never told anyone that though, it struck me as sounding sort of childish.
But now, I allowed that inner child free and positioned my butt into one of the rubber swings. Josh didn't settle beside me in the next swing but stood behind me, intent on pushing.
I smiled as he settled his hands around my waist. "Hang on," he murmured into my ear. A shiver raced down my spine as he pulled me backwards then let me go.
His hands started on my back as he pushed me, but eventually they ended up on the curve of my butt. I thought it was an ingenious way to cop a few feels. I didn't mind though. Every touch sent a new wave of heat rushing through my body.
After a few more good pushes, I was soaring high. My stomach crested and dipped every time I went up, my feet nearly in line with my head. At one point, I thought I was going to go all the way over. Giggling, I kicked my legs, enjoying every minute of the sensation. It was like flying.
Eventually, I had enough. So did my stomach. "No more!" I yelped to Josh. He stopped pushing and I let myself slow enough that he could get a handle on the swing chains to bring me to a complete stop.
His hands moved over to my waist and he leaned down to my ear again. "How was that?"
"Awesome," I breathed just a little too heavy. His scent was enticing me just a bit too much. Saliva actually pooled in my mouth.
I pushed out of the swing. "Let's go on the slide."
He grinned. "Race you." He charged toward the long spiral slide. I was right on his heels. When he reached the metal steps, he said, "You go first."
When we reached the bottom, Josh didn't make any indication that he was letting go of me. I couldn't complain. I liked being held close against him.
"You smell really good."
"I do?"
"Uhuh," he murmured against my neck, brushing his lips against my pulse point just under my ear.
It tickled but also felt really good. Licking my lips, I titled my head up giving him easier access to my neck. I clutched at his thighs as he nibbled on my skin, his lips moving down along the slope between my neck and shoulder. Then his hand spread out along my belly, holding me tighter, his fingers coming too close to my crotch. That was when I stood up out of his embrace. Too much, too soon.
Clearing my throat, I kicked at the pebbles on the ground and looked at Josh to see if he was angry. Smiling sheepishly, he stood, putting his hands in his pockets. "Sorry. You just, ah, smell really good, and I really like you."
I returned his smile. "I like you too, but it doesn't mean I'm going to sleep with you."
"I know." He held out his hand to me. "Come on. Let's sit and get to know each other."
I took his hand and followed him to a cute little plastic bench hidden under one of the slides in the playground. As we settled onto it, I imagined two or three eight-year old best girlfriends huddling there sharing secrets or talking about one of the cute boys on the swing. It had that kind of ambiance. One of privacy. A place to be able to tell all or explore all. It was a perfect place to make out.
Which I was sure was Josh's intent.
Anxiety skittered through my body. My hands were clammy with sweat which I was sure Josh could feel since he was still holding my hand. Swallowing, I glanced at him, trying to figure out what he was thinking. He looked at me but didn't smile. And that's when it felt like I was going to puke. He looked so fierce, and determined as he leaned into me.
He brought his hand up to my face and cupped my cheek. Moving my chin, he angled it up to meet his. My lips parted on a sigh when he brushed his lips once, then twice against mine. At first his kiss was gentle, and sweet, but quickly turned into something hot and frantic, as if he couldn't get enough of me.
Nerves settled in. Images of my time in the hotel room with Thane flashed through my mind. I didn't want to go through that again. Although I knew that Josh couldn't hurt me like that. He wasn't strong enough. He was merely human.
Although I was scared, the fear wasn't enough for me to make him stop. I liked him. I liked that he liked me. 
My hands fisted in the cloth of his shirt. I kissed him back, giving as good as I was getting. His moans of appreciation sparked another wave of heat to surge through me. I became high from kissing Josh. My head was spinning and my belly flipped over again and again.
As his lips continued to nibble and caress mine, his hands became bolder. He moved them from my shoulder, one slid down my back to pull me tighter and the other inched its way to my breast. I didn't jerk away this time. I liked his touch; I liked how it made me feel. Beautiful. Wanted. Powerful, even.
Josh moved his mouth from mine down to my chin, pressing blistering, wet kisses along the way. I let my head drop back as he nibbled and nipped at my throat. He molded and squeezed my breast then slowly trailed his hand down to the hem of my shirt. I sucked in a breath as he quickly slipped under the edge and started to move his way back up, his fingertips lightly brushing against my skin.
My eyes snapped open when his palm covered me. That was when I realized I'd changed; that something had shifted inside of me, catapulting me into the dark place. Red as dark and rich as blood circled Josh's form. I licked my lips, feeling strange inside. A hunger so deep so intense clawed at my insides, I had to bite back a groan of agony.
He groaned into my ear, "Oh, man, I'm so hard."
A sharp unpleasant pinch on my flesh drove me from my foggy euphoria. Gone were Josh's subtle seductions, his flare for flirting. Instead of a smooth ladies' man, a pawing slurping animal lapped at my skin and groped my body. The thought I had of wanting to feast on him made me sick.
I pushed him away, but he didn't budge, too busy sucking on my neck and squeezing my boob to pay attention.
"Stop, Josh."
Again, he didn't listen. Instead his hand snaked down my torso to the zipper on my jeans. I grabbed his hand, squeezed, and pushed it away, but he was insistent and managed to pull the metal tab down halfway before I could knee him. I didn't hit him where I wanted to, between the legs, but on the thigh. It must've hurt anyway, because he let out a yelp.
"What's the matter with you?" He sounded angry, indignant.
"I told you to stop," I breathed, my heart racing, my throat tight with anxiety.
"I thought you were enjoying it. I thought you wanted it."
"Not like this. Not here. Not now." After I pulled up my zipper and adjusted my camisole, I stood and stepped out of the little hidden alcove.
Sighing heavily, Josh followed me. I glanced over my shoulder at him and saw him adjust his jeans. Obviously he was sporting a major boner. I shuddered suddenly repulsed by him.
"Can you just take me home, now, please?"
He sighed again, and then nodded. "Sure." He moved up beside me and we starting walking back to the car. I wrapped my arms around my body. I couldn't stop shaking. Something horrible had almost happened, by either Josh or me, and I couldn't tell which would've been worse.
When we reached the car, Josh stopped and turned toward me, touching my arm. "Look, I'm sorry, okay. I didn't mean to push you. It's just you're, I don't know, kind of irresistible."
I smiled a little at his last words. "It's fine." But I still couldn't stop the shivers racking my body.
"Can I have a hug?" He opened his arms to me. "You don't hate me right?"
"No, I don't hate you." I went into his open arms and sighed when he hugged me close. The warmth from his body enveloped me. He sighed into my neck, blowing hot air over my skin, and pressed me even tighter.
After a minute, I tried to move out of his embrace, but he kept me still. I could feel his heart thumping like a tribal drum, and the way he was panting told me he was having difficulty releasing me. I found I was having a hard time breathing. 
"Josh, you're crushing me."
"I'm sorry, Salem, but I can't seem to let you go." I could hear an unusual quiver in his voice. As if he was surprised, scared even.
I struggled against him, but he held on and proceeded to back me up into the vehicle. I hit the side door with an audible thump. "Let me go, Josh," I bit out between chattering teeth.
He shook his head back and forth. "I can't," he whined. "I have to have you. I have to, or I'll die. I know it."
Oh God, this couldn't be happening. Not again. And this time I'd be awake and aware for it. I couldn't let this happen; I couldn't let Josh do this. Especially when I suspected he wasn't quite himself. That something I was doing was amplifying whatever had been in his mind to begin with.
Regardless, I wasn't going to let him hurt me.
I pushed at him, as he kicked open my legs and settled between them. Pressing me tight against the car, he moved one hand down toward my jeans. I pummeled his back with my hands, but it didn't help. He was much bigger than I was. A football player used to being pushed at and beat down.
I reached up to pull his hair. Burying both hands in his tawny streaked waves, I yanked as hard as I could. I was able to pull his head back, and when I did I could see the wild look in his eyes, as if he had completely abandoned reason. I pulled again and again, filling my hands with chunks of his hair but it didn't stop him from groping me and yanking on my jeans. One hand still wrapped in his hair, I brought my other around to scratch at his face.
It was then that I noticed my nails.
I usually had short ragged nails that I chewed on incessantly. Now they were at least two inches long, and sharp and a dark gray color. Lifting both hands to my face, I examined them, frightened by their implications. Was I turning into something else, something more alien?
I was jostled out of my contemplation when Josh covered my mouth with his, sliding his tongue between my lips. But I sensed something shift in my mind. I was no longer afraid. I ceased to be Salem Vale, and became something entirely different, something more.
A reserve of power filled me. Annoyance filled me as well as he kept poking and prodding at me. The boy certainly had to learn some manners. I dug my newly acquired talons into his shoulders and bit down on his tongue. The coppery taste of blood filled my mouth.
Eyes wide, Josh tried to pull away, but I, this time around, had a firm grip on him. Silly boy. I released his tongue but continued to spike him in place with my nails.
He wiped at his mouth with the back of his hand. Crimson streaked saliva coated his skin. "What the fuck?"
"You've been a bad boy, Josh Kirby. And you must be punished." I smiled, finding a queer humor in the situation. The golden boy of Boise High was no longer in charge. I was.
"What's wrong with your face?" He struggled against me, his movements forcing some of my talons to pop free and others to dig in deeper. Blood blossomed across his t-shirt.
Everything had become clearer for me. I could truly see what was in front of my eyes. Josh no longer held his shape; he no longer existed as a person. He became just one big ball of swirling energy. The kaleidoscope of colors whirling and dancing around him made me smile. And there was that red, so deep, so opulent, enticing me. Take a taste, it whispered to me. I wanted to heed its call. I knew if I did I would finally feel whole, complete.
And not so freaking hungry.
My stomach cramped at the thought and I almost doubled over in pain. But it proved difficult with my nails stuck into Josh's broad shoulders. Pulling them out with a soft, sucking wet sound, I reached for his face. 
He tried to back away but I was too quick, too strong, now that I'd evolved into my true form. I pulled his face down toward me. Soon, I would feed. Soon, I would feel full, and not so empty. I opened my mouth and positioned it over his, making sure there was a tight seal over his lips. I couldn't have his life-force escape my meal, now could I?
Within seconds of swathing his mouth, I could feel his energy drawing from him and into me. The taste was like ambrosia on my tongue. He tasted even better than Jamie had. Purer, sweeter, untainted by metal and ink.
He fought against me, but my powers made me stronger than him. His attempts to push me back were futile at best. I held onto his face, my fingers digging into his scalp and sucked the life out of his body, soul and all. He didn't need it where he was going anyway.
Greedily, I drank him in, euphoric on his vigor. He fought me hard, whining and babbling incoherently to let him go, but it was pointless. There was no escaping me. I was a being of power now, of sublime infinite supremacy and this mortal was nothing, insignificant. A food source.
Besides, he'd earned his fate. If he had let Salem go when she'd asked him, we wouldn't be in the situation we were in now. It was the boy's fault. Not mine, not Salem's. I was only doing what nature intended me to do.
His thrashing ceased, and cradling his head I brought him down to the ground. The gravel in the parking lot bit into my knees but I didn't feel it, not as pain anyway. I felt life, rushing through me. Everything became clearer, richer, deeper. Sounds pulsed in my ears like music. It always came down to that, didn't it? The music. The sounds of life and death. Infinite in their certainty.
I wanted to inhale everything around me, to glory in its magnificence. But I was going to have to wait for that because I didn't see him coming.
He pulled me off the mortal, his strength equal to mine, or greater. He was the same as I was. I knew him except he didn't look too happy to see me.
Trevor glared down at me, his eyes as black as mine. "I warned you, Salem."
Holding me by my hair to keep me still, he lifted his hand. And that's when I saw the hypodermic needle. A clear liquid dripping from its pointy tip. I threw up my hands in defense, but it was pointless, the needle slid in anyway.



Chapter 13
I screamed as the liquid shot into my neck. A searing, so excruciating I could hardly stay conscious, rushed down my neck, through my body, boiling my blood.
"Hold still," Trevor hissed, as I thrashed about. "You'll break the needle off."
I didn't care. The pain was immeasurable. Why was he doing this to me? Why was he torturing me?
Finally, he slid the needle out and let go of my hair. I fell in a heap on the ground and curled into a ball trying to soothe myself from the agony ripping my body apart. Rocking, I squeezed my eyes shut from the gush of tears.
I didn't understand how I could still be awake and aware as this awful, dark pain tore at every fiber of my body. It slashed and ripped and shredded, as if destroying me only to invent me all over again.
I thought endorphins were supposed to kick in and lull me into unconsciousness. I didn't think a person could withstand such torture without going completely mad.
Maybe that was just it. Maybe I'd already gone stark raving mad.
I rocked and rocked, mumbling incoherently, eyes shut, fingernails digging into my legs, until finally, blissfully the pain subsided and I could reason. Well, as much as I could before.
I blinked open my eyes and stared up at Trevor. He was standing over me, frowning, that damnable needle still between his fingers, dripping menacingly.
"What did you do to me?" I mumbled, my throat raw from screaming.
"I saved you from yourself."
I licked my parched lips, and tried to move, but my bones and muscles screamed at me indignantly. Why was my mouth so damn dry? "What did you inject me with?"
"Salt water."
I gaped at him, sure I heard him all wrong. "Salt water? You stuck me with salt water?"
"Yes, the salt counteracts the changes you were going through. It stops them, keeps them at bay. Something about demons and hell and the purity of the mineral. I don't know the reasoning behind it. I just know it works."
"Why in hell would you go and do that for? Are you trying to kill me?"
He smirked. "Are you dead?"
"No."
"Then I wasn't trying to kill you." He put a cap on the needle and slid it into his back jeans pocket. "I was trying to stop you from killing him." He motioned to the right with his head.
Sitting up, groaning as I went, I glanced over at where Trevor indicated. Josh was on his back, his eyes closed, and his chest barely moving.
I scrambled on my knees to his side, placing my fingers on his neck to check his pulse. It was there, but it was weak. Sitting back on my haunches, I looked him over, shocked at his appearance. His face was pale and gaunt, his cheeks sucked in. He looked like a ninety-year old version of his former self. Like someone (well, me) had sucked the life out of him. I'd done that to him. I couldn't believe I'd almost killed him.
"Oh, my, God." I pressed my lips together to fight back tears or a scream; I couldn't tell which I wanted to do more. "I did this. I'm a monster." I looked up at Trevor, beseeching him to soothe me, to take this away. But the menacing look in his eyes told me he wasn't going to do either. "Is he going to die?"
Bending down to examine Josh, he shook his head. "I got to you in time. But he's unconscious, and I'm not sure how long that will last. It could be days, or weeks, or...,"
I grabbed his arm. "Forever? Could he be like this forever?"
Trevor shrugged. "I don't know. My first just came out of her coma. I sucked on her about two years ago."
"Was she, you know," I touched my head, "okay?"
"I don't know. I never stuck around to find out." Standing, he hooked his hands under Josh's arms and started to drag him across the ground toward the passenger door on Josh's car.
I jumped to my feet. "What are you doing?"
"Cleaning up."
"Cleaning up?" I tagged along behind him, unsure of what to do. Did I help, or stop him from doing what he was doing?
"We can't leave his body here. Someone will find him. Or someone won't and he might die of hyperthermia over night." Setting Josh down, he dug into Josh's pants pocket and pulled out his car keys. He proceeded to press the keyless remote. The car beeped once and the door unlocked.
"I can't believe this is happening."
Trevor pinned me with his dark and intense gaze. "Well, it is, Salem. Deal with it. You can't close your eyes anymore and think this is all a bad dream." He opened the car door. "Help me get him into the car. We'll drive him to the hospital, leave him in his car in the parking lot and make an anonymous call to 911." I picked up Josh's feet as Trevor set him as gently as he could onto the passenger seat. "That'll give you time to get home, get some stuff and disappear."
I dropped Josh's feet, causing him to roll down the seat onto his back, messing up all the work Trevor had just done to get him in properly. "Screw you! I'm not going anywhere."
Like a wild man, Trevor came out of the car, grabbed me by the arms and slammed me up against the side of the car. I was getting sick of everyone man-handling me. "You are, Salem. You know why? Because once Josh's body is found, the police will be called, there will be an investigation, and the trail will lead back to you. You were the last person to see Josh alive and well. What do you think is going to happen after that?"
I stared into his deep dark eyes and realized he was right. I couldn't go back to my regular life. I was different, changed, and what I'd done crossed lines both legally and morally. I'd go to jail for what I'd done.
The life I'd known as Salem Vale, daughter of Lynn and Charlie Vale, sister of Kyle, best friend to Chloe and Jamie, social outcast, and general nuisance, was gone. Sure it had been ripped from my hands without my consent, but it was dead nonetheless.
My bottom lip started to tremble and I could feel the tears gathering, ready to fall at any minute. "Where will I go? I only have about three hundred dollars in my bank account. That's not going to take me far."
Releasing me, Trevor finished stuffing Josh in the car. He slammed the door shut and palmed the keys. "You'll come with me." I followed him around the car to the driver's side. He opened the door and motioned for me to get in the back seat.
Before I got in though, I looked at him, and asked, "Then what?"
"Then we'll catch up with Malice on the road and you can help me kill them."



Chapter 14
After Trevor dropped that bomb, he shoved me in the back seat. He got in the car, slammed the door, and peeled out of the parking lot, gravel shooting up from behind the wheels.
I stared at the back of his head, not sure if I heard him right. He didn't really mean what I thought he meant, did he? "You're joking, right?"
He met my gaze in the rearview mirror. "No. I'm not."
"We can't just go around killing people, you know." My gaze flitting to Josh's unconscious form and I swallowed. I guess I should've heeded that before now.
"They aren't people. They're demons and they deserve to die."
I wanted to ask then, what that made us. Were we still people? I still felt like a person. But I didn't ask him. By the stony look on his face, I assumed we were done talking about that particular gem of information. I'd save my questions until after we'd gotten Josh to the hospital. Maybe then, I could coherently put my thoughts together. Because right now, my mind was a mess.
All the way to the hospital, I was on the verge of tears. I couldn't wrap my mind around the events that had just happened. In a matter of minutes, my life had been obliterated. I had almost killed a boy I liked and I was now being forced to leave my home, my family, and go on the run with a different boy, who from just a few encounters, I knew I didn't like at all.
Trevor couldn't have been much older than I was. Maybe nineteen. But everything about him, the look in his eye, the way he spoke, told me he'd seen more than any person his age should ever see. He'd become hardened because of it, I was sure.
I wondered if I was going to become like that. I really didn't want to. I couldn't imagine going through the rest of my life with that stoic coldness possessing me, making me as rigid as an iceberg.
Trevor pulled into St. Luke's parking lot. He drove around looking for a spot that was furthest from the doors and shrouded in shadows. After two circles, he found one and parked. Thankfully, the lot was not full and we were fairly obscured from view.
"Are you wearing socks?" he asked.
I frowned. "Excuse me?"
"Socks. Are you wearing them? We need to wipe our fingerprints from the car. A sock will work as good as anything." He took off his beat-up runner and slid his sock off his foot. Then he started to wipe the steering wheel clean.
Panicked, I unlaced my boot, slid off my black sock and proceeded to wipe it across the back of the driver's seat, mimicking Trevor's movements. I didn't think I touched it but I wanted to make sure.
"Are you sure this will work?"
Trevor opened the car door, let me out, and then wiped down the interior of the door, the door handle, and all the buttons. "It'll smudge our prints at least."
I watched him work as I stood on one foot, still holding my sock in my hand. "What about skin cells? They'd be in our socks wouldn't they?" I'd watched a lot of CSI with my mom. It was one of her favorite shows.
He glanced at me, his eyebrow arched curiously. "I don't think we have to worry about that." Using his sock over his hand, he rubbed down the car keys, tossed them into Josh's lap, and then shut the car door.
I sat down on the ground and put my sock back on, then my boot. I watched as Trevor did the same. "Why don't we have to worry?"
"Because even if they did manage to get some DNA, they won't have a clue what they're looking at. You're not exactly fully human anymore, Salem."
"You mean my DNA's all screwed up?"
"Yup." He stood, then putting out a hand toward me, he pulled me to my feet.
"This just gets better and better," I mumbled.
"Come on, we need to get out of here."
I followed Trevor as he headed for the far corner of the parking lot and away from the main street. "How are we going to get to my place? A bus?"
"No, I got a better way to travel." He moved quickly away from the light of the lampposts and into the thick dark shadows along the outer edge of the parking lot. Once we were in the darkness cast by shadows, he turned to me and grabbed my hand.
I was startled by his actions and flinched backwards. "What are you doing?"
"Take a deep breath, think about your house, and step into that black shadow beside your feet."
"Dude, I think you're off your meds."
He glared at me. "You want to know how I've been able to show up where you are, and then disappear just as quick?" He motioned toward the black shape on the ground. "That's how. Through the shadows. That's how incubi travel. How they can show up in your room at night and suck out your soul."
My breath caught in my throat as I thought about that night I evidently sleepwalked across town. The old bum had said I'd come out of the shadows. Maybe I had, really, truly done that, without even realizing I could.
"Does it hurt?" I really was through with feeling a lot of pain. I wasn't a wimp, but how much could an average person really take before their brain exploded into a thousand mushy pieces?
Trevor must've sensed the unease in my voice, because he squeezed my hand, not a tight I'm going to break if off squeeze, but a comforting I understand type of press. Maybe he wasn't as hard-assed as I original pegged him to be. "There's no real pain. It just feels like you're being sucked down a tube, really fast."
"Great, sounds like fun."
His lips twitched a little, but he shook it away and looked sober again. "Take a deep breath, picture your house in your mind and step into the shadows."
I nodded and then taking a deep breath, I stepped into the black spot of shadow, squeezing Trevor's hand so hard my fingers hurt.
At first nothing happened, and I opened my mouth to call him a big fat liar. But then I sensed it, pulling at me, tugging at my insides. And it didn't feel very good at all.
It was like I was being sucked through a thin plastic bendy straw one molecule at a time. First my feet, then my ankles. I looked down to make sure I was still whole, but that was a big mistake. I couldn't see anything below my knees. It was as if I didn't exist past them. Just thick black space, like a black hole, occupied the area where my flesh should've been.
I glanced up at Trevor and was about to call him a nasty name, when he disappeared. Well, not so much as disappear as disintegrate into an inky jelly-like mass that quivered on the ground. But before I could scream, I too melted into nothingness.
When I opened my eyes again, I was in my bedroom near the window. Trevor sat on my bed, staring at me. "Not so bad, right?"
I crossed the room intent on strangling him, when the toe of my boot connected with the game guitar lying on the floor. It went sailing across the carpet and into the open closet door. It shouldn't have been much of a sound, but it seemed deafening in the dark of my room at midnight.
"Salem?" Came my mother's voice from the living room.
"Shit," I hissed under my breath, and looked at Trevor. "Get out of here."
"I can't get out that fast." He stood, obviously playing off my rising panic.
"Salem?" Her voice was getting closer. It would only be seconds before she peeked into the room to see if I was home.
I pushed on Trevor's shoulders. "Get on the floor. Get under the bed."
He ducked to the ground, just as my mom pushed open my bedroom door and looked in, catching me standing by my bed, a smile on my face, in the dark.
"I didn't see you come home."
I shrugged, but realized she probably couldn't see it. "You must've been in the bathroom or something."
She flicked on the light and came in a few steps. "Everything go all right?"
"It was fine." But I didn't meet her gaze, because everything was not fine. Not in the least.
She pressed her lips together and I could tell she really wanted to ask me all sorts of questions, but she kept her cool. My mom was awesome that way. God, I was going to miss her.
"He wasn't all you thought he'd be?"
I just shook my head, not trusting my voice.
"I'm sorry, sweetie. I guess we're always trying to find that white knight, when really they don't exist."
Yeah, there were no white knights. Dark ones maybe. And I took that moment to glance down at my feet. Half of Trevor was under the bed, the other half peering up at me. His gaze was so intense it gave me shivers.
I looked at my mom again. "I'm tired. I'm just going to go to bed."
She nodded. "Okay, babe." She turned to leave, but glanced over her shoulder at me. "If you want to talk about it, or anything, I'm here for you."
"I know, Mom." Tears welled in my eyes. I couldn't do this. I couldn't leave her, and everything I've known. I didn't want to be a fugitive. On the run, from the law, and from myself. Running with a boy I didn't know, and wasn't sure if I truly wanted to know. This couldn't possibly be my life now. It just couldn't
Before she could make it through the door, I came around the bed and to her. I wrapped my arms around her and hugged her hard, breathing in her flower scent one last time. "I love you, Mom."
She hugged me back, just as fierce, sensing that I needed it. That's what I loved about her, she usually knew what I needed. Even when I said one thing, she instinctively sensed I meant the other.
"I love you too, baby. You're my special girl."
I couldn't stop the tears then. I let them roll down my cheeks, hoping that Mom thought they were the result of a bad date with a stupid boy and not anything else. And not because I was leaving her and my home—my life.
She patted my back, and kissed my cheek. "Get a good night's sleep. Everything will look differently in the morning." Giving me her I-completely-understand smile, she rubbed tears from my face with her thumbs, then tapping me on the nose with a finger, she turned and left my room, quietly shutting the door behind her.
Trevor crawled up from under the bed to sit on the edge. I whipped around and glared at him. Grief mixed with anger and fear at having to leave swirling around in my gut and I wanted to lash out at something, anything.
His face was still hard, but something in his eyes softened his look a little. "I'm sorry."
"I can't do it. I can't leave."
"You have to, Salem. You don't have a choice." Standing, he grabbed my pink camo backpack from the floor and set it on the bed. "Just grab the essentials. We can buy the rest on the road."
"I'm not doing it."
He didn't respond. Instead, he searched the room, then picked up the backpack, walked to my dresser, opened the top drawer, grabbed a handful of my underwear and shoved it in. He opened the next drawer and the next, systemically shoving my clothes into the bag.
I rushed across the room and grabbed the bag from his hand. "Stop it. I'm staying."
"Don't you get it, you can't stay. You'll go to jail for sure. You assaulted Josh and nearly killed him."
"I don't care."
"You should. Do you have any idea what juvie will be like for you? You'll go nuts. At first you'll be picked on and beat up because you're so small, but then when your other half awakens you'll start killing. You won't be able to stop yourself."
"I'll control it. I'll keep it at bay."
He arched brow. "Oh, like you controlled it with that guy you were with? If I hadn't showed up when I did, he'd be dead, sucked dry."
"Shut up." I pushed him back, my anger filling me like a tornado. "You don't know. You don't know what this is like. How hard this is."
He gripped my upper arms to keep me still and stared into my eyes. "I do know, Salem. I had to do the same thing. Two years ago I had to leave my home and my family and my life behind. It sucks, but you have to do it. It's the best thing for everyone involved."
A fresh brew of tears trickled down my face and I had to suck in several breaths to keep from sobbing. Instead, I leaned against Trevor and wrapped my arms around him. I needed something solid to hold onto. To his chagrin, he was the closest thing I could find.
After a few more moments of my crying, he patted me on the back. "You're tough. You'll get through this."
"How do you know I'm tough? Maybe I'm just a big blob of emotional goo," I managed to say between sniffles.
Grabbing my upper arms he pushed me back, enough so that he could look into my face. "Nah, I didn't peg you for an emotional blob, irrational fleshy mass maybe."
That made my lips twitch. And I dropped my arms and took a step away from him. Wet spots dotted his t-shirt. I chewed on my bottom lip. "Sorry about your shirt."
He glanced down then shrugged. "Don't worry about it. It'll dry."
We stared at each other for a few awkward seconds. Trevor cleared his throat. "We should go."
I nodded, then taking my backpack I added to the clothes he'd already packed with my iPod, a pair of runners, and a couple of hoodies. I glanced at all the personals on top of my dresser. I grabbed my deodorant, and was reaching for a box of tampons when Trevor shook his head.
"As far as I can tell you won't need those anymore."
I snatched my hand back from the box.
He shrugged. "Incubi and succubi don't reproduce normally. We are the result of that abnormality. And we won't be able to reproduce either."
"Oh. Okay." I didn't think I wanted to know how he knew that. I tossed in my favorite facial cleanser and my favorite tube of cherry flavored chapstick, and then zipped the bag up. Once I slung it over my shoulder, I nodded to Trevor. "I guess I'm ready to go."
"Okay, we'll head to my place first." He went to the door, made sure it was shut, then flicked off the light. Holding out his hand to me, he moved towards the deep shadows we'd traveled through. "We can get a few hours of sleep before the band moves again."
"Can we leave the old fashioned way?" I gestured toward the bedroom window. "I really need a break from more weirdness at least for another half hour or so."
He glanced at the window then back to me. He shrugged. "I guess." He went to the window and drew it up, swinging his leg out.
I moved to follow but then turned back and surveyed the room. I was going to miss it. I realized it was just stuff. But it was my stuff. Things my mom had given me, things I'd bought for myself with my first paycheck from Starbucks. Useless trinkets I'd treasured when I was a kid, and expensive baubles I coveted as a teen. I suppose where I was going I wouldn't need any of it.
Before I jumped out the window, I shoved my pillows under the blankets and pulled them up. From a distance it would look like I was buried deep in my covers sawing some major logs. If my mom checked on me, I didn't think she'd suspect anything. Not until morning, when I didn't wake up for breakfast. Sunday was crepe day, my mom's specialty. I loved crepes with huge dollops of syrup and fresh strawberries.
My stomach growled in response, but I pushed it down and walked to the window. Trevor had already jumped out. I dropped my pack to him waiting on the ground, and then followed it out. The drop was easy since we lived in a bungalow. I landed, took my pack from Trevor and was walking down the drive all without breaking my stride. Now that I was out, I didn't want to dawdle. There was no point in dwelling on leaving. It would only make it that more difficult to do. 
We made our way down the drive to the curb. I glanced over my shoulder one last time toward the welcoming light in the window of the living room where I knew my mom was probably finishing watching a movie before stepping out onto the street. I don't know how I missed it, because it wasn't like it was a small thing, but I ended up kicking the metal trash can that I'd forgotten to drag back up to the house last Wednesday. It fell onto its side, clanging and ringing like a bell tower as it went.
A shape materialized in the front window. It was mom checking things out.
Trevor grabbed me around the waist, picked me up, and catapulted us into a black line of shadows along the hedge separating our yard from the neighbors. I didn't have time to protest before we were sucked down into the darkness.



Chapter 15
The last place I expected to materialize into was a large, tastefully decorated hotel room, but that's exactly where we ended up.
I spun in a circle taking in the small kitchenette, sofa, coffee table and flat screen LCD TV on the wall. Below it was a stereo unit and game console. "This is where you live?"
"Today it is." 
I wandered to the balcony window and looked out at the city skyline. I didn't recognize the skyscrapers surrounding the hotel. "Where exactly are we?"
"Seattle. The band plays a gig tomorrow night. After that it's up to Vancouver." Trevor wandered into the small kitchen area, and opened the compact refrigerator. "Do you want a soda or something?"
"Yeah, sure." I dropped my backpack onto the sofa, then sat down beside it.
He came over, handed me a can of Dr. Pepper, then, popping the top of his own, collapsed in the big armchair, taking a swig as he settled in.
I popped the tab and took a long drink. The soda bubbled on the way down and settled like a boiling pit of lava in my turbulent stomach. A loud gurgling erupted from inside. I blushed embarrassed by it.
"I'm hungry," he said, I'm sure to mask the embarrassing situation, as he picked up the phone on the table. "Do you want something from room service?"
I nodded, the popcorn I'd consumed long forgotten.
He pushed a couple of buttons on the dial pad. "Pizza okay?"
"Yeah, that's cool."
"Can I get a large pizza loaded, with extra cheese," he said into the phone. "Thanks." He hung up, took a swig of his soda then looked at me as if he had a question. But instead he took another drink, then stood to turn on the TV and game console. Grabbing one of the controllers, he settled back into the armchair. "Do you want to play?"
"Yeah, why not?"
He handed me the other controller and we played Resident Evil in silence for the next half hour before the food came. When the knock came at the door, Trevor got up, opened it and grabbed the pizza. He brought it over to the sofa, and set it down onto the coffee table, opening the top as he did. The spicy aroma of tomato sauce and oregano wafted to my nose. I inhaled deeply, my stomach growled in response.
I took a slice. When I bit into it, I sighed. The taste was heavenly. I hadn't realized how hungry I was until the food slid down my throat and hit my stomach. I gobbled it up in three big bites, then took another. Trevor was just finishing his first slice when I was shoving the last of my second into my mouth.
After swallowing, I said, "I didn't realize how hungry I was until now."
Trevor folded the rest of his pizza in half. "Sliding through shadows takes a lot of energy. You'll find you'll be hungrier more often." He shoved the rest of his pizza in his mouth.
As I munched on my third piece, a multitude of questions whizzed by in my mind. How had Trevor ended up like this? Why was he helping me? How did he end up being a roadie for Malice? And the kicker, why was he hell bent on killing them? But I didn't have the heart or the guts to ask any of them. I was too exhausted to do much of anything. Except sleep.
Thinking about sleep, I yawned, trying to cover it with my hand.
Trevor nodded toward the open door. "You can sleep in the bedroom. I'll stretch out on the sofa."
"Okay." I stood, and taking my backpack I wandered to the bedroom. Before I went through the door, I looked over my shoulder at him. "Trevor, everything's going to be okay, right? I mean, I'm not going to morph into something disgusting, am I?"
When he met my gaze I could feel the intensity of it, as if he were boring into me. But there was also something else in his eyes, interest maybe, empathy definitely. "Get some sleep. We'll figure things out in the morning."
I like how he said we. It made the icy ball in the pit of my stomach start to thaw. I didn't feel as alone as I had earlier.
I wandered into the room. I tossed my bag onto the bed and looked around. The room was unusually clean, as if Trevor hadn't even been inside. The bed was neatly made, there were no shoes or dirty clothes tossed on the floor or draped across the chair in the corner. The only indication that anyone was staying in the room was the army green duffel bag lying on the rug against the far wall. Trevor was even more of an enigma than I had previously thought. I wondered what his deal was, but I was much too tired to ask. Besides, I didn't think he'd offer up the information all that easily.
Yawning again, I went into the adjoining bathroom and took care of the necessities. After, I washed my hands and my face, scrubbing my skin hard. Staring in the mirror, memories of what I'd done to Josh flashed in my mind. I couldn't get the stunned look on his face out of mind—the one that he had while I had tried to suck the life out of him. I rubbed at the mark on my neck where Trevor had injected saltwater and wondered what would've happened if he hadn't showed up. Would I have eventually gone back to normal, or would I've stayed that way forever?
Shivering, I pushed that from my mind and went back into the bedroom to change into sleeping clothes. Once I'd unzipped my bag though, I remembered that I didn't pack any jammies. All I had to sleep in was a tiny t-shirt and my undies. With Trevor in the next room I didn't feel comfortable like that. What if I forgot where I was, and wandered into the next room with just my hipster red undies barely covering my ass.
I stepped out into the living room. Trevor had resumed playing the video game. He looked up at me.
"Um, I need something to sleep in. Do you have a shirt I could borrow?"
For a few moments he just stared at me. His gaze flicked over me from toe to head. I wondered what he was thinking in that look, because I sure couldn't tell. Was he assessing me wondering if his shirt would fit, or was it something else? I didn't get a sense that he looked at me other than someone who was a nuisance, some girl who he had to baby-sit.
After a few more seconds ticked by, he stood, tossing the game controller onto the chair and walked past me into the bedroom. I trailed behind, nerves suddenly making my stomach ache. He bent down to his duffel bag, unzipped it and came away with a dark blue t-shirt. Standing, he tossed it to me.
"Thanks," I said clutching the shirt in my hand. I didn't know why but I was shaking. It seemed like something had occurred between us but I couldn't name it.
Without a word, he left, shutting the bedroom door behind him.
I quickly shed my jacket, camisole, jeans and socks, and then slipped Trevor's t-shirt over my head. His scent clung to the fabric and I took in a deep breath of it. He smelled like darkness—and everything that came with it, like the shadows that crept across the ground on a cool crisp autumn night.
I clicked on the bedside lamp, then padded to the door to flick the main light switch off. I padded back to the bed, pulled down the covers and slid under the sheets. The fabric was cool on my skin, but soon warmed to my body as I snuggled down under the blankets, tucking it under my chin. I yawned again, and without another thought, I switched off the lamp, closed my eyes and fell instantly asleep.
*** 
Considering what I'd been through in the past week, it didn't surprise me that my dreams were disturbed.
I was in a hospital, walking down a long, narrow, deserted hallway. The walls were glaringly white as was the floor and the ceiling. I had an urge to shield my eyes as I walked. I looked into every room I passed, but every bed was empty. Barren, devoid of anything resembling life. I came to the end of the hall and looked into the last room.
This bed wasn't empty.
Cautiously, I entered the room and approached the bed. My stomach cramped. My throat ran dry. I knew who was going to be lying on the hard clinical mattress.
Eyes closed, face gaunt and pale, Josh lay strapped to the bed, an IV stuck into the back of his hand. There was little resemblance to the golden boy of Boise High in the immobile concave form. He looked like he'd aged seventy years and his bones could no longer sustain any muscularity. He was a skeleton of his former self.
And I'd done that to him. It was my fault.
I stood over him, watching him breath in and out with the help of an oxygen tube. I wondered when he'd wake up and if he'd still be Josh, still have his memories. Or if he'd forget everything, including himself. I wasn't sure what I wished for most. Either way the life I knew was over.
A single tear rolled down my cheek, off my chin and landed on Josh's thin blue lips.
His eyes snapped open.
Stumbling back, I nearly knocked over the IV pole.
His hand lifted from his side, reaching for me. I grabbed it and squeezed, frantic for him to wake up. "Josh? Josh? Can you hear me?"
He opened his mouth to respond. It gaped wide but all that came out was deafening garbled static...
Clamping my hand to my ears, I stumbled backwards and screamed.
*** 
Breath catching, I bolted straight up in bed. My heart hammered against the inside of my rib cage. Pain exploded from my chest. I rubbed at the spot between my breasts, concern filling me that the organ might explode out of my chest.
I rubbed and rubbed until my skin was red and sore. But at least I could breathe a little. I no longer had to suck in huge mouthfuls of air to get the much needed oxygen.
Lying back on the pillow, I blinked back tears and the sweat that was dripping into my eyes. Running my hands down my torso, I realized that my t-shirt was soaked as were the sheets covering me. I didn't know how long I'd been asleep—it hadn't seemed that long—but it must've been lengthy enough for me to sweat right though my clothes and covers.
I glanced at the big curtained bay window and saw that it was still full dark. I couldn't have been asleep any longer than a couple of hours. I was still tired, but I didn't think I could go back to sleep. Not now. Not with the remnants of my dream still lingering deep within my mind, and the hiss of static still persistent in my ears.
Rolling out of bed, I stood and shuffled to the door. I'd just peek out and see what Trevor was doing. Maybe he was still awake and we could play some more video games because I needed something to take my mind off things. I'd go crazy if I had to sit in the room, in the dark, with my thoughts. I didn't even have my DS. I'd forgotten to pack it.
Gripping the doorknob, I slowly turned it and pulled open the door. I peered out into the living room and that's when all the warmth in my body dissipated, leaking out from the bottom of my feet, leaving me icy cold and shaking uncontrollably.



Chapter 16
"Well, well, Trevor, I think you've been holding out on me. I didn't know you were keeping some for yourself."
Thane's voice jabbed at my senses. The sensation made my stomach clench then roll over like a tidal wave.
That's when I leaned over and puked on the rug.
Thane laughed. "I think you plied her with too much alcohol."
Trevor rushed to my side, and maneuvered me toward the chair where I could sit with my head between my legs. I took in one greedy gulp of air after another trying to calm my queasy stomach, but it proved difficult sitting close to the guy that ruined my life.
I kept my head down not wanting to look at him again, but a magnetic pull urged me to raise my head, to take in his magnificence. Before I could though, Trevor was pushing on the back of my head to keep it down and placed a cold wet washcloth on my neck. Relief was instant and I sighed.
He maneuvered a glass of fizzing water into my quivering hands.
"What is it?" I asked.
"Alka Seltzer."
I took a sip and cringed at the taste. Lemony bubbles fizzled on my tongue. It nearly made me gag all over again.
"Where did you pick this one up? I don't remember her at the club."
My head came up with a snap. "What did you say?"
One eyebrow lifted and he smiled at me. He looked amused. I couldn't believe the bastard didn't remember who I was. He'd only tried to kill me a couple weeks ago.
"Oh, she has some fire. Maybe when you're done with her, I can have her for a bit."
Fury propelled me to my feet and I dropped the glass of alka seltzer on the ground. Trevor was at my side in an instant, grabbing my arm and keeping me in place. "Nah, you don't want her. She's not as exciting as she looks."
"Asshole." I struggled against the grip he had on me, but he held me firm. I glared up at him, but he didn't bother to meet my gaze. He was watching Thane.
"She looks exciting to me." That smile again, the slow sexy lift of lips. Except this time it didn't send quivers down my thighs. Instead, it made me want to cross the room and poke my thumbs into his eyes.
Trevor shook my arm a little, getting my attention. "Go into the bedroom. I'll be there in a minute."
I ignored him and continued to glare at Thane, my back on edge, grinding my teeth together. He shook me again, squeezing my upper arm. I shifted my gaze to him. He was staring at me with dark intense eyes. Finally, I understood his intent. He wanted me out of the room. Away from Thane.
I nodded and pulled out of his grip, to go back into the bedroom.
Thane shifted on the sofa; setting down the cold piece of pizza he'd been munching on, and frowned. "Hey girl, wait a minute. Do I know you? You look sort of familiar."
I opened my mouth to tell him that yes, he knew me, that he was the bastard that stole my life from me.
But Trevor answered for me, with a not so gentle nudge toward the bedroom. "You don't know her, Thane. She's just another groupie. They all look the same." He pushed me again. "I told you to go to the bedroom and wait for me. So do it."
Thane laughed again. "Wow, man, I didn't realize how much of a domineering prick you were. No wonder Devon made you. She likes that in the men she takes."
An icy shiver rushed down my back as I looked from Trevor to Thane and back again. Devon made Trevor into a cambion? It surprised me, but I guess it shouldn't have, as Devon was the only chick in the band. I didn't take Trevor for a guy that swung both ways.
Trevor motioned to me to keep going, pleading me to leave with his eyes. I heeded him and kept on walking toward the bedroom. But before I could cross the threshold, I heard something that made my blood run cold.
"Too bad about your sister, though, man. I think she would've been a lot like you, strong and aggressive, able to live this life. Actually, I bet she would've reveled in it."
From the side of my eye I could see Trevor flinch. His hands curled into hard tight fists. Thane either didn't notice or didn't care.
"I liked her. She was a cool chick," Thane said then stood, brushing the pizza crust crumbs from his black jeans. He picked up the bottle of beer sitting in front of him on the coffee table and took a sip. "Well, thanks for the pizza and beer. I'll let you get back to it." He winked. 
I stood in the bedroom doorway and watched, transfixed, as Thane left the hotel room. Then my gaze shifted to Trevor. He had yet to move. He still stood in the middle of the room his hands fisted at his sides. His knuckles were turning white.
My heart ached from him.
"Did Thane—,"
"Don't." Like a cold front, he moved about the room, trailing a bitter wind in his wake. He paced back and forth, clenching and unclenching his hands repeatedly.
I wanted to go to him, to soothe him somehow, but I knew he'd snap at me. "Is that why you want to kill them so bad?"
He stopped in his tracks and glared at me. I shuddered from the menacing look he gave me. Like he could rip out my throat without breaking a sweat. "I don't want to talk about it."
"Damn it, Trevor. You need to tell me. You want my help, right? Well, I need to know what the hell's really going on. I left my whole life behind for you."
He frowned. "What?"
I realized my blunder, and shook my head, stuttering to keep from being even more embarrassed than I already was. "I mean, not for you, but, you know because of you. Because you said I should," I finished in a rush.
Instead of responding, he stalked toward the sofa, and sat down. He hung his head and ran his hands back and forth through his hair. He looked like a caged animal desperate to be free.
Trevor had that kind of crazed wild look in his eyes. The one that said sanity had taken a permanent leave of absence.
Cautious but determined to get some answers, I moved back into the living room and sat on the chair that he had previously occupied. Self-conscious, I pulled down the t-shirt so it covered my knees.
His head came up to look at me. I kept his gaze wanting him to know that I wasn't going to back down but also that I cared about his pain. I hated to see that kind of raw emotion in anyone. It crushed my soul just to know it existed.
"I need to know, Trevor. I'm tired of maneuvering in the dark. I've been doing it for over a week now, and I don't think I can take it anymore."
Sighing, he wiped his hand once more through his hair then leaned back against the sofa cushions. His leg bounced up and down as he stared down at his hands in his lap.
"Reagan was my twin sister."
I could feel the tears burning in the back of my eyes and throat as he spoke. I could hear the pain rippling through his voice. A pain I hoped to never experience.
"She was cool for a sister. Did lots of guy stuff. We hung out quite a bit, shared the same style, taste in music, even friends." He paused, licked his lips, and then continued. "Over two years ago, we went to a gig together of some band we'd heard a bit about. A friend of ours was hooked on them. They were called Razorwire then."
"Wait minute. I remember Razorwire." I blinked back the shock I was feeling. "Didn't they die in a plane crash like almost two years ago?"
Trevor shook his head. "That's how they've survived so long without drawing a lot of attention to themselves. Faking deaths, changing identities."
"But the guys from Malice don't even look like the members of Razorwire. And if I remember correctly they had a female lead singer not a guy."
"They're like chameleons. Able to change and adapt to any situation. They can shift their shapes to suit any purpose."
I shivered. That creeped me out big time. I wondered if they could shift genders. That would be just plain freaky and not something I wanted to really dwell on at the moment.
"Okay, so what happened?"
"We got backstage passes and went back to party with the band. Why not right? I mean rock band parties are legendary. I wanted to experience that. Reagan didn't want to go. But I convinced her it would be the shit, you know. We drank, got high and partied hard, just like we were supposed to, but what I got, what we both got, was something out of a nightmare."
I nodded knowing perfectly well what he was talking about. It was a nightmare that would never end.
"Devon was smoking hot, you know. Of course she was going by the name Violet at the time and she looked a lot different than she does now. She had really big—,"
I put my hand up. "Yeah, I get it."
"I wanted her big time. And I had her. Just not in the way I was hoping for. I woke up the next day, hung over, sore as hell, and like this." He held out his arms to the sides.
"What about your sister?"
"She hooked up with Thane. He was Perry, the drummer then, but he still had that allure he possesses now. Makes it hard to resist."
"I know."
"Right." He nodded, then rubbed his mouth with the back of his hand. "I remember waking up the next day alone in the hotel room we'd gone to. I immediately grabbed my cell phone and called Reagan. But she didn't answer. I went out of the room, walked down the hall and came upon another room, the door open. I peered inside and saw Thane, Devon and the rest of them standing over the bed, arguing about something. Curious, I walked in."
My heart leapt into my throat. Images from my experience flashed in my mind. I remembered those faces looking down at me while I'd been naked on the bed, sucked dry. But what they hadn't realized was that I had still been alive.
Obviously, Reagan hadn't been as lucky.
"When I saw her on the bed, eyes closed, I didn't know what to do. I remember rushing to the bed to check on her, but Devon grabbed my arm hard. Sometimes I can still feel the pressure of her hand around my bicep. She's a lot stronger than she looks."
He glanced at me, then back down to his hands fidgeting in his lap. I wanted to go to him, but I wasn't sure if he'd appreciate the gesture or loathe me for it. He was impossible to read. And I didn't want to make a mistake with him, not now when his pain was so open and raw, bleeding out all over the room.
His grief was so palpable; I could feel it skim the surface of my skin. Goose bumps rose on every part of my body.
"I knew she was dead. I could feel it all the way down to my bones." He shivered. "I attacked Thane, I remember that clearly. But he was so strong it didn't take much for him to knock me unconscious. I woke up hours later in my own bed at home, disoriented, confused. I got up and went looking for Reagan, thinking maybe I had dreamed everything. But she wasn't there."
"Hours later, the cops showed up. I guess my mom put out a missing person's report on her, which surprised me because I didn't think she gave a shit about either us. Anyway, I told the cops what had happened and they went to speak to the band. I was sure they would find her body and arrest Thane. But they returned that night with other plans." He jumped up then from the sofa startling me. "I'm thirsty. Do you want a drink? I need a drink." He wandered into the kitchenette and opened the compact refrigerator. "I'm having a beer, do you want one?"
"Yeah, sure." I wasn't much of a beer drinker, but I needed something, anything to calm my nerves. Trevor's story had me on edge. I couldn't imagine what he'd gone through.
He came back, with two beers. He twisted the top off both, handed one to me, then sat back down on the sofa. I watched as he took a long pull, draining nearly half the bottle. I took a small sip and set the beer on the table, settling back in for the rest of his story. Although it broke my heart in pieces, I needed to hear the rest. And I think deep down he really needed to tell it, especially to someone that wouldn't think he was nuts.
"The cops didn't find the body?" I asked.
He shook his head. "They didn't find anything. Not even the band. There wasn't even a record of them ever playing at the club we'd been at."
"Really? How could that be?"
He shrugged. "I don't know, but that's how it went down. Then they took me in and questioned me for hours."
"Oh, my God Trevor, did they think you..."
"Yup. They thought I killed her and stuffed the body somewhere."
I couldn't stand it anymore. I had to go to him. The anguish on his face and voice twisted me in half. Without a word, I moved over to the sofa and sat beside him. Not close enough that we were touching, but near enough if he wanted me to, I could reach for him. He glanced at me briefly as I settled in beside him, but he didn't make an effort to move away.
"Did they arrest you?"
He shook his head and took another pull on the beer. "They didn't get a chance. The minute I was released from questioning, I packed my shit and took off."
"Where did you go?"
"I traveled a bit up and down the west coast, panhandling and working odd jobs for money. I hit San Fran, L.A., but it wasn't until I hit San Diego that I noticed something really wrong. The changes didn't happen to me as fast as they did you. It wasn't until after a good two weeks that I knew something was wrong with me. Not until I met MJ and put her into a coma."
He drained the rest of his drink, stood and went back into the kitchen to get another. After twisting the cap, he walked back into the living room. "After that happened, I sought Razorwire out to find out what the hell was wrong with me. I caught up with them in Salt Lake City of all places. I got drunk and attacked them at the club they were playing." He paused taking another drink and glanced down at his feet as if he was picturing the whole thing over again. "They could've killed me right there and then, they are so much stronger and faster, but instead they offered me a job. To be one of their roadies. So I thought about that saying â€˜Keep your friends close, and your enemies closer' to find a way to kill them."
I reached for him, setting my hand on his shoulder. I squeezed, letting him know I was there. "I'm so sorry, Trevor. It must've been awful for you to go through all of that."
He shrugged off my hand and glared at me. "I don't need your sympathy."
Taken back, I met his gaze, my mouth agape. "You're a jerk, you know that? I wasn't trying to give you sympathy, but, I don't know, be a friend."
"I don't need you to be my friend."
"What do you need from me, then?"
"To help me find a way to kill them."
I shook my head, and put my hands up in frustration. What I really wanted to do was strangle him. He was so exasperating. "Why me? Why not someone else? I'm sure there are other better qualified people to help you murder four people, well, not people I guess, but things."
"Because you're the first girl I've met to ever survive the transition."



Chapter 17
That little bomb propelled me to my feet. "What?"
"As far as I can tell, you're the first girl to survive. All the others over the years have died, tossed away just like you'd been." He shrugged. "There are a few other guys turned that I know of, a couple of the security dudes, but not any girls. They don't usually like to leave left-overs."
"So, that's like, what, the only reason you were stalking me? Because I was an even bigger freak than you?" I paced the room, anger fueling every step.
"Hey, I wasn't stalking you."
I frowned at him. "Please. You showed up outside my bedroom window, in the bathroom when I was using it, which is like gross to begin with, and then—,"
"Then, I saved you from killing some poor dude who had the bad sense in wanting to date you."
I gaped at him.
"And I didn't hear one thank you, about that. Not one."
"Thank you?" I shrieked. "You want me to thank you? For what? For showing me what a big freak I am, or for making me leave everything I've ever known. Making me a fugitive with no future whatsoever.
I was shaking with fury, but deep down I sensed something else was happening as well. It wasn't until Trevor's eyes widened and he started to laugh that I realized I didn't have my feet firmly planted on the ground.
My stomach flipped over as I bounced up and down in the air like an un-tethered hot-air balloon. "Get me down!" I reached for Trevor but all I did was dog paddle comically through the air.
He laughed, again. Actually, he hadn't really stopped laughing. "Oh my God." He snickered. "Don't do that again. I'll bust my gut."
"Quit laughing, and help me." I made another attempt to grab him. But it didn't work. I just bobbed up in the air. My butt touched the ceiling and I bounced back down again.
Tears of frustration stung my eyes. I didn't want them to fall. I really didn't need Trevor seeing me cry again. He obviously already thought I was a dork. Crying over it wasn't going to change his mind.
He met my gaze and I saw something in those dark eyes shift. He stopped laughing. Reaching up, he gripped my hand and pulled me down until my feet were able to touch the rug. He wrapped his arms around me, to keep me there.
"We're going to have to fix it so you stop sticking to the ceilings. It's becoming a very bad habit."
Unshed tears still stung my eyes, but I managed to look him in the face. I could see the sincerity there. But I could also see a spark of humor. My lips twitched in response and then I started to laugh. I could just imagine what I looked like bobbing up and down in the air, like a buoy in the water. I laughed so hard that the tears finally streamed down my cheeks.
I laughed and laughed and laughed until I was empty. Then I became hyper aware that I was still in Trevor's arms. The heat from his body warmed me. This was no small feat, considering I was standing there in a t-shirt that just covered my butt and a pair of shocking red panties.
For a second, we locked gazes, and I could feel the hitch in his breathing. Was he going to kiss me? Startled by the thought, I pushed out of his arms. But ended up floating toward the ceiling again. This time, he grabbed my hands in time. But instead of pulling me down to the ground, he rose into the air with me.
In awe, I watched as he effortlessly went from vertical to horizontal while still holding my hands. He smiled at me as we floated all the way up the ceiling, touching the tiles ever so gently with the backs of our feet.
My stomach rolled over as I looked down. Panic swept over me and I struggled to stay afloat. Trevor gripped my hands tight, forcing my attention onto him.
"Look at me. Don't look at the ground."
Taking in some deep breaths, I concentrated on his face, instead of the urge to glance down at the ground nine feet below. Once I felt more stable, I smiled, letting him know I was better.
"How do you control it?" I managed to ask between deep intakes of air.
"I don't think about it. I just do it."
"Okay, that doesn't help me. I'm a girl. I'm thinking twenty four seven."
"Right. Good point." He adjusted his grip on my hands. Were my palms sweaty? Was he getting grossed out by holding them? I couldn't tell by the stoic look on his face. "Okay, then you have to learn to control your emotions."
I arched one eyebrow. "Easier said than done. I mean this is all a bit messed up, don't you think?"
"True, but you have to deal, you know. It's done. This is your life. There's nothing you can do about it, except use it to your advantage."
I thought about that. He was right. I needed to suck it up and deal with it all if I was going to survive all of this.
"You're right. Tell me what I need to do."
"Suck in a deep breath and then let it go. Let it all go."
I did as he instructed, but when I let my breath out, I dropped to the floor. Like a lead weight.
And landed like one as well.
I did have the presence of mind to turn my face to the side so I didn't smash my nose up into my brain. But the rest of my body wasn't as lucky. My knees were still healing from the last time I took a crawl across the stucco ceiling of my bedroom.
"Holy crap. You dropped like a rock."
I could hear the humor in his voice.
Groaning, I pushed to my knees, wincing from the pain that shot through me. "I'm happy to amuse you."
He hooked his hands under my arms and helped me to my feet. "I haven't laughed this much in years."
Once up, I glanced down and took stock of my newly acquired injuries. My knees were red and banged up again, as were my elbows. It was then, as I surveyed the damage on my form, that I noticed that my t-shirt had ridden up and Trevor was staring directly at the rhinestone star embroidered on the edge of my panties.
I shrugged off his hands and took a step back, trying at the same time to yank down the hem of the t-shirt. "Jesus, Trevor. Rude much?"
He swung around, and shoved his hands into his jeans pocket. But before he turned I could see the blush on his cheeks. "It's not like I haven't seen that before." He wandered back to the sofa, sat, and picked up the game controller to fiddle with it.
I gasped. "Well, you haven't seen mine. And you never will."
"Don't flatter yourself, sweetheart. I ain't that interested."
"Good." I stomped back into the bedroom and slammed the door behind me. I sat on the bed with a huff. I couldn't get over how incredibly rude Trevor was. He had no manners whatsoever.
And like hell he wasn't interested. I'd seen the way he was staring at me. It made me blush just thinking about it.
Huffing again, I settled onto the bed and crossed my legs. I could get a handle on this floating thing without him. I didn't need him to hold my hand.
Closing my eyes, I took in a deep breath and then let it out. I did that several times trying to calm my mind and concentrate on the task at hand. Trevor had his way of doing it; I would develop my own way, on my own.
I took in another breath, and when I let it out tingles radiated up and down my legs. It was the same sensation when my feet fell asleep—the same pins and needles. Something was happening. I risked a look and cracked open one eye. I was hovering, cross-legged, about five inches above the mattress. I grinned in triumph. Take that Mr. Man!
Now if I could just get higher and turn over onto my stomach...
Two minutes later, I was dog paddling in the air again, scrambling like mad to find some sort of stability. Up and down I bobbed, like a fishing lure in the water. Except I wasn't trying to catch anything, except maybe some dignity. I could just imagine how foolish I looked clambering for some sort of hold in the thin air. Yet there was no hold to have. No ceiling light, no bookcase in the corner, no curtains on the window. Nothing.
Once more, I was stuck like glue to the ceiling without any way to get down.
Well, there was one way, but I really didn't want to take it. I'd been embarrassed enough for one night.
Gritting my teeth, I closed my eyes and tried to calm my mind, tried to visualize my intention—which was to get off the stupid ceiling and back onto the bed. I even imagined falling. I didn't really want to drop like a rock to the mattress, I wasn't sure if my body to take anymore jarring, but if all else failed I'd rather be banged up and bruised than humiliated beyond all reason.
But my visualizations didn't work. Nothing seemed to.
I tried pushing off with my feet and hands, but ended up just hanging in midair and then floating back up. Isaac Newton be damned. In my new reality, what went up didn't necessarily come back down.
I did everything I could think of, pushing, sliding, cursing, grunting, but I couldn't get down. That left one thing to do.
Taking a greedy gulp of air, I did one last thing...
I screamed. "Trevor!"
I didn't have to wait long before the door swung open and he rushed through. He took one long look at me, glued to the ceiling like stucco, and then shook his head.
"Tomorrow's going to be one long day."



Chapter 18
I don't know what shook me from sleep. It might've been the warm brush of air on the back of my neck, or the fact that my feet were sticking out of the covers and were cold like ice. Most likely it was the fact that Devon, her pink pigtails looking as perky as ever, was sitting on the edge of the bed at my uncovered feet, scowling at me.
"Who the hell are you?"
Gasping, I flinched away from Devon's outstretched hand. It looked like she was about to rake her ragged fingernails down my instep. I pulled my legs up and sat back against the headboard, unsure of exactly what to tell her.
"I said, who the hell are you?" She growled again.
"Salem," I managed to squeak.
"What are you doing in my Trevor's bed?"
"Your Trevor?"
She grinned at me, but it wasn't pleasant at all. In fact, I swore I saw the tips of four fangs in her mouth. Did succubi have fangs? God I hoped not. I reached up to my mouth and rubbed a finger over my gums. Just in case.
"Yes, he's mine." She blinked and her eyes turned to black. She didn't try to hide it. She wanted me to see it, to scare me. Little did she know that I could do the same trick.
Thankfully, the door burst open and Trevor stumbled in affording me a reprieve from doing something stupid and outing myself.
"What are you doing here, Devon?"
She stood and set her cold dark gaze onto Trevor. "I came to tell you that we're heading to the club to set up." She nodded toward me. "And look what I found in your bed. A stray dog."
That put my back up and I opened my mouth to say something.
But Trevor was quicker. "I'll be at the club within the hour. You don't have to check up on me. And I appreciate it if you use the doors instead of popping in here," he lowered his voice as if to keep his next words from me, "through the shadow-ways."
"I can come and go as I please."
Trevor snarled. "Not in my room, you can't. You don't own me."
With a malicious grin on her face, she strutted toward him. She stroked one finger down his arm. "Of course I do. You should know that by now."
"Get out," he muttered under his breath.
"Don't be late to the club. Thane won't like it much if you are."
"Tough shit."
"I'd be more careful, if I were you. The only reason Thane keeps you around is because of me. Remember that and maybe I'll let you keep your new pet."
With a parting sneer toward me, she sashayed out of the bedroom. Neither Trevor nor I moved or said a word until we heard the distinctive opening and closing of the hotel room door.
When she was gone, I let the breath I was holding out. "Holy crap, Trevor. She was sitting on the bed watching me." I shuddered. The thought of her being near me for so long without my knowledge gave me the severe creeps. It just about made me sick.
"I'll have to ward the hotel room from now on. To keep them from popping in and out."
"You can do that?"
He nodded. "With salt."
"How does it work?"
"You have to pour at least half a cup in each corner of each room. It's like making a protection grid. If someone tried to access a room that's been salted they'd bounce out of the shadow-way."
"Like bouncing off a huge rubber ball?"
He nodded. "Yeah, just like that."
"Cool."
"K, get up and get dressed."
"Where are we going?"
"To the club. If you're going to hang around you might as well earn your keep."
"Fine," I groaned.
He turned to leave.
"Hey Trevor?"
He stopped. "What?"
"Can't they, you know, tell what I am?"
"Only if they taste you."
"Ew."
"Not like that, sicko. A kiss, a lick of skin, would be enough to tell."
I nodded. "Okay, got it. Don't let anyone kiss or lick me."
"Especially not Thane. He's the one you need to watch out for."
Trevor left the room so I could drag my ass out of bed and get dressed. I dreaded being anywhere near Thane and the others but Trevor said he needed me to help him bring Malice down. I'd never had that kind of power before. It felt kind of good. Like maybe I didn't need to be a victim. That I could rise above what Thane had done to me. Maybe after I helped Trevor kill the demons I could go back home to my mom, to Chloe, to my life however drab it may have been. A girl, even a freak cambion one, had to have some sort of dreams.
Forty-five minutes and a tall mocha latte with cinnamon sprinkles later, Trevor and I arrived at the club where Malice would be playing later that night. Quinn met us at the back door.
"What took you so fucking long?" he barked.
Trevor didn't back down. "I'm here now, so relax."
Quinn eyed me curiously. He was the shortest of the band but definitely the biggest and baddest. I had the urge to hide behind Trevor but instead stood my ground.
He sniffed. "She's too skinny to be a roadie."
"She's stronger than she looks," Trevor said, "Anyway I'm teaching her the ropes. So if you don't mind?" He gestured toward the door so we could go through.
After another sniff, Quinn stepped aside. But as we walked past, I sensed his gaze on me. I dug my nails into my palms to suppress the urge to turn around and flip him the middle finger.
Trevor had instructed me to keep my cool and shut my mouth, and avoid any confrontations with any of the band members. I had smiled and nodded thinking â€˜no problem, I got this' but I didn't have shit. I wanted to yell and scream and hit something, preferably him. Thane wasn't the only one that stole from me. They all had participated in my violation, by their cooperation and their own transgressions, which were plenty I was sure. Even if Quinn hadn't been the one to sit on me and suck out my life, he was still culpable in my transformation.
In my opinion, they all had to die. From that moment on, I decided I would do whatever Trevor asked of me to help him with that plan.
For the next two hours, I worked harder than I ever had before. I lifted and carried equipment from the van to the stage. I helped set it up doing everything Trevor told me to do. He told me I was a quick learner. That had made me smile. Not that praise from him sent me into a tizzy; it was just that he didn't treat me like a fragile little girl.
I appreciated it. Although my muscles didn't. While taking a break and drinking a coke, my arms felt like goo. It was difficult to even lift the can to my mouth. I said as much to Trevor as we sat together on the edge of the stage passing time and quenching our thirst.
"Maybe you need to start lifting weights to get stronger."
"I thought you said I'd be stronger because of..." I leaned closer to him, "you know."
"I also said it'll take time for everything to kick in. you're still learning how to control your new found power."
My stomach rumbled then. I rubbed a hand over it, embarrassed.
He smirked. "Speaking of control."
"Hey, that's just regular hunger talking."
He elbowed me in the side. "I know. We'll get something after we finish here, which shouldn't be much longer."
"Cool." I drained the rest of the soda and set the can down beside me just as Thane appeared at my other side. I flinched. Trevor put a hand on my arm to keep me from bolting.
"Is it bring your pet to work day?" he leered at me.
I couldn't believe that two weeks ago I'd found that smile attractive, sexy even. Now it made my stomach roil. I had a sudden urge to vomit.
"I'm training her to roadie."
"So," Thane eyed me up and down, "you're going to be around more often? I could get used to that." He licked his lips. "I'm getting hungry just looking at her."
In another life, I would've swooned at the thought of the punk rock god making innuendos about me. But as it was now I wanted to kick him in his junk. But Trevor's hand squeezed my arm tighter and it calmed me somewhat.
Lowering my gaze, I looked down at my scuffed boot instead of at Thane. I hoped he mistook it for shyness instead of murderous intent.
"She's not on the menu." Trevor slid off the stage onto his feet. They were now face to face. I looked at them from between strands of hair.
I could see Thane's eyes go black. The dark purple aura around him swirled violently to black, as thick as tar. I suspected it meant he was angry. Trevor's aura also darkened but it never reached the inky darkness of Thane's. It was obvious Trevor still retained some semblance of his humanity. Thane was completely devoid.
My body shook. I was so scared. I wouldn't blame Trevor if he backed down and offered me up as a midday snack. Thane was that frightening. But he didn't. He kept the incubus' gaze, not flinching, not wavering. No one had ever stood up for me like that, with that much fortitude. Not even my best friend Chloe.
Without thinking, I reached over and slid my hand into Trevor's. I don't know who was more surprised me, Trevor, or Thane. But it had an effect. Maybe not the one I was expecting but beggars can't be choosers.
Thane started to laugh and all the tension that had been building like a brick wall around them, broke apart. I wouldn't have been surprised to see pieces of red clay scattered all over the club floor. It had been that palpable.
"All right, Trevor, you win." Thane took a step back. "You got some massive balls on you dude."
I squeezed Trevor's hand and he finally looked over at me. Except he didn't look too happy. Actually he always kind of looked miserable, like one of those brooding heroes in a historical novel. What was that one guy from the Jane Austen novel I had to read for English? Mr. Darcy. That was it. He'd been a miserable bastard.
"Are you claiming her, then?"
Trevor's head snapped back to gape at Thane.
"She's obviously claimed you," he gestured to the hand holding thing, "But if you're not actually claiming her then, well, she's still fair game, isn't she?" He smiled again, and this time I didn't hide the shudder that racked my body.
Trevor looked at me again, then back to Thane. "Yeah, I'm claiming her."
Thane slapped him on the shoulder. "All right, man, fair's fair." He shook his head, still smirking. "Devon is going to rip those balls right off of you." And with that he slunk away like the slimebag I now considered him to be.
Trevor tugged his hand out of mine, then sat back down on the stage, noticeably not as close as before.
"What exactly was that about?"
"Claiming is part of their societal rules, what little of them they have." He ran a hand over his face and through his hair. "I claimed you so that means no one can physically touch you."
"Well, that's good right? I'm safe from them, then. Devon included, I hope. She scares me almost more than Thane does."
"Yeah, that means Devon too."
I lifted my hand to the sky. "Thank you, Jesus." I chuckled letting all my nervous energy out. I smiled at Trevor but he was scowling even more than usual. "Obviously, there's a problem."
"This means we have to act like a couple. Like we're tighter, together. Or Thane won't believe it for a second."
"Oh." Oh God, my cheeks were going red. I couldn't believe I was blushing so hard. It wasn't like Trevor and I had to do...anything. We just had to pretend. How hard could that be?
He glanced at me, and then jumped to his feet. He must've noticed my flushed face. "Don't go all moony on me. It's just an act. We aren't really together."
"I know that." Anger was quickly swelling inside me. "Jesus, you don't have to be such a douche about it."
"I just don't want you to get the wrong idea."
"Don't worry, I won't." I stood, suddenly wanting to hit him in his pointy chin. "That would mean you would have to have a heart. And it's obvious to me you don't." I went to stomp off, tired of being near him. Before I could, he grabbed my arm.
I looked down at his hand encircling my wrist. "What the hell do you think you're doing?"
His answer was to pull me to him and cover my mouth with his.



Chapter 19
I fisted my hands in his t-shirt, hanging on for dear life as he kissed me. I could taste the soda he just drank and a silky dark flavor that reminded me of creamy chocolate pie. I wondered if this was what he meant when he said that cambions had a certain taste. If it was, it was definitely delicious. I wondered if I had the same delectable zest and that was what Trevor tasted as he slid his tongue over mine.
But as quickly as the kiss had started, it was over and Trevor pushed away from me.
I blinked stupidly at him and licked my lips. They still tingled as if I'd been running the end of batteries over them repeatedly.
"Holy hell," I murmured as I stared at him. But he wasn't looking at me at all. He was staring at something over my shoulder.
Quickly, I swirled around and spied Devon glowering in the corner. She was snarling, those tiny but sharp kitten fangs of hers flashing between her pink glossed lips.
I glanced back at Trevor and it became clear. He kissed me because he had to prove our cover not because he was overwhelmed with the urge to. As if I'd drive him to it by the sheer awesomeness of all that was me.
Somehow I felt violated all over again.
"Warn me next time, okay?" I murmured at him, angry that my body was still on overdrive.
He wiped at his mouth. "Yeah. Hopefully there won't be a next time."
"Fuck you," I mouthed quietly, and then said, "You're worse than they are. At least I know they aren't human."
My hands fisted at my sides. I was so angry, and yes, hurt. I had thought that kiss was real. It had seemed real, at least to me. To Trevor it obviously meant nothing. He had even wiped it off his lips as if obliterating it from existence.
"I'm out of here." I turned on my boot heel and marched toward the back door.
I pushed past the other road crew, other equipment jockeys and a couple of security goons. They'd smartly gotten out my way. I reached the back exit and pushed through it, stomping out into the back alley.
I didn't know where I was going to go or even how I was to get there. I had barely ten bucks in my jeans pocket. But I had fury and determination on my side. That would take me somewhere away from here at least.
I managed to make it to the street before Trevor caught up to me. "What are you doing?"
"I'm leaving. What does it look like?"
"Don't be stupid, Salem." He tried to grab my arm again. But I wasn't having it.
I curled my fists into his shirt then pushed him back to slam him up against the brick wall. I got right into his face. He didn't struggle against me. He could probably see that I was seriously pissed. I wondered if my eyes were black. I was sure of it, because there was a red haze around him.
"Don't touch me again, unless you mean it. I'm tired of being treated like a throw-away blow-up doll."
He placed his hands down to his sides. "I'm sorry. I wasn't thinking."
The heat of his body swirled over me, mingling with mine. Leaning into his neck, I inhaled deeply. He smelled like that chocolate pie I was craving earlier. I sniffed along his throat again.
"I'm hungry."
He searched my face. "I know. I can see it."
I swallowed down the spit though I wanted to swallow Trevor. Suck out his essence and feed the deep hollow ache inside.
"Just a taste," I growled, with a voice that was foreign to my ears. I could sense the change coming, like a shift in the weather.
I looked down at my hands on Trevor's chest. My nails lengthened and darkened into talons. With the tip of my tongue, I traced my front teeth, feeling the tips of fangs. I guess I had my answer if cambions got fangs like succubi. Because, hello, they were there.
That little tidbit reminded me too much of Devon and I backed off from Trevor. I didn't want to be anything like that Tokyo pop bitch.
Panting, I opened and closed my hands willing them to return to normal. Slowly, the talons receded into my fingertips.
"That's good. You controlled it."
"I still want to kick you in the junk for being a dick."
He laughed as he pushed off the wall. "I know. I deserve it. I'm sorry for kissing you without asking. I'll ask next time."
"Next time?" it thrilled me to see him duck his head with embarrassment. Maybe he wasn't as indifferent to me as he liked to let on.
"Well," he sputtered, "not that I'm going to or anything like that."
I smiled a little at that. Maybe I could forgive him for being a douche. "I'm still hungry."
"How about Chinese? I saw a place a couple of blocks over?"
"Only if you're paying. Cuz I'm broke."
"Yeah, I'm paying." He motioned toward the street. "Let's go. Unfortunately we have to be back in a couple of hours for the show."
Resigned, I followed him out.
As we walked the two blocks, I asked him, "Do you get fangs when you, you know, go all dark side?"
He shook his head. "Nope. I think it's a girl thing."
"Great, just what I need. It's like having two tiny boners in my mouth."
A loud raucous laugh burst out of him and he slung his arm around me. "You're killing me, you know that?"
I didn't shrug off his arm as we continued to the restaurant and he didn't remove it.
I tried not to read anything into it but it was difficult when my heart was thumping so loud it echoed in my ears. I just hoped he didn't notice.



Chapter 20
A few hours later we were back at the club going through the last of the set up. The club would open in a bit and Malice would take the stage shortly after that. It would be my first gig since the big transformation. I wondered how different their music would sound to me. Would it all be static in my ears like it had been before when Chloe had played them on my iPod? I guess I was going to find out which didn't thrill me one bit. If I never heard their music again it would be too soon.
Trevor watched me as we finished the last few tasks. Twice I'd asked him if there was something on my face or if I was doing something wrong. Both times he just shook his head and went back to his work. But when I looked up again his gaze was back on me.
"Dude. Seriously what?"
"What?"
"You keep staring at me."
He frowned. "No I don't." He went back to plugging in wires and flipping switches.
I wanted to say it was freaking me out, but the truth was I didn't. I like the attention he was giving me. Ever since our kiss he was acting oddly. Looking at me more, but differently. Not as some girl he needed to complete a task for him, but as a girl that maybe he liked, that maybe he was attracted to.
That kiss had rattled my brain and made me go all gooey inside. Maybe it had done the same to him.
When we were done and there was nothing left to do until after the show, the crew, including Trevor and I, hung around backstage. Most of the others hung around Thane and the others but Trevor and I kept to ourselves in a separate room. There were also a couple of the crew hanging out too, drinking beer, but they kept their distance.
We sat on a couple of overturned crates and drank sodas. When Trevor was done his, he leaned toward me. "You need to try and go through a shadow-way."
"Now?"
He nodded. "It's the perfect time while Malice is here occupied."
"I don't know if I can."
"You have to try." He pulled his crate closer. "Once they go on stage, you'll be free to do it. I made sure not to salt the bathroom in the hotel room. It'll be a safe straight forward trip."
I fidgeted with my soda can. My palms were suddenly cold and slick with sweat. "Can't you come with me?"
"I have to be here. They need to see me here. They don't know you're a cambion, that you can walk the shadows. It won't matter to them if you're not here."
"What do you want me to do when I get there?"
"Just come back. This is just a trail run. Practice. I'll feel better about all of this, if you can get out of any situation by going through the shadows."
"Okay." I drained the rest of the soda. "Where do we do this?"
Trevor looked around. We still weren't completely alone. There was another guy in the corner smoking a doobie. The sweet stench polluted my nostrils.
"We need privacy. A room we can lock." He stood, then reached down and pulled me to my feet. "Come on."
"Where are we going?"
"Just follow my lead, okay?"
He pulled me out into the corridor and toward the bathrooms. We passed other crew, who leered at us. Then we saw Devon at the end of the hallway. She was sucking on a lollipop and glaring our way.
Trevor turned into me and pushed me up against the wall. He nuzzled my neck. My heart leapt into my mouth. I thought I was going to hyperventilate.
"I'm asking permission," he murmured into my skin.
I nodded frantically, my voice seemingly stuck inside my mouth alongside my thudding heart.
He brushed his lips over my chin then up to my mouth. He kissed me again. And it wasn't no simple lip lock but full on tongue sweeping snog.
I opened my lips for him, equally as eager with my tongue. A little moan escaped my throat. I couldn't stop it. I was too swept up in what he was doing to me with his kiss.
My hands fisted in his shirt. His hands were...where were they? Oh God. They were at my waist, a finger on each hand looped into the loops of my jeans. His thumbs pressed into my hips. My belly fluttered. Then that flutter lowered and I moaned again. Louder this time. I couldn't keep it in.
Good Lord, how could this be just pretend, how could this not mean something? It did to me. It meant the sun and the moon and everything in between. I'd never experienced a kiss like this. I felt drugged, giddy with emotion. I wanted to laugh and to cry at the same time. How could this not be real?
Our lips still connected, we moved further down the hall until Trevor had kicked open the girls' washroom door and was leading me inside. Once we were in, he slammed the door shut, and pushed me up against it. I could feel his fingers fumbling for the lock near my hip. It was only then that we came up for air.
He rested his forehead against mine, his breath coming in short hard gasps. He had yet to move his hands from my waist.
My throat was dry and I could barely think coherently. I still had his shirt twisted between my fingers.
"We should be safe in here for a while," he finally said, his voice a bit shaky. "They'll think we're...ah, you know."
My belly clenched at that. I swallowed trying to get a breath. "Yeah, right. Good call."
Trevor closed his eyes for a second, letting out a deep breath. He dropped his hands and stepped away from me. I stayed pressed against the wall not sure if my legs would support my full weight.
He ran both hands over his face and through his hair, then dropped them again to his sides. His gaze then lifted to mine.
"Do you remember what I told you before about the shadow-ways?"
I nodded. "Don't go off the path."
"Okay, that's good." He glanced around the bathroom looking for a big enough shadow for me to step into. Except there wasn't a good one. There was too much light from two different angles.
Reaching up, he busted one of the blubs. Pieces of glass exploded over him. Now light only casted from one place, giving us a wide selection of prime shadows.
After shaking off the glass, he picked the largest and stood just on the edge of it. "Okay, come over here."
I did.
"Now concentrate on it. Imagine you're sinking in it, through it. Picture the bathroom on the other side."
I stood in the black spot, staring down at my boots willing myself to melt into it. I pictured my body going soft and gooey, not hard after that kiss, and running into the floor.
At first my feet startled to tingle. "Something's happening."
"Good. Hang on. It should go fast now."
I opened my mouth to say something back, but didn't get a chance before I was sucked into the darkness.



Chapter 21
The tunnel was black. At least I thought it was a tunnel. It was easier that way to think of it in those terms. The alternative was crazy as hell, and I didn't want to consider it. I could follow a tunnel. It made sense. Put one foot in front of the other, slide fingers along the sides. Follow the path. Stay on the path. To step off meant a trip to oblivion. And I really didn't want to go on that ride and be lost forever.
I crept forward in the darkness, concentrating on my steps, picture the hotel bathroom on the other end. In my mind, I saw the white porcelain toilet and the green tiled counter around the white sink. The white shower curtain flapped in front of me, beckoning me...
And then I was there grabbing it. I could feel the plastic in my hands.
I fell forward and tore the curtain from the hooks. I nearly hit my head on the toilet seat on the way down. Holy shit. I totally did it.
I scrambled to my feet and surveyed the room. It was definitely Trevor's hotel bathroom. His toothbrush lay on the counter next to a tube of crest. The toothbrush he'd bought for me lay next to that. A bottle of Calvin Klein cologne sat on the corner. I picked it up and smelled it. Yup, Trevor. He carried the light spiced scent on his skin.
Okay, time to go back. Although, now would be a perfect opportunity to snoop through Trevor's stuff. Find out more about him, find out more about Malice.
But he'd said to come right back. If I didn't he'd know that I had been up to something. And I didn't want to piss him off. I liked him. And I was pretty sure he liked me too.
Finding a shadow on the floor, I stood on it, and concentrated on sliding into it. I pictured the bathroom on the other side. I pictured Trevor's face and focused on that. Which wasn't hard, as his face was pretty stellar.
Within seconds, I dissolved into the shadow and through the floor and into the abyss. It was easier going back. It seemed like I'd only taken a few steps before I was blinking up at Trevor from where I was curled into a ball on the floor. He reached down and helped me to my feet.
"Not bad. It only took you about six minutes."
"Instead of coming back right away, I could've searched their rooms for something, anything to help us put them down."
"Yeah? And how would you have gotten into any of their rooms?"
I frowned, totally forgetting about that little problem.
"We'll keep practicing until you get fast, then and only then, will we try it. You have to have the layout of the room you're going to. You have to see where you're going or who knows where you'll end up."
"Okay, so how do I get into their rooms?"
He sighed. "I haven't figured that out yet."
There was a pounding at the door. "Finish screwing and get out here. It's time to open the club." It was one of the other roadies. Chuck, I think his name was.
Trevor glanced at me. "Mess up your hair a bit." He unbuttoned his jeans. "It has to look like we...ah, you know."
"Oh right." I put my hands in my hair and ruffled them about until pieces were sticking up. "How's this?"
He snickered. "Cute."
I blushed again. I had to really get a hold of myself if I wanted to go through with any of this. I had to get a hold of my head, my heart, and especially my hormones. Or I was going to get into even more trouble.
After he unlocked the door, we walked out together, holding hands. There was a flurry of activity and basically everyone ignored us as we came down the corridor to backstage. Everyone except Devon.
She stood in the open passage blocking our way. She had her stage makeup on, and was dressed to sexpress. She looked from me to Trevor then back to me. Leaning forward, she sniffed me.
"I'm not sure what game you're playing but I'm watching you."
"Don't be so melodramatic, Devon," Trevor said as he squeezed my hand. "There's no big conspiracy against you. I've just moved on to unsoiled pastures so to speak."
That had her cringing back. She was obviously not used to be spoken to in that way. Her eyes went jet black, and she snarled at me.
The urge to return the act of aggression surged through me. I could feel the change coming. It was like a bottled up heat wave bursting to rush through me.
Trevor must've noticed because he tugged me backwards and put me behind him. "Get over yourself, Devon. You aren't that hot."
She stepped forward. "That's not what you thought that night I sucked out your soul."
She grinned and I could see the tiny points of fangs distending from her gums. Talons had popped out from her fingers as well. She was going to attack, I was sure of it. She glared at me over Trevor's shoulder.
"Start counting your days, bitch. Because you don't have many left." She snarled again, then turned and streaked into the back of the stage.
When she was gone, we continued to make our way backstage.
"Do you want her to rip my throat out?" I asked Trevor.
"No, of course not."
"Then quit antagonizing her. Because one day she will get me alone."
"I can't help it." He balled his hand into a fist. "I just hate her so much because of what she did to me. I want to kill her."
"I know you do." I put a hand on his shoulder. "And you'll get your chance. But please dial it down so she doesn't get me first."
He turned toward me. "I won't let her hurt you, Salem."
I liked hearing the sincerity and determination in his voice and seeing the look of concern in his eyes. Gave me the warm fuzzies inside and out. But I knew how dangerous Devon and the others could be. I was skirting a fine dangerous line just being here.
"I know. But you can't be with me twenty four seven."
"I could try." And he gave me one of his rare smiles.
It did a number on me. I could actually feel my insides melt. My heart even skipped a few beats.
Chuck, the road crew top guy, grunted at us as he passed by. "Could you do all that sick love shit after we get this show done?"
"Ah, we're not..." Trevor started but Chuck tossed him a pair of pliers.
"Just fix that speaker, okay?"
Without another word, Trevor went to work, and I watched from a distance.
I didn't believe Trevor when he'd told me to wear earplugs during the show. I should have though.
Not until Malice had taken the stage, picked up their instruments, plugged in and started to play. The static had nearly broken my ear drums. I'd been near the back of the club at the bar, sipping on a Coke and lime when the screeching, scratching sound just about knocked me off the bar stool.
Everyone around me at looked at me strangely as I clamped my hands over my ear, wincing in pain. I'd scrambled for the spongy ear plugs in my pocket to put in my ears but not before I heard his voice through the white noise...
You belong to me...
I own you...
Your life's in my hands...
I'm sucking your soul...
But this time Thane hadn't been singing to me. He was singing to his next victim.
I stood at the side of the stage, ear plugs firmly in, scanning the crowd for the incubus' intended mark.
It was hard to tell because there were at least two dozen possibilities all crammed at the foot of the stage. Girl, goth, punk, alternative, all gathered, dancing, jockeying for a good position to vie for Thane's attention. It all looked a bit too familiar and I wondered if that was how I had looked. Desperate for just one moment of attention, for that one second when our eyes would meet and he would smile.
I shook myself. God, no wonder he'd chosen me. Like these girls, I'd done anything to spend time with Thane and the band. Anything. I'd been prepared to even lose my virginity to him. To a guy I didn't know, a guy who didn't have one iota who I was or valued me in any way.
I know I didn't deserve what he'd ultimately done to me but I'd put myself in the position to be used, to be hurt. And I promised myself I wouldn't let any of these girls make the same horrible mistake I had.
So I watched and waited through their set taking mental notes of the girls in front, what they looked like, what they were wearing. Towards the end, I spied three girls wearing backstage pass badges around their necks. Just like I had.
When the set was over, I followed the girls backstage, not where the crew went but the talent. A hand around my arm stopped me from going into the dressing rooms.
"Where the hell are you going?" Trevor frowned at me.
"I won't let it happen again to someone else." I tried to pull away but he had a tight hold.
He looked around before speaking again; probably making sure no one was listening to our conversation. Some of the road crew brushed past us. Trevor pulled me out of their way and walked me out the back exit into the alleyway.
"I told you it wasn't a good idea to hang around them especially Thane."
"He's going to do this to someone else. I can't let that happen."
"You can't help them, Salem. You'll blow your cover. He'll know."
I yanked my arm from his grip and kicked at the wall, frustration building inside like a volcano. "I don't care. Saving them is more important."
"You can't save them. It's beyond your control."
I turned and looked at him. He didn't meet my gaze. He was looking at the ground.
Then it hit me. His guilt was palpable.
"Why didn't you save me, Trevor?"
His head snapped up. "What?"
"You saw me at the party. I talked to you. You knew then didn't you? You knew Thane was going to do this to me."
He backed away from me, heading toward the door. "You don't know what you're talking about."
I grabbed him and spun him around to look at me. I gripped his chin and made him really look at me. "Why didn't you save me?"
A tear slipped from the corner of his eye and rolled down his cheek. I watched its path. A ball of sorrow twisting in my gut.
"Because I was too scared, okay? You get me? I'm a fucking coward."
"Is that why you found me after? Is that why you brought me here? Do you think you can save me now?"
He didn't say anything. He didn't need to. I could see the answer in the liquid shimmer of his eyes.
His guilt had forced him to find me and bring me here. To take care of me. The same guilt that he fostered for his sister. The fact that he didn't save her either ate at him like a cancer. I didn't want his guilt. I wanted something else, another feeling, to be the reason he was with me.
I let my hand drop from his face and took a distancing step away. I was going to get sick. "Give me my money."
"What?"
"The money I made working this show. I earned it."
He fumbled in his front jean pocket and pulled out a wad of bills. He pulled off five twenties and handed them to me.
I folded them and jammed the wad into my pocket. Without another word, I turned and started down the alley.
"I'm sorry, Salem," he called after me. "I'm sorry."
I didn't acknowledge it and kept walking. The tears didn't fall until I stepped out onto the street and turned the corner.
I didn't know for how long I'd been walking but it had been long enough that I was cold and completely lost. Since I was in a city I didn't know it didn't surprise me that I was lost. I looked around for any frame of reference. Unfortunately the Starbucks on the corner was closed but the little café next to it wasn't. I went in and ordered a coffee. I paid with one of the twenties, needing change.
My coffee in hand, I found an old phone booth, one where I could actually go into. A rare sight on most city streets, especially when everyone had a cell phone. I of course was forced to leave mine at home.
I picked up the handset, plugged in a bunch of coins and dialed. I didn't know exactly what time it was, late definitely, so it didn't surprise me when a sleepy barely audible voice answered with a grunt.
"Chloe?"
Silence, then, "Salem?"
"Yeah."
"Oh my God, where are you? Are you okay?"
"I'm okay." The tears came again.
"Where the hell are you? Everyone is looking for you. Your mom is flipping out. She thinks you've been abducted."
"I wasn't abducted." I wiped at the tears. It was almost too much to bear thinking about what I was putting my mom though.
I looked at the shadow the booth made on the sidewalk. I could easily step on it and slide my way back home, back to my room. I could go home and see my mom. She'd hug me close and soothe away the pain. But I knew that wasn't possible. Not while Malice was around, not while I'd nearly killed Josh.
"But I had to leave."
"Because of what happened to Josh?"
My heart leapt into my throat. "Is he okay?"
"I heard he's in a coma. Everyone's talking about it."
"What's everyone saying?"
"That he was drugged or something."
I didn't say anything. I couldn't tell her the truth. I couldn't tell her much of anything that would make sense, that she would believe.
"Salem, you didn't...do something to him, did you?"
"Are people saying I did?"
"Well, you did go out with him. Then he ended up in the hospital. Dropped off anonymously by the way."
"Look Chloe, I got to go."
"Are you coming home?"
I traced a finger in the condensation on the booth window. "I don't know."
"It looks bad, Sale, that you took off. The police have been around asking questions."
"Don't tell anyone I called."
"But your mom..."
I had to swallow down the sob stuck in my throat. I squeezed my eyes shut. "Tell her I'm okay. But don't tell anyone else you heard from me. Promise me, Chloe."
Silence, then a sigh, "I promise."
"Thanks."
"Be safe, Salem. Okay?"
I hung up the receiver and leaned my forehead on the cool Plexiglas. Except the cold couldn't stem the rising fury inside me. Rage that I couldn't go home. Couldn't even talk to my best friend and tell her the truth.
Thane had done more than transform me into a monster. He stole away my innocence, my home, and my life. Things I vowed I would get back no matter what.
Fisting my hand, I slammed it against the booth wall. The plastic box rattled. I slammed it again. And again. I kept hitting it until the skin on my knuckles split open. Blood dotted the Plexiglas.
After downing the rest of my coffee, I stepped out of the booth and stared down at the shadow on the asphalt. I could leave it all behind. I could go home and explain what happened to Josh. Maybe someone would believe me. Maybe I wouldn't be sent to jail or an asylum for mental testing.
Yeah right. Who was I kidding? I knew what I had to do.
I placed one foot into the shadow, then the other, and willed myself to dissolve into it.
A minute later, I was standing in the hotel room bathroom gripping the counter for balance. The mirror over the sink was foggy. This wouldn't be really weird if I hadn't noticed the sound of rushing water and movement behind the closed shower curtain.
"Oh my God." Except I was too stunned to move.
The curtain rustled and Trevor's head popped around the flimsy plastic barrier. "What the hell!?"
I closed my eyes and reached backwards for the door. "I didn't see anything. I'm sorry I didn't think before riding the shadow here."
"Obviously."
Scrambling backwards, I groped for the door handle. It was getting hard to breathe. And it wasn't because of the steam billowing out from the hot shower. It was the fact that Trevor was wet and naked behind the simple sheet of almost see-through plastic.
I found the knob, turned it and opened the door. But I fully admit to peeking before crossing the threshold. I didn't see anything though except for Trevor's wet frowning face glaring at me.
I slammed the door shut and leaned up against it, breathing hard. My heart pounded like a hammer on a tribal drum. Then a smile spread across my face. If only I'd slid through the shadow way when he was getting out.
Stifling a giggle, I pushed away from the door and went into the bedroom to change my clothes. I still had a chill from walking the night streets. But I didn't reach it before the bathroom door swung open and Trevor came out, clad only in a pair of black sweat pants.
I rooted to the spot and stared at him. His dark hair stood up in wet spikes. Water droplets beaded on the smooth pale skin of his chest. He was nicely constructed, not bulky but not scrawny either. He hovered in that perfect spot in between. I know I was blushing but I couldn't tear my gaze from him. He made my pulse pound in my neck. I had to fight the urge to cover his mouth with mine, and suck him dry.
"Where the hell did you go?"
"I...ah, had to get away for a while. To think."
He searched my face. I wasn't sure what he was looking for, or if he found it when he moved toward me. All I knew was that I wanted, no needed, to lick the moisture off his lips.
"You need to control your emotions, Salem. Your aura is flaring pretty brightly right now."
Licking my lips, I took a step toward him. "Would it hurt you if I fed from you?"
His eyes widened at that. He'd obviously never considered that possibility. This surprised me, since that was all I could think about. How good he would taste in my mouth. Like golden French toast with strawberries and whipped cream and a large amount of maple syrup drizzled all over. Delicious. Saliva actually pooled in my mouth.
"You can control the hunger. Don't let it control you." He kept saying it but he kept coming closer to me as well. Maybe he wasn't as much in control as he thought he was. Maybe he thought about tasting me as well, really tasting me, not just the flavor of my lip-gloss.
He was close enough to touch. And that's what I did. I trailed the tips of my fingers down his wet chest. I could hear his quick intake of breath and feel the way his muscles reacted to my light touch.
He allowed me to touch him even as he backed me up against a wall. What was with him and walls? His control was as frayed as mine. His aura flared crimson, dark and dangerous and delicious. I wanted to lose myself inside the colors. I wanted to give myself over to it, to him.
"Trevor," I breathed, barely able to think coherently. "I want...I want..."
That was all I could get out before a scream pierced the fog of my euphoria.



Chapter 22
I pushed away from the wall, past Trevor and headed for the door. He reached for my arm.
"Don't do it, Salem."
I dodged his hand. "I can't let her die. Not when I can save her."
"You'll blow your cover. You'll ruin our plan."
But I wasn't hearing him. I burst out into the hallway, listening for more screams. I wasn't completely sure which rooms the band occupied.
Another sound came. It wasn't a scream as much as a pitiful mewl, from someone beyond the scope of fear and hopelessness. I knew that sound, because I was sure I had made it before.
I bounded to the right, certain it came from somewhere nearby. I stopped three doors down and waited. The pathetic whimper came again. Louder, more pronounced. I swiveled around and stared at the door behind me. I put my hand on the handle.
"Don't." Trevor was behind me.
"I have to."
"He might kill you.
I looked over my shoulder at him. "I feel dead already. It's just logistics really."
I twisted the door handle. I didn't really expect it to open. And it didn't. Maybe the distraction alone would be enough to save the girl inside.
I jiggled it some more, then I started pounding on the door with my fists. When that didn't work, I backed up a little and started to kick the door with the bottom of my boot. The door rattled from the impact.
Other hotel room doors opened and patrons peered out to see what all the racket was. I looked at the elderly woman four doors down.
"Call security, why don't you?"
She ducked back in, hopefully doing what I dared her to do.
I lifted my leg to boot the door once more, when it opened and instead of hitting wood, my boot ended up in Thane's large hand.
Shirtless and looking dangerous, he glanced at my foot then at me. His eyes were jet black and they made me shiver.
"I'm pretty sure you have the wrong room."
He pushed my leg back and I stumbled backwards nearly landing on my ass. If it hadn't been for Trevor catching me, I would have.
"You better have a damn good reason for disturbing me."
"I..."
"We thought you were in danger."
I whipped around to gawk at Trevor.
He looked at me briefly then back to Thane. "I overheard someone in the crowd say they were going to jack you up."
Thane smirked. "Is that right?" His gaze pinned me like a tack through a butterfly. "And what do you say sugar pop? Why are you really kicking down my door?"
His gaze probed me. It was sickening. My stomach protested at the violation. But I made myself keep his gaze and nodded. "It's what Trevor said."
"Hmm, I kind of doubt it." He took a few steps forward menacingly.
Thankfully, security took that moment to show up. It was only one guy, and he was fat and out of shape to boot, squeezed like a tube of sausage into his uniform, but he had a radio, a baton, and a Taser on his belt. Besides he was a witness. It was enough for me to relax a little. Maybe I wouldn't die tonight.
"What is going on? The front desk has received several noise complaints."
I wasn't sure what to say. I glanced at Trevor then at Thane. And that was when I saw movement behind him. It was all I needed to make a decision.
"We work for the band here." I indicated Thane who was now standing out in the hall, the open door behind him. "And we found out that someone broke into his hotel room. A really unstable groupie."
Everyone looked at me like I was bonkers.
Quicker than I thought I could, I streaked past Thane and grabbed the drugged girl stumbling around behind him and yanked her out into the corridor. Thankfully, she was clothed, but her mascara streaked her face like she'd been crying, which I knew she had been. I had heard her cries for help.
She looked around, bewildered, confused, like she'd just woken up from a very vivid fucked up dream. I would know. I was still trying to wake up.
"Here she is." I thrust her toward the security guard. "She's pretty unstable. I think she's on drugs too."
I didn't look at Thane but I could sense his rage growing at having been denied his next meal. Payment for what I'd just done was going to be harsh. But I didn't care. I'd just saved this girl's life. Anything he planned to dish out would be worth taking.
The guard looked at all of us, like he didn't believe one single word.
The girl peered at him curiously. "Are you here to help me?"
"Do you need help?" he asked.
She slowly looked over her shoulder at Thane. The fear was evident on her pale face and in her wide brown eyes. When Thane sneered at her, she flinched and shuffled drunkenly closer to the guard.
"Please, can you take me home?"
He shook his head. "Come on, girl. I'll get you a cab." He gave each of us a hard stare. "If I get any more complaints, you'll all be kicked out on your asses."
He helped the girl who was unsteady on her feet, to the elevator. The door slid open and they went safely in. She'd escaped with my help.
The second they were gone, I was yanked by the hair and dragged into Thane's room. I kicked and yelped, scratching at his hand to no effect.
"Let her go man." Trevor was right behind us, pulling at my body, trying to rescue me from Thane's wrath.
Escape, I realized, was extremely futile.
Once inside, Thane picked me up and tossed me across the room, as if I was nothing but a bag of trash. I landed on the big bed, which would've comforted me except within seconds he was on top of me, straddling my stomach and pinning my arms above me.
"You're my dessert now, sugar pop."
Panic flashed through me and I thought I was going to have a heart attack. I'd never felt such fear in my life. I couldn't catch my breath. Black spots formed in my wavering vision. I'd never truly harbored the thought that I would die. Except that I suspected Death was staring me in the face with his inky black eyes and cruel smile.
"Get off her!" Trevor launched himself at Thane.
The incubus raised one hand and smacked Trevor across the head. The impact sent him sprawling backwards.
I wanted to lift up to see if Trevor was okay, but I didn't. I stared at the demon sitting on me, his intentions clear. Death breathed its hot fiery breath across my face. I didn't want to die. He'd taken so much from me; I refused to let him finish the job.
Anger swelled like a tidal wave inside. Anger and the burning need and desire to live, to thrive. I could feel the change coming and I welcomed it. I let it fill me until it spilled over my edges.
"Now, back to..." Thane paused and really looked at me. "Huh. What do we have here?"
With everything I had, I pushed him away. I sat up and then lifted off the bed. Literally.
My back pressed to the wall, rising up, higher and higher. I wasn't floating like before but sliding up the wall to the ceiling.
Thane looked up at me, taken by surprise, but also amused, just as Trevor struggled to his feet.
"Oh this is good." Thane laughed. "You've been keeping secrets Trevor."
There was blood on Trevor's face. His lip was split and it dripped down his chin. I wanted to float down and lick it off his mouth. I wanted to kiss him until the blood, his essence, flowed down my throat. Jesus, I sounded like a vampire.
Trevor's aura flared wildly. The color made my skin tingle. God, would it always be this way, where I wanted him so much. I didn't know how I could desire him so much and not want to suck the ever living soul out of him.
This was just another reason to hate Thane.
The incubus got off the bed and stood, hands on hips, scrutinizing me. "I remember you now. You're that eager little girl from Boise. The one we dumped in the trash."
At the mention of what had been done to me, I sprang off the ceiling, talons at the ready. I came at Thane fast. He didn't expect it when I swiped at his face, splitting his cheek open, and then bolting to the other side of the room. I crab-crawled backwards up the wall again.
He wiped at his cheek, staring at the blood on his fingers. He turned and pinned me with his dark gaze. Then he started to laugh. It wasn't a harsh mocking laugh that I would expect from him, but one full of good humor and even joy.
The shock of it was enough to knock me from my rage-fuelled transformation. And I fell face first onto the rug. Again.
"Oh, I like her," Thane said between guffaws, "Full of sugar and spice and everything nice."
Trevor rushed to my side, and helped me to stand. He kept his arm around me as he glared at the demon. "Let her go."
Thane stopped laughing but there was still humor in his eyes. "Let her go? Are you kidding me? Do you know how long I've been looking for the perfect playmate? Ages, brother. This one fits the bill perfectly." He licked the blood of his fingers. "She's what your sister would've been if she'd been strong enough to live."
I sensed Trevor's movement before he made it, but I still wasn't fast enough to grab him before he was charging at Thane with murder in his eyes. The incubus was ready for him.
Thane punched Trevor in the face, then hand around his neck, he picked him up and slammed him down onto the coffee table, cracking the wood.
"I should've killed you months ago," Thane growled, "But Devon's too sentimental."
Trevor kicked and struggled but it was to no avail. Thane was too strong.
I came up behind him. I had to do something. I couldn't let Thane kill Trevor. "Stop it!" I screamed.
Ignoring me, Thane continued to squeeze Trevor's throat. His face was actually turning purple from the blood filling his head and the lack of oxygen.
"I'll do whatever you want, just let him go."
Quicker than I could see, Thane let go. Trevor sputtered and gasped for air. I crouched next to him and helped him up. "Are you okay?"
He nodded.
Thane loomed over us. "So, whatever I want, hey?"
Without looking at him, I nodded. Bile was rising in my throat from making the offer. What did I just get myself into?
"Awesome. I've always wanted a slave."
I stood. "A slave?"
He smiled. "Yeah, what did you think I wanted?"
I blushed hard. I looked down at the floor hoping he didn't notice.
But he noticed.
He laughed and it was cruel and cutting. "Are you serious? Oh, sugar pop, you're really not my type."
"I was your type when you nearly killed me," I bit out between clenched teeth.
He stopped laughing, and looked at me. Really looked at me, as if seeing me for the first time. "True. I am sorry about that."
"Excuse me?" I sputtered, "Sorry? You're sorry?"
"Yeah, I'm sorry you survived. You should've been all the way dead, then we wouldn't be having this conversation."
Astonished, I gaped at him. For a second, however briefly, I thought he possessed a shred of decency, an ounce of humanity. But he proved me abysmally wrong. He was completely devoid of anything resembling a soul.
Then it hit me. Why he did what he did. He sucked out other's souls because he never had or ever would have one of his own.
"Oh. My. God." He chuckled. "You actually look shocked. What did you think, I'd grown a heart or something?" he played his arms out to the side. "Please. I'm a heartless, soulless killer. That's what I do and who I am. Don't ever think otherwise. Because that would be a huge mistake on your part."
His arms dropped back to his side, and then he motioned toward Trevor. "Now, get your boy here and get out of my room. But I expect you back here at the ass crack of noon to start your slave duties."
I put my arm around Trevor and led him out of Thane's room. We returned to ours. Once inside, I helped him to the sofa, then got him a glass of water.
He took a sip, swallowing with difficulty, then set the glass on the table. "You see why I told you to stay out of it?"
"I couldn't let him kill that girl, Trevor. Period. Sorry if that bothers you, but I can't change it. Whatever he does to me, will be worth it."
He shook his head, then rubbed at his neck.
"You should be thanking me for saving your life as well." I slumped on the sofa beside him.
He smirked. "Takes more than that to kill me. I'm not fully human, remember?"
"Well, crap, how am I supposed to know? I didn't get the new cambion instruction manual."
He took another drink of water.
"You really need to tell me these things. I'm running around blind, deaf and dumb most of the time. I want to know everything."
"You're right. I've kept you in the dark thinking I was protecting you by not telling you anything."
I nodded, satisfied that he agreed with me.
"Ask away."
Biting on my lip, I really had only one question. "I want to know how to feed without killing someone."
He looked at me for a long moment, then back at the floor. "I'm afraid I can't teach you that."
"Why not?"
"Because I have no idea how."
"In all these months, you never tried to figure it out?"
He smirked. "It's not like I could practice on someone. â€˜Oh hey, baby hold still while I try and stop from sucking the life out of you. Tell me when, okay?'"
He stood and went to the mini fridge. He opened it and took out two sodas. Coming back to the sofa, he handed me one.
"So this whole time, you haven't..." I popped the tab on the can to avoid looking at him, "ah, you know."
He took a sip of his drink. "Nope. You're actually the first girl I've kissed since."
"Oh." I sipped my soda not sure what to say to that. Thanks just didn't seem to be appropriate. "Well," I started, unsure, "We could practice on each other?"
"What?" he stammered, nearly spilling his drink all over himself. "Are you crazy?"
"Maybe. Been through a lot. Wouldn't surprise me if I am just a little."
"Just forget about it. It's stupid."
"It's not, Trevor. Think about it. Feeding makes us stronger. However much I don't want to, I vividly remember how feeding on Josh made me feel. I was strong, invincible even. Feeding could make us better equipped to deal with Thane and the rest of them."
He lifted his soda to his mouth and drained it. After setting the empty on the table, he looked at me. "Sounds like you just want to kiss me again."
I jumped to my feet, angry. "You know what? Forget it." I headed toward the bedroom. "Obviously you don't want to really do what it takes to end these guys."
I reached the door when he said, "Salem." It was more of a plea than a statement.
Without turning, I paused, my hand on the door handle. "What?"
"I'm sorry I said that about kissing me."
I glanced over my shoulder at him. "Don't be. It's true. I do want to kiss you. When I don't want to punch you in the nose. And not because I want to feed from you." I turned the knob, pushed open the door and went in.
I closed it behind me, and locked it. Without shedding my clothes, I crawled into bed, burying under the covers. Although I was beyond tired, I knew I wouldn't fall asleep easily. I had too many things racing around in my head. Like the fact that I had to report to Thane in the afternoon to do God knew what. Trevor also raced around in my mind. His face, his voice, the touch of his hands, the sensation of his lips on mine. And of how much I wanted to feel that again.
He was a stubborn jerk most times, but that didn't stop me from falling for him. The realization of that hit me like a bomb and I rolled onto my back biting down on my tongue to stem the urge to scream.
I was never going to get to sleep now.



Chapter 23
At half past noon, I knocked on Thane's door. My hands were shaking and my gut was roiling. I had no idea what to expect. What he was going to make me do. Frightening scenarios had plagued my dreams and I'd barely gotten four hours of sleep.
When I'd finally gotten up, I'd found Trevor sitting on the sofa, hands folded as if waiting for me. I'd expected him to make a fuss about going. I expected an argument, but he just nodded to me and told me to be careful. I'd been a little disappointed, until he said if I wasn't back in two hours he'd come for me. The way he'd said it sent the butterflies a fluttering.
I knocked again. Harder this time. After a few more seconds, the door finally opened. Thane was there, rumpled from sleep, his hair in disarray, shirtless and barefoot. He looked too normal for the circumstances. It unnerved me.
Yawning, he pulled the door wider for me. "You're prompt."
I entered, looking around for any sign of danger. Despite the incubus himself. "I wanted to get this over with."
"Fair enough." He shut the door, bolted it, then shuffled back to the big bed, dived in and threw the covers over his head.
I watched him warily. Was this a trick?
"Clean up, while I sleep some more."
After I took in the colossal mess in the room, it looked like a tornado and hurricane had met and danced for a bit, then gaped at him. "Seriously?"
"Yeah," he mumbled from under the covers, "You got a problem with that?"
"Why don't you let housekeeping do it? That's what they get paid for."
He flipped the blanket off his head, but still had his eyes closed. He snuggled a pillow to his chest. "Don't be an idiot. I can't have some maid sniffing around me and my stuff. Who knows what she'd find."
Exasperated, but truthfully a little relieved that this was all I had to do, I glanced around taking in the dirty clothes on the floor, and the empty beer cans and food wrappers on the tables, and thought it wouldn't be too bad. If this was it, I would do it without complaint.
But I looked back at Thane and his devilish appearance and didn't think it would really be that easy.
His eyelids popped open. "Don't just stand there. Get to work."
I eyed the pair of jeans at my foot and toed them with my boot. "I'm afraid to touch anything in case I catch something."
He grinned but it was humorless. "I think you already caught it, sugar pop."
Disgusted, I turned away from him and started picking up his clothing scattered all over the place. Jeans, t-shirts, socks, briefs strewn on just about every piece of furniture and over every inch of floor. The demon had more clothes then most girls I knew. It was odd. But it somehow made him more human. And that I didn't like to think about.
Had he been human once? Did some demon suck out his soul and make him this way?
I carried his clothes to the closet and dumped them on top of his two duffel bags. It was too bad he was in the room because I wanted to rifle through his stuff to see if there was anything Trevor and I could use against him. He had to have some kind of weakness. Even Superman had kryptonite. That's what I needed to find. Thane's green glowing rock of doom.
"You might as well shove them into that black bag. It'll be a lot easier to carry to the Laundromat that way."
I swirled around to glare at him. "I'm not doing your damn laundry."
"Sure you are." His eyes bled black. "Or would you rather I rip out your boyfriend's guts and feed them to Devon?"
I stared at him, my stomach churning, and my heart pounding. Fear prickled its way up my spine. For a moment, I'd forgotten how treacherous Thane really was. He was a killer, plain and simple, and just because he was making me clean his room instead of tearing me apart, didn't make him any less of one.
He grinned then shut his eyes again. "I thought not. I like fabric softener."
Slowly, I turned back to his pile of clothes, then feeling under them I found the zipper. I unzipped it. Pushing his clothes in, I probed inside for anything out of the ordinary. I wasn't sure exactly what I was looking for, but I was sure I would recognize it when it showed up.
Except there was nothing in the bag but more clothes, some socks, and a pair of runners, which again made the demon seem so normal. I glanced at the green bag. I unzipped it, and pulled it open. Holding my breath that he wasn't watching, I rummaged through it. There were tons of newspapers articles, cut out from various papers around the country. I caught a few bylines—one was over ten years old. Then my hand touched a rectangular wooden box. It was dark mahogany, varnished and inlaid with strange symbols.
Jackpot.
"I said black bag."
I looked over my shoulder to see Thane standing behind me. I flinched, pulling my hand back. My throat tightened and my mouth went dry. "Ah, I was just looking for more clothes. Might as well do them all at once."
He moved toward the green bag, zipped it up, and glared at me. "You have a lot of work to do. I suggest you get to it."
Nodding, I backed up, and then turned to go into the living room to pick up the garbage. Thane's gaze was on me the entire time. He suspected something but obviously it wasn't too serious, because if it had been, I wouldn't be walking around still able to toss cans and wrappers into the trash bin. I'd be a pile of blood and guts on the brown shag carpet.
About two hours later I dragged my ass and Thane's black duffel bag back to Trevor's room. He'd been playing Assassin's Creed but tossed the controller onto the table the moment I came through the door. He was on his feet and coming toward me.
"Are you okay? What did he do to you?"
I dumped the bag on the floor. "Made me clean his room."
Trevor made a face. "He did what?"
"Yeah, sick right? I mean I'm not complaining considering what I imagined he'd do to me. I just picked up his garbage, cleaned the bathroom, and now," I kicked the black bag, "I have to do his laundry."
He scratched his cheek, where the bruises from yesterday were almost gone. "That's kind of strange."
"I know, right?" I collapsed on the sofa. "But I think I found something that may be useful."
He sat beside me. "What?"
"A box. There's something in it he doesn't want me to see."
"Like what?"
"I don't' know, but he was pissed that I was in his other bag. It's important Trevor. I'm positive."
"Okay, how do we get it?"
"I think I can snag it when I take back his stupid laundry."
"Too risky." He shook his head. "What if you got caught? You're already on his watch list."
"What then?"
"I don't know. I'll think of something else."
I stood and paced, too pumped up to sit still. "Don't be dumb. This is our chance. This is what you wanted, right? Me to find a way in. That's why you brought me here isn't it? Because you thought he'd take an interest in me because I'm an anomaly."
He stared at the floor for a few moments then looked up at me. His gaze was fierce. "It's not the only reason."
I didn't know what to say then. Something hummed in the room. I could feel the sizzle of electricity over my skin. The little hairs on my arms stood to attention. The butterflies in my stomach trembled awake.
Trevor stood and came close. I put my hands behind my back so he wouldn't see them quiver.
"It's not just about revenge. I care about you."
My mouth went dry and I licked my lips. "I care about you too."
He reached for me then, brushing his fingers across my face and tucking a stray lock of hair behind my ear. I leaned into his touch.
"I was going crazy waiting for you to come back. I was worried that he was going to hurt you."
He cupped my chin in his palm and his eyes locked on mine. He leaned forward and gently brushed his lips against mine.
Oh. God. Every nerve ending in my body flared to life. In places I didn't even know had nerve endings. The butterflies were going crazy and my thighs tingled as if I'd just run ten miles up hill. I could barely keep upright. My knees were jiggling like jello.
His mouth covered mine again. This time I could feel his tongue against mine, enticing me. As he deepened the kiss, I didn't know what to do with my hands. They were fisted along his side but this time I felt a little bolder. The heat inside me ignited a fire.
I streaked them under his t-shirt and rubbed them over the hard plane of his bare chest. I'd wanted to do that ever since I'd seen him in the shower. He was as hard but smooth as I thought he'd be, like silk wrapped stone.
He pulled away and murmured cautiously, "Salem."
"Don't stop kissing me." I nipped at his bottom lip with my teeth.
"Believe me, I don't want to," he murmured against my lips.
"Then don't."
He feathered his fingertips over my cheeks and chin. As if he was afraid to really touch me. As if I might break if he pressed too hard, too fast.
"I don't want to hurt you."
"You won't. I won't break, Trevor. I'm not like other girls, remember?"
He stared me in the eyes then smiled. "No, you're certainly not."
"Then kiss me. Feed off me. I can make you stronger than those dicks in Malice."
He chuckled a little, then he did as I asked. He kissed me. And it was hard and hot and wet. And I thought I would die from it.
My heart thudded so fast so hard I thought it would break my ribs. My whole body vibrated with want, with need. Trevor could've sucked me dry and I would've let him. It felt that damn good.
I squeezed my eyes shut and dug my fingers into his shoulders. Everything was light and dark and hot and cold. I'd never experienced such a confliction of sensations in my life. It was a rush, like I was high on endorphins. And I probably was.
But then it was over and I was leaning against the wall. When I opened my eyes, I saw Trevor, shirtless, on his knees in front of me trying to breathe. Sweat slicked all of his skin.
I pushed my hair out of my face. "What...what happened?"
"You." He coughed into his hand. I saw the thick tarry substance in his palm.
"What does that mean?"
"You nearly sucked out my soul."
My heart leapt into my throat. I collapsed to my knees next to him and tried to hug him. "I'm sorry."
Still hacking, he patted my back. "I know. You couldn't help it. It's my fault anyway. I shouldn't have let it go so far."
"But we only kissed."
He made a face. "Ah, you don't..."
I followed his gaze and looked down. My t-shirt was gone. I was just in my black cotton bra. Frantically, I looked around and spied my shirt across the room.
I leapt to my feet and sprinted across the room. After snatching my shirt from the lamp where it had landed, I pulled it on, my cheeks blazing with embarrassment. I didn't even remember taking it off.
I rubbed at my arms. My skin tingled. In fact, every part of my body tingled. As if it all had been asleep and now was just waking up for the first time. I didn't want to like the sensation because of what I'd done to get it. But I couldn't help it. I was invigorated. Fresh. New.
Trevor pushed to his feet, rubbing a hand over his sweaty face.
"I'm sorry," I said again. Although I kind of didn't mean it. It felt too damn good to be sorry for it.
"It's okay, Salem. I should've stopped it before it even started."
I licked my lips still tasting him on them. "Please, don't tell me we can't ever do that again."
He shuffled over to the sofa and collapsed on it. "We both have to learn control."
I went to the fridge, opened it and grabbed a bottle of water. I handed it to him. "How?"
He chugged half the bottle, then answered, "Carefully."
"Well how come this didn't happen when you kissed me at the club?"
He shrugged. "I don't know. Different circumstances maybe."
I watched him finish the water and set the empty on the table. He looked tired, drawn, worn out. I'd done that. I'd taken his life energy from him. It now coursed through my veins, feeding my muscles.
"I'm every sorrier to say this, but I feel flipping amazing."
He gave me a look. "Nice."
I laughed. "I can't help it. I feel like I could run a marathon without any effort. Is it because you're a cambion as well? You must have different energy. I didn't feel this good even after Josh."
"I guess. I don't know."
I splayed my arms out to the side and twirled around. "You have to try this. It's amazing." I was almost giddy with the power of it.
"Well maybe next time I'll be the sucker and you be the suckee." He gave me a half smile.
I returned his smile, happy that he said there would be a next time. I thrilled at the possibility of kissing him again. Touching him even. But I just didn't have the heart to tell him that I really had no intention of being the suckee. There was no way I'd be that girl again.
"Let's use all that extra energy of yours and do Thane's laundry. The faster we do it, the quicker we can find a way to finish him."
I nodded and picked up the black duffel bag and wondered how bad it would be if I did cartwheels all the way there.



Chapter 24
"Hey look what I can do."
Trevor raised his head from loading the dryer and watched me as I pressed into a handstand on top of the washing machine.
I smiled at him from upside down. He shook his head then glanced around at the other people in the laundry mat, who were now staring at us.
"Maybe we shouldn't do handstands on the washers, Salem. Ever heard of keeping a low profile?"
I stuck out my tongue at him. "You're no fun."
I spread my legs into a split then twirling on one hand I did an awesome dismount. Raising my hands in the air, I mimicked a crowd going wild.
"A perfect ten for Salem Vale."
Trevor shook his head again, but I spied the little twitch at his top lip. "Grab the clothes from the washer and put them in the dryer." He pointed to the dryer beside him, the one with the open door.
"Fine." I lifted the lid on the washer and gathered the wet clothes inside. I carried them to the dryer and shoved them in. A sock and pair of shorts landed on the dirty cement floor. I picked them up, lint, dirt and all, and shoved them back in, slamming the lid shut. Trevor gave me the coins to feed it then I pushed the on button.
It was all so tedious. It was driving me nuts.
"We have forty-five minutes to kill. What do you want to do?"
He slid into a plastic chair. "I have to have a nap."
"You're no fun, old man."
"Hey, I'm the one that got the life sucked out of him, remember?"
"I know and I said I was sorry like a billizion times." I sat beside him, leaning into his ear. "I could try and give it back to you." I nuzzled into his neck.
He held me back a little, but it wasn't meant to be mean. I could hear the thumping of his heart and the rush of his breath. He was definitely thinking about it.
"Not that it isn't tempting, it's not the right time or place."
"Okay." I jumped to my feet. "I'm going to go get some food. Do you want anything?"
"Meatball sub? There's a sub shop just down the block." He fished in his pocket for some money and gave it to me.
At the sub shop I ordered Trevor a meatball and for myself I got a foot long turkey on rye with all the trimmings. Being a cambion was hungry business. I dumped the change in my pocket along with the rest of the quarters Trevor had given me for the dryer. As I fingered the coins, I spotted another one of those old school phone booths across the street.
Tucking the subs under my arm, I dashed across the road and went into the booth. I plugged in a bunch of coins and dialed. It rang four times before it was answered.
"Hello?"
I swallowed against the rising tears building from hearing my mother's voice.
"Hello?" She said again, and I could tell she was fighting back tears of her own. "Salem?"
My intake of breath must have been loud because she continued on in a rush as if knowing I wouldn't be on the phone for long.
"Don't hang up. You don't have to say anything. I just want you to know that I love you baby. And it doesn't matter what you've done I will always be here for you. Just come home baby. Whatever it is we can work it out together. I love you so much."
Without a word, I hung up. "I love you too, Mom."
Most of the coins tumbled into the return canister. I fished them out and plugged it back in, dialing a different number.
"Hello?"
"Hey, Chloe."
"Salem. I didn't think I was going to hear your voice again."
"I miss you." The tears were gushing now. I couldn't keep them in.
"You can come home, Sale. Everything's okay now. Josh is awake. He's talked to the cops. He told them he tried to rape you. They just want to talk to you is all, to get your half of the story. I don't think they'd even charge you with anything. Everyone just wants you to come home."
The sobs were coming fast and furious now. I could barely breathe. I nearly choked on the emotion gushing out of me like a typhoon.
"Tell me where you are. I'll come get you."
Swallowing down tears, I choked out my words, "I...I'm in..."
That was all I got out before the folding booth door was pulled open and I was yanked out backwards by my hair and pushed to the cement sidewalk. The wrapped subs fumbled from my grip and rolled into the gutter.
Devon grabbed the dangling phone. "Salem's busy right now. Who's this anyway?" Turning towards me, Devon grinned maliciously. "Okay, Chloe. I'm sure Salem will see you real soon." She slammed the phone onto the receiver, cracking the plastic.
I got to my feet as she stepped out of the booth. "What do you want?"
"Hmm, let's see." Her lips curled up into a cruel smile. "Your blood on my hands. Your soul perhaps."
"I'm not afraid of you." I said the words even as my knees wobbled, and my skin went cold and clammy.
She took a menacing step forward. "You should be little girl."
"Bring it bitch." I splayed my hands out to the sides. I could feel the lethal talons poking through the tips of my fingers. Licking my lips, I felt the tips of fangs protruding from my gums. And by the hazy dark glow around Devon I could only assume my eyes had that inky thing going on.
She took me in. "So it's true. Thane told me that you were transformed but I didn't believe it. You seemed much too weak to survive something like that."
"Well, here I am," I sneered.
"Yes, here you are."
She was fast. I barely saw her move as she grabbed me around the throat and dragged me into the nearby alley. I tore at her hand, raking my talons into her flesh, but it didn't seem to do any good. She still held on tight.
She slammed me up against the brick wall. The back of my head hit hard. I could literally see stars after that. Most likely my brain cells were popping and that's what I was seeing. Little starbursts of brain power exploding into pieces.
Devon leaned into my face. Her breath smelled rank, like rotting meat. It was probably her dead shriveled up soul I smelled.
I struggled against her grip as she steeled her mouth over mine. I kicked and screamed, tearing at her face with my fingers. Nothing seemed to faze her and soon I could feel energy being siphoned out of my body.
Then her eyes widened and she pulled back. "You've been kissing him. I can taste him inside you."
Her surprise gave me the opening I needed. I raked my nails across her eyes, fully hoping I gouged them out.
Shrieking, she stumbled back, her hands going to her face. "You bitch!"
I took in a few raged breaths, pushing off the wall. I needed to gather my strength for another attack because I knew it was coming. Devon wouldn't stay down for long. Like a cockroach she'd survive anything. I sensed that was her nature.
"I'm going to rip out your throat." She dropped her hands and I gasped.
Ink-like liquid gushed from her eyes and streaked her cheeks. I'd never seen anything so freaktastic before, in a total grotesque kind of way.
She growled at me. I figured that was my clue to get the hell out of there. She was too strong. I couldn't take her one on one, especially when I didn't know how to hurt her. I needed an advantage. I needed to cheat somehow.
Turning, I sprinted down the alley. But I didn't get far before she grabbed me by the back of the head, slammed me face first back into the wall. She pressed up against my back, pushing my face into the brick with her hand.
She leaned into my ear. "I'm going to enjoy tearing you to shreds."
I could feel the prick of first one, then two talons as she speared me through the arm. The pain was immediate and immense. It made every inch of my spine convulse.
"Stop! Get away from her!"
I nearly wept at the sound of Trevor's voice echoing down the alley. I turned my head to the side to see him coming down the lane, his strides quick and determined.
Devon laughed, not relinquishing her hold on my head. "Oh looky here, Prince Charming to the rescue."
"I said get away from her."
"And what are you going to do Trevor? You can't hurt me. I am much too powerful for you. Haven't you learned that by now?"
"Thane won't let you kill her."
"Why not? She's a piece of trash. She won't be missed."
"He wants to keep her around."
She frowned. "Why? She'll just make more trouble."
"I don't know. Why don't you ask him?" he thrust a cell phone in her direction.
Without letting up on me, she took the phone. "Yeah?"
I heard Thane's voice on the other end. "Let the girl go."
Devon sighed angrily. "Why the hell should I do that? She's pissed me off."
"Because I said so, and that's all you need to know."
There was silence for about ten seconds, then she growled, "You're a dick." She tossed the phone back to Trevor.
Then there was blessed relief on my back when she let me go. Trevor was there gathering me in his arms before I could slide, exhausted and beat, to the ground.
"You got lucky today, slag. And you better believe that when that luck runs out I'll be there ripping your throat out and lapping up the mess."
She turned on her heel, stepped into a shadow and vanished.
Cradling me close with one arm, Trevor walked me out of the alley. As we moved out onto the side, I spotted the subs still in the ditch.
"Do you think they're still good?"
Trevor stooped down and snatched them up. "Nothing a nuker and a lot of salt and pepper won't fix."
I tried not to laugh because my face hurt and so did my arm. But I appreciated his effort to make me feel better and not dwell on the fact that I nearly died...again. I really hoped it wouldn't become one of those nasty habits.



Chapter 25
When we got back to the hotel room, I immediately excused myself and went into the bathroom to clean up. Makeup ran all down my face. I looked like a deranged Alice Cooper raccoon.
I yanked on the tap, grabbed a washcloth and soaked it. As I rubbed at my face trying to get the black off, the door opened and Trevor walked in carrying a small first aid kit.
I spun around. "Dude, I could've totally been in the shower or on the toilet."
He just shrugged and opened the kit, pulling out a bottle of alcohol. "We need to take care of your arm before it gets infected and falls off."
I dropped the washcloth and turned to look in the mirror at the back of my arm. Thankfully the bleeding had stopped but the sleeve of my t-shirt was completely soaked through.
"Gross."
Trevor made an upwards motion. "You're going to have to take it off."
"Isn't that what got us in trouble earlier today?"
"We're not making out. I'm doctoring you. I'm pretty sure I can keep my hormones in check."
I wasn't so sure, but I didn't say anything. Instead, I struggled to strip off the shirt. I tossed it to the side and looked at Trevor expectantly.
"Sit."
I sat on the closed lid of the toilet facing sideways so he could get at my arm without having to twist in an impossible position.
"This might sting."
I could smell the rubbing alcohol as he poured it onto a piece of gauze. The odor stung my nostrils and when it touched my wound I thought I'd jump out of my skin for real and run away. Trevor pressed a hand on top of my shoulder, presumably so I didn't do just that.
"Jesus, are you trying to finish the job for Devon?" I bit out between clenched teeth. The pain was insane.
"It needs to be cleaned and disinfected. Trust me. I've seen one of her marks go untreated and it was not pretty." He uncapped the peroxide. "Just take in a deep breath and hold it."
I did just that as he poured the noxious smelling liquid over my arm. I couldn't see the grotesque bubbling but I could definitely hear it. Like an alka seltzer fizzing in a glass of water. My gut roiled and I nearly yacked into the bathtub.
"Almost done."
I'd always thought people said that to trick you into thinking it was almost over, when in fact they had one last nasty thing to do to you. I was proven right when Trevor smeared polysporin over my wound. Liquid fire rushed over me and sizzled my brains.
"Holy crap! That burns."
He ignored the next onslaught of curses that erupted from my mouth as he wrapped my arm in gauze and taped it tight.
"Done." He washed his hands in the sink. "Now we need to talk about who's taking back Thane's stupid laundry."
I stood, testing my arm. "I'm going. The end. He'll get suspicious if I don't. Besides I highly doubt he'll let you paw through his stuff. Me he'll order to fold his damn clothes and put them away as part of my ongoing humiliation and punishment. I'll have plenty of opportunity to check out that other bag."
Trevor just stared wide-eyed at me. "Quite a speech. You should probably take my cell phone so you can take pictures of whatever you find."
"Oh, okay." I laughed. "I thought you were going to talk me out of it."
He shook his head. "I figure you're not going to listen anyway."
"Basically." I smiled.
He returned my smile, then reached for my hand. Mine looked so small in his. He had strong secure hands. I liked that, I liked that he wanted to touch me with them. Made me feel safe.
"Just be careful, okay?"
"I will."
"Why don't I believe you?"
"Because you just finished saving my ass from getting pulverized?"
He brought my hand up to his mouth and pressed lips to the back. However chaste it was, the contact still sent a rush of pleasure over me, balling tightly right in the middle of my belly.
"Just so you know though, if you're not back in twenty minutes I'm coming to get you."
I wondered when this was all over if he'd be my boyfriend. It was crazy to be thinking about that in the middle of all this craziness but it made me feel normal to think about it.
After giving me his phone and instructing me on a million worst case scenarios, Trevor finally let me go across the hall to return Thane's clean clothes.
I knocked on the door and Thane opened it immediately. "Jesus, what took you so long? I thought maybe Devon ate you anyway." He opened the door wide for me. "Then I'd have to go get a bunch of new clothes. And I really hate shopping."
"Wow, I'm touched that you were so worried about me." I carried his bag in, looking for the green one to set it next to.
I spotted it in the corner in the same place I'd left it. Thane hadn't gone out of his way to hide it so maybe I'd been wrong and the box wasn't important. Or was too arrogant to care whether I'd seen the box or not.
I glanced at his face and he gave me that smug grin of his. I was voting for too arrogant. He probably thought nothing could touch him, especially not the likes of me. Some groupie he almost killed and dumped in the trash.
I set the black bag beside the green one, giving him my back. "Here's your dumb laundry back."
"Did you use fabric softener?"
"You're lucky I even used detergent."
He came up behind me. A shudder rushed down my spine. I had to dig my nails into my palms to compensate for the urge to run away surging through me. It was almost unbearable to have him so near.
"You know, just because I told Devon not to kill you doesn't mean you can be a smart ass to me."
I risked looking at him. "What, you're going to kill me even though I did such a good job with your shorts?" I unzipped the bag and showed him a neat pile of folded clothes.
"No, I suppose you have your uses."
I dropped my gaze not liking the way he was eyeing me, like I was lunch.
My gut churned. I didn't think I could do this. I couldn't let this monster touch me again. I wouldn't live through it.
I stepped away from him.
"You know something, you're not ugly."
I swallowed. "Ah, nice of you to say."
"You're definitely not the best looking girl I've had but you know beggars can't be choosers."
He moved closer, which made me take another step back, except if I kept retreating, I'd be up against the wall. Just where he'd want me.
"What do you think you're doing?" I tried to put force in my voice so I didn't sound as scared as I was. Not sure that it worked because his grin broadened.
"What does it look like, sugar pop? Getting my dessert."
I put my hand out to stop him from advancing any further. I knew it wouldn't really stop him. He'd take what he wanted. Just like he had in the first place.
I couldn't stop the shudder this time as it racked my entire body. Oh God, I was going to be sick.
He reached for me. But before he could touch my face, there was a loud knock at the door. At first, I didn't think he was going to answer it, but the knocks became louder and more insistent.
"Hold that look of terror. I'll be right back."
I let out my breath as he walked out of the sleeping area to answer the door. "What the fuck do you want?"
I heard Trevor's voice answering him. I smiled. He saved me.
The second Thane was out of my view, I unzipped the green duffle and reached in for the box. After taking it out, I used Trevor's cell phone to take several pictures of the designs and symbols etched into the polished wood. I tried to pry it open but it was locked. I took a picture of the lock as well. Once I was done, I put the box back and zipped up the bag, my hands shaking the entire time. I hoped the pictures turned out all right.
Taking in a few cleansing breaths, I crossed the room to the door. I saw Trevor framed in the doorway, his face an angry mask, arguing with Thane. I knew the second he spotted me because his face softened, his eyes lit up.
"Well, I think I'll be leaving now." I brushed past Thane but he grabbed my arm before I could get into the hall.
"I'll say when you can leave," he snarled, his eyes going jet black.
I swallowed hard and glanced at Trevor.
"Look, Thane, we need to get down to the club so we can set up the sound system for your gig," Trevor offered. "You can always torment her later."
Thane didn't look convinced but he let go of my arm. "Whatever the two of you are planning, it's not going to work." He shrugged. "Just thought I'd let you know that."
I stepped out into the hall next to Trevor. As soon as I was clear of the door, Thane slammed it shut.
We didn't say anything until we were safely inside our room. I collapsed onto the sofa, my hands still shaking.
"Are you okay?"
"Yes," I breathed out. "Thanks to you."
"I came early. I couldn't sit here any longer thinking about you in that room with him."
I smiled. "Thank God, you did."
He sat beside me, and ran a hand over my head. I liked the contact. It was comforting and seemed completely natural and normal. I leaned against him. He dropped his arm to around my shoulder, pulling me tight into his chest.
"Did you find anything?"
I took out his cell phone and scrolled through the images I'd captured. "Recognize any of these?"
"No, but I'm not exactly the scholarly type." He smirked. "They look old though."
I flipped through them again. "Some of these look Celtic to me. Lots of loops and knots."
"Did you get a look inside the box?"
"No. It was locked."
"Then it must be important."
"I guess."
Trevor lifted my chin with a finger. "We'll figure this out. We'll do some research online. Find out what those markings mean."
"And what if they don't mean anything?"
"Then we'll find another way."
I snuggled into him, draping my arm over his chest. Closing my eyes, I drank him in. I could've just stayed like that for an eternity. He was warm and comforting and smelled like chocolate. What more could a girl ask for?
"We could just run away together. They wouldn't bother looking for us. We could disappear in L.A or New York. We could sneak across the border and live in Toronto or Montreal. They would never expect to find us in Canada."
He squeezed my shoulder and pressed his lips to the top of my head. "Could you really leave, knowing Thane will do this again and again to girl after girl? None of them would be as lucky as you and survive."
I didn't want to hear it but he was right. Right that Thane would continue sucking the life out of random girls and right that I couldn't leave knowing it.
"Where's your laptop?" I sat up. "I'll start looking up those symbols."



Chapter 26
For the next hour, I looked up various ancient symbol websites. There were a lot of websites on the subject. Six million, nine hundred and thirty thousand to be exact. The major problem was narrowing it down to culture. All old cultures used symbols in some way. I decided to go with my hunch and started with the Celtic histories.
After browsing fifteen websites, I'd found nothing that matched the etchings in the pictures. Besides that the research was cut short because true to Trevor's word we had another gig to set up.
I'd always thought being a roadie would rock. Hanging out with the band, drinking beer all night, absorbing the music and the mayhem that went with it. But the reality of it was, it was a lot of hard, late nights, and zero respect. And for a girl, there were the added inappropriate comments and sexual leers. I had to say I was extremely thankful that Trevor had my back. When he was around, everyone basically behaved.
A couple of hours later of moving equipment and setting up instruments, Trevor and I were free to chill. The last place I wanted to chill was at the club but I had no choice. Trevor had to stay in case there were problems and then we had to take everything down again after the show.
To kill some time, I wandered through the club, drinking a Red Bull and watching people. Although Malice didn't go on for another hour, the place was fairly crowded. To think only a couple of weeks ago, I'd been one of these desperate looking groupies scrambling for a spot up front for one chance to make eye contact with any of the band.
It was amazing what almost dying and becoming half-demon can do to a person's perspective on life.
I'd finished one full circuit of the club before heading backstage when I spotted something in the crowd. It was a tattoo on some tall dude's neck. It had the same spirals as one of the symbols on the box.
Pushing through a bitch of bleach blondes, I bee-lined for the guy. He was uber tall so not hard to follow through the crowd. The top of my head just reached his shoulder. I had to tilt my head way up to talk to him.
"Hey guy?" I tapped him on the arm.
He peered down at me. "Whacha want?"
"What's that symbol on your neck?" I pointed to the one on the right side, with the three armed spirals.
"It's Celtic."
"What's it called? Does it have any meaning?"
"It's a triskele. Has some religious meaning or some shit. I just like it. It looks cool."
"Thanks." I gave him a bland smile and moved on.
Armed with the new knowledge, I hunted Trevor down in one of the back rooms. He was messing around with some wires in one of the speakers.
He smiled when he saw me approach. "I'm hungry. Want to go get a pizza?"
"I found something."
"What?" he asked half-heartedly as he continued to strip and tie the wires.
"You know. Something."
His head came up at that. He glanced around to see if we were alone. A couple of security guys were hanging around at the door's entrance. One of them I knew was also a cambion. He was the dick who wouldn't give me a backstage pass back in Boise.
Trevor slid his wire cutters into his back jean pocket then came around to swing his arm over my shoulders. Together we pushed through the small crowd milling about backstage and headed toward the back exit. He pushed the door open and we went out.
The security dick's voice followed us out. "Don't forget to wear a rubber."
"I hate that douchebag."
"Me too." Trevor grabbed my hand. "So, what do you got?"
"I saw one of the symbols on some dude's neck. I was right. It's Celtic."
"What does it mean?"
I shrugged. "The big idiot didn't know. But at least now I can look it up. It's called a triskele or something like that."
"Cool. We're one step closer."
"I want this to end so bad. I don't know how much longer I can handle it."
He pulled me to him, wrapping his arms around my waist. I settled my head against his shoulder and inhaled his scent. His smell never failed to ignite a fire deep in my belly.
"It'll be over soon. Then we can run off somewhere together."
I pulled back and looked up into his eyes. It was the first time he mentioned still being together once we achieved our goal.
"Really? You want to...to be with me even after this?"
He bopped me on the nose with his finger. "Yeah. I do."
I wondered if he'd like living in Boise because that was where I intended to head after this was done. I missed my mom, and Chloe and my life there. Trevor would make a fine addition to that ensemble. I thought that my mom would even like him. Once she got past the cambion thing of course.
I was about to say as much before there was a ripple in the air next to us and the four demonic members of Malice stepped out of the shadows.
"Well, looky here." Thane smiled. "If it isn't my favorite washer woman."
Devon pierced me with her lethal gaze. "How's the arm?" she cackled, then pushed past us to go into the club. Quinn and Seth followed her barely acknowledging our existence. This didn't bother me too much.
"Guess what? I totally wrote a song about you."
The groupie in me would've wet her panties to hear that, but for me, it was a nightmare.
"It's called Domestic Slave. Do you like it?"
Forgetting I was supposed to be terrified of him, I took a step toward him. "Fu..."
Trevor squeezed my side. "Salem," he warned.
Thane laughed. "Listen to your dark knight, sugar pop. You'll live longer." He stepped around me and went into the club, happily slamming the door shut behind him.
I took a running kick at the door, forgetting I wasn't wearing my steel-toed Doc Martens.
"Shit!" I hopped backwards on my left foot. "I broke my toes."
Trevor grabbed me around the waist, picked me up like I weighed nothing, and carried me back into the club. He set me down on the nearest chair and stripped off my boot. I cringed thinking about foot odor. I was sure that the inside of my boot did not smell good at all. But he didn't seem bothered.
"Wiggle your toes."
Biting my lip, I did as he asked. Pain shot up my leg.
"They're not broken." He knelt down beside me and slid my boot back on. "Next time aim for something not made of metal."
Setting my boot on his bent knee, he proceeded to re-lace my boot and tie it.
It was the nicest, sexiest thing any boy had ever done for me. If I hadn't been falling for him before, this would have sent me tumbling head over heels.
Thane was right. Trevor was my dark knight. He'd been there for me from the beginning. At first, it had been in the background, in the shadows, watching and waiting, but now he was here in front of me, on his knees, doing everything he could to keep me safe.



Chapter 27
The show went on without a hitch and we packed up the gear once it was over. Trevor and I dragged our asses back to the room at about two a.m. I should've been dead on my feet but I was too amped up to go to sleep right away. I wanted to do more research first.
As I did a Google search on the triskele symbol, Trevor served me some leftover pizza and a soda. He plopped down beside me on the sofa and chowed down on his own slice.
"All this junk food all the time and I'm going to get fat," I commented as I tore into the cheesy wedge.
"Nah. You can't get fat. Cambions have furnace like metabolism. We can eat whatever the heck we want."
"Awesome to know." I chugged the soda, and let out a less than dainty burp.
"Nice." He elbowed me in the side.
It felt good to be sitting here with Trevor doing regular teen things like web surfing, chowing down on pizza, and laughing. Maybe I could still have that normal life again. Just because my genetics had been altered into something inhuman didn't mean I'd lost any of my humanity. I was still a teen girl with wants and needs. I was sitting next to one and chowing down on another. Not so weird.
I scrolled down the list of sites about the triskele. My gaze landed on one that piqued my curiosity—The Triskele and Merlin the Magician. I clicked on the link and started reading.
Then my heart started to pound. "Listen to this. â€˜Merlin is traditionally cast as a cambion, born by a mortal woman and sired by an incubus, from who he inherited his supernatural powers and abilities'." I stared at Trevor. "Did you know that?"
"No, why would I?"
"Didn't you do any research on cambions when you found out you were one? I did."
He ignored my barb. "What else does it say?"
I continued reading. "It says he often wore a robe with the triskele symbol on it, as a sign of his position as a Druid priest."
Trevor popped the tab open on another soda and took a swig. "What website is this?"
"It belongs to some psychic named The Morgana." I scrolled down to the bottom of the page. "And guess what? She's in Seattle. Maybe we should go see her?"
"I don't know. Is there anything else important on the site?"
"Just some stuff about Druidism...oh wait, here's something. â€˜Merlin was said to have been pierced by an enchanted sword and put into an eternal sleep by the huntress Nivaine, a woman he desired and relentlessly pursued, a woman he taught all his magic to.' Merlin was stopped so maybe we can stop Thane and the others."
"Could be all a bunch of bullshit. Merlin was a myth. He didn't really exist."
"So says the real as shit cambion sitting beside me." I smirked. "Maybe he was real, Trevor, and somehow Thane and Devon and the others are descendants of his." The minute it came out of my mouth, I fully believed it to be true. This was the answer, I was sure of it.
Trevor sighed, rolling his eyes. "Fine. We can go see this woman tomorrow morning. I'm hoping it's something, Sale. Because after tomorrow we're on the move again. And eventually they're going to ground. When the weather turns cold, they'll be gone."
I punched him in the arm.
"Ow," he rubbed at the spot, "What was that for?"
"For keeping that information to yourself. Hello? Maybe you should've mentioned that little tidbit sooner."
"Sorry. I just didn't want you to feel pressured."
"Well, I'm feeling it."
In the morning, Trevor and I went down to Cherry Street near the water to meet with The Morgana. I wasn't sure what to expect but it definitely wasn't the two hundred pound woman with Betty White's smiling face answering the door. She looked like my grannie and not some Celtic psychic. She even smelled like cinnamon from what I soon found out was from the organic cookies she'd just made.
She'd invited us into the parlor, sat us down at a small round table, gave us each a glass of milk and a cookie, then sat across from us and smiled a matronly smile.
"So, what can I do for you two dears, today?"
I glanced at Trevor. He was busy chewing the cookie, so I cleared my throat and said, "Um, we were wondering about the story about Merlin the Magician."
"Oh, he wasn't a magician, dear. He was a great Druid priest."
"Right. And he was also a...cambion?"
She nodded. "Yes. His father was said to be an incubus that visited his mother in the night and impregnated her with his demon seed."
Trevor nearly choked on his cookie. I patted him on the back. "Okay, so what we really want to know is how did he die? Was he killed?"
She looked from me to Trevor then back again. "What did you say you wanted this information for?"
"A school paper. On Celtic mythology." I took a sip of milk and smiled at her over the rim.
"He was put into a deep sleep," she continued.
"By some magical sword?"
She nodded. "Yes. It was enchanted by Nivaine, Merlin's apprentice and the object of his desire. He taught her all his secrets and she betrayed him by using his power against him."
"What happened to the sword?" Trevor asked.
"No one knows. In some versions it was given to the Lady of the Lake, another says the blade shattered after it pierced Merlin's body and the pieces were scattered all over the world."
"Do you think there are pieces of it around still?" I picked up the cookie and shoved the entire thing into my mouth.
Morgana leaned back in her chair regarding us strangely. "You do realize that these are just stories? Myths. They aren't real. They are basically allegories about the state of society at the time."
I nodded. "Of course. It's just the way you tell it, it seems so real."
That seemed to please her and she went back to smiling pleasantly. "Anything else, dears? I have another appointment soon."
"Just one more thing." I slid Trevor's phone across the table. "Do you recognize any of these symbols?"
She took the phone and looked at the first sigil, which was the triskele. "Yes, that's the Celtic symbol for the three worlds, the triumvirate if you like, or the holy trinity." She flicked through the others and her brow wrinkled as she narrowed her eyes. She glanced up at us. "Where did you get these?"
"Do you recognize something?"
She turned the phone around to show me one picture on the screen. "This is a very old marking. It's the only symbol that was ever found that pointed to the slight possibility that Merlin was in fact a real person. It's Druidic and means Satanspawn. Merlin Satanspawn was one of many names attributed to him."
Trevor and I shared a look. He knew exactly what I did. That Merlin had been real and Thane was his descendant.
"Now, can you tell me where you got these pictures?"
I took the phone and handed it back to Trevor. We both stood. "Thank you for your time, Ms. Morgana. Our paper is going to rock."
As we walked past her chair, she reached out and touched my hand. The contact was brief but it was obviously enough for her to figure some shit out. The first being we were lying to her, and the second that we weren't one hundred perfect human.
She snatched her hand back and cradled it as if she'd been burnt. Her eyes were wide, maybe a bit frightened, definitely shocked, when she met my gaze. "Be careful, Shadowrider. He can still hurt you."
"Who?" I demanded. "Who can hurt me?"
She shook her head. "I can't see his face, but he's there waiting for you in the shadows."
"Oh great, thanks."
Her words threw me for a loop and Trevor had to steer me out of her house and back onto the street.
"What the hell was that about?" he asked as we walked.
I shook my head, still a bit shaken by her vision. "She must've sensed I wasn't fully human."
"She was a bit of a freakshow."
If I hadn't been too freaked out, I might've laughed at that. Trevor calling her a freakshow when either one of us would have fit right nicely into a traveling carnival with bearded ladies and lizard men.
"Do you think she was talking about Thane? About him hurting me?"
Trevor grabbed my hand in his. "I won't let him hurt you anymore."
I nodded, and we continued to walk in silence for a few blocks to catch the trolley back to the hotel. I was still absorbing everything Morgana had told us. I was more than certain that we had the answer to our problem. Just not how to put it all together.
"You think there's a piece of the sword in that box, don't you?"
I looked at him. "Don't you?"
"I still don't know what to think.
"Merlin's symbol is on that box. It can't be a coincidence."
He nodded. "How do we get the box and open it?"
"One of us has to sneak into his room and take it."
He sighed, scrubbing at the stubble peppering his chin. "They have one last gig tonight."
"Good, then while you're at the club, I'll slide through the shadow-way to Thane's room and open the box and take whatever's inside and be back all before they get off stage."
"And if there is a piece of that sword inside?"
"Then we stab them in their sleep."
He halted and turned me toward him. "I won't let you do that Salem. I'll do it. I don't want you to have to live with something like that."
I squeezed his hand, and then pulled him into a hug. "It's going to work. It has to."
He sought my mouth and kissed me. It was soft and gentle and made my knees weak. He kissed me again, then rested his forehead against mine. "You're one of a kind, Salem."
"So are you."
We started walking again, hand in hand. Before we got to the trolley stop, Trevor tugged me a stop.
"I don't want to go back yet. Let's go do something fun."
"Like what?"
"I don't know. Let's go be tourists for a few hours."
I smiled. "Cool. Can we go up into the needle?"
"Sure."
"Can we ride the monorail?" I jumped up and down excited.
He laughed. "We could ride it twice."
"Awesome!" I started to run, pulling him with me.
And for half the day we played at being tourists. We played at being two normal teenagers looking for some fun instead of two cambion runaways planning to murder four demon goth rockers.
Trevor and I headed to the community center where the all ages gig was going to be. When I was younger, I loved that bands would play at places where I could attend. And just like those bands, Malice had a pretty sizeable young audience. Once this would've pleased me to no end, but now I just wanted to scream to the crowd to â€˜get out', to delete all Malice songs from their iPods and phones. Parents hide your little rockers because the demons are coming to town to suck out their souls.
Going through the motions, we helped set up the stage and sound equipment. I tied the wires and carried the speakers and followed instructions. All the while, I couldn't think of anything else but finding the piece of sword and sliding it into Thane and the others to end this nightmare.
On our break, we went and sat outside on the baseball diamond bleachers nearby. Trevor had snagged a couple of bottles of water and two bags of potato chips. For a few minutes we drank and ate in silence. It wasn't a comfortable silence, it was full of questions and answers and uneasy resolve.
"I don't like you going."
"I know." I wiped my fingers on my jeans. "But you were the one that started this. Making me practice going on my own. And it totally makes sense that it's me and not you."
"I know all that, but I still don't like it."
"Are you worried that I won't get it or that I might get hurt?"
I hated the uncertain whine, the desperation in my voice, but it was there nonetheless. I was worried that Trevor only cared about the end game—getting revenge for his sister—and not about me. I was afraid of being a means to an end. I wanted to be the end. The prize at the finish line.
He looked at me, then reached across the metal bleacher set and grabbed my hand. "I'm worried about you. You are what's important."
Was it cheesy that my heart thumped a little harder and a hot wave swept into my belly?
"I'll be fine. It's a quick zip through the shadows to the hotel, then back again. What could possibly go wrong?"
"I don't even want to know." He shuffled closer to me and leaned into my face.
I met him halfway and pressed my lips to his. The kiss was simple at first. Lip on lip. A little sigh. A little heat. Then Trevor cupped my face with his hand, tilting me up to him. I sighed again, and he slid his tongue in.
Then it was all hot and fiery and explosive. We meshed and I could taste the water droplets on his tongue and the flavor that was all him. Dark. Dangerous. Delectable.
I fisted my hands into his t-shirt, pulling him closer. A hunger I didn't know existed clawed through me. I had to feast on him. Only he would satisfy me. Only he could sate my ripping and tearing need.
Darkness swirled around me, clouding my vision. I was drawn into it. It called to me. I had to heed its call. Trevor was the only thing that darkness wanted, what it craved. And I was going to give him over...
Then everything flashed white, and I was staring into Trevor's flushed face. He was breathing hard, his hands squeezing my shoulders. He'd been pushing me away.
Realization dawned on me and I sunk into myself.
"I did it again, didn't I?"
He gave me a small smile. "I was able to pull you back before you took anything vital."
"I'm sorry," I murmured.
"One day we'll figure out how to do this without one of us ending up in a coma."
I let out a deep sigh. "God, I hope so."
Slowly, carefully, he leaned forward and kissed me again. It was quick and chaste and I guess it would have to do until I could get myself under control. I would love to be able to make out with my boyfriend without killing him.
"Let's get back. The band should be here by now."
We jumped down from the bleachers and made our way back to the center to wait it out.
For the next hour, I did everything I could to avoid being near Thane, Devon and the others. It proved difficult because there weren't many places to hide in the community center. Then around every corner it seemed Devon lurked in wait. Thankfully, she didn't do more than stab me with eye daggers and growl menacingly in her throat.
When they finally went out on stage, I nearly cheered with pom poms and everything. I now had roughly forty minutes to retrieve the box and get back. I figured that was plenty of time.
The second they started the set and the bass vibrated through the speakers, Trevor and I snuck into and locked ourselves in the dressing room bathroom. It was small, dirty and smelled liked mold but at least there were an assortment of shadows to choose from.
"Remember to stay on the path." Trevor gave me his serious look.
"I know. I know."
He hugged me close and murmured into my ear. "If anything goes wrong, just come back to me. We can try again."
"You know this is our last chance."
He sighed. "I know. I was just trying to be optimistic."
I smiled, then kissed him on the cheek, lingering a little to drink him in. "I'll be back in a jiff."
He nodded, then backed up giving me room.
I took in three quick breaths, blew them out, shook out my hands, and then stepped into the largest, darkest shadow on the floor.
Within seconds, I dissolved into it. Like sugar in water.



Chapter 28
Darkness consumed me. Despite that I still had a sense of solid space under my feet and in front of me. It was like instinct now to follow the path. I had a picture of Thane's room in my mind and that was where I was heading.
Keeping my head straight, focusing on what was in front of me, I put one foot in front of the other. The tunnel was tight. It was like being forced through a tube of toothpaste. I just went with the flow trying not to think about it too much. Because that would be a huge mistake and would most likely make me immobile.
I kept walking sure I was just about there. Something pulled at me. Forcing me forward. It was a bit like being sucked through a cold, dark straw. The pulling feeling intensified. It was impossible to stop now even if I wanted to. But I didn't panic. It was what was supposed to happen.
Right before being sucked upward, I saw something to my right. It flashed and shone like a beacon. Then it was gone as I materialized out of a shadow along one wall of Thane's hotel room.
I stumbled forward, banging my knee on the coffee table. "Ow. Damnit." I rubbed at it trying to soothe the sting from radiating up my thigh. It did anyway.
The last place I'd seen his green bag was near the bed so I crossed the room. But it wasn't where I'd last seen it. Spinning around, I searched the room for it. At first glance I couldn't see it anywhere.
I flung open the closet door. It was empty save for a few wire hangers and the dry clean bag for housekeeping. I dashed to the bed, dropped to the floor, and looked under it. Nothing except a few dust bunnies.
My heart was thudding. Panic was starting to take root.
I rushed to the bathroom. It too was empty except for the dirty towels on the floor. There were no toiletries on the counter. No toothbrush. No razor. Nothing that said this room was still occupied.
A sinking feeling was filling me as I came out of the bathroom and really surveyed the rest of the room. The bed was unmade, pillows tossed here and there. Empty beer cans littered the table. But there was no evidence that anyone planned to return to the room. Thane had taken his bags with him. They were planning to split right after the gig.
I pulled at my hair in frustration. "I can't believe this. We are so screwed."
I found the same shadow and stepped back into it with a clear image of the center bathroom in my mind. This time I ran through the dark, hands out to the sides. My fingertips skimmed the walls keeping me grounded so to speak. I had to make sure I was still on the path.
The pulling sensation on my chest returned and I knew I was close to being back. But then that gleam came again. To my left this time. It was brighter, as if sensing my presence. As if signaling me with an SOS.
This time, I couldn't ignore it. I didn't want to. So I did the unthinkable, the one thing Trevor kept drilling into my head, and stepped off the path. The second I did that another path formed under my feet. It led me towards the light.
I took maybe ten steps before the path opened up and I walked into a cavernous like room. It was still black around me but the glow from the center cast a green essence outwards just touching the edges of the dark. I stepped into that green glow and followed it to its originator.
Floating about three feet above the ground was a rectangular box. It was the size and shape of an adult coffin. A clear see-through coffin, that looked like it was made from glass.
I reached out and touched it. My fingers slid along its cool smooth surface. It was like polished ice. Running my hand along its side, I peered into it.
My heart lurched up into my throat nearly choking me. The small hairs on the back of my neck stirred. It was as if a spider had crawled its way up my spine.
"No freaking way."
Awestruck, I leaned down and came almost nose to nose with Merlin the magician.
If it wasn't for the thin ice barrier I would've touched him. He looked like a wax figure in a museum. Completely froze in time. His skin was shiny, luminescent really. The green glow seemed to resonate directly from him.
He was bald with a dark intricate tattoo on his skull. His eyes were closed, his mouth slack as if in a deep peaceful sleep. He had on a dark blue tunic, stitched with symbols all over it. The same symbols I'd seen etched into that wooden box. It also looked like he was wearing a robe, in the same color and with the same designs.
His slim hands were folded on his chest and clasped between them was the handle of a long silver broad sword. The blade was inlaid with the same markings I'd seen before.
This was the enchanted sword that had sent Merlin into a coma. This was the sword we needed. It just had to be. But how did I get it?
Backing up a little, I looked the ice coffin over. Maybe there was a way to open it. Then I saw it, down the side, almost at the bottom. A lock. Obviously, I needed a key. Now I knew without a doubt what was in Thane's box. And there was no way I could get to it.
Dejected, I slapped the top of the coffin with my hand. "Damn it."
The sword was within my grasp and I was incapable of doing anything about it. Thane and the others were going to win. They were going to get away with destroying both my and Trevor's lives. I couldn't let that happen. Not now. Not ever.
I dropped to my knees to inspect the lock. Maybe I could pick it. Reaching into my hoodie pocket, I pulled out a small screwdriver, a left over tool from working on sound equipment. Trevor had given it to me to hold onto for him, just in case. This was a huge just in case.
Lock picking was probably a lesson in patience and finesse, but I possessed neither of these qualities. So jabbing the tip of the screwdriver into the lock and jiggling it around was just going to have to work for me. I didn't have time for anything fancy.
After a few minutes of futile poking and agitating, I realized the lock wasn't going to open. Exasperated, I stood and glared at it, willing it to open. I wouldn't let some fancy locking mechanism best me. There was too much at stake. It wasn't just about me either. Trevor was counting on me. I couldn't let him down. I wouldn't.
As I took a step back, anger and frustration surged through me making my hands shake. Anger that Thane was going to get away with hurting me, with killing so many girls. Frustrated that I was so close to retribution I could taste it on my tongue like sweet grainy sugar.
Without thinking, I kicked at the lock. The coffin didn't even move. So, I kicked at it again. And again. And again. Until I was booting it over and over alternating between my left and right feet. Chips of ice scattered on the ground with each blow. The tinkling sound of the pieces hitting the solid floor echoed all around. It was so loud in my ears I was sure it would wake the dead. Or Merlin, in this case.
Curious, I stopped kicking and approached the coffin. Ice shards crunched under my boot heels. I peered down into the magician's face. It was still slack. No life stirred in his pale waxy features.
Breathing a sigh of relief, I glanced back down to the lock. My heart skipped a beat or two as I noticed the metal clasp was twisted and busted up. I'd broken it. I couldn't believe it.
Stomach clenching, I reached down and flipped the latch. The lock was open. I could open the casket if I wanted to. Swallowing hard, I looked at Merlin, asleep inside. Did I really want to?
Fear crept upon me but I swallowed it back down as I slid my fingers into the grooves along the coffin's side and pulled upwards. I expected it to creak since it was so old but it didn't. There was definitely a sound, but it was no creak. More like a pop from a release of pressure. As if I opened a freezer door for the first time in a hundred years. I also didn't expect the blast of cold air on my face or the smell that escaped. One of rotting fish.
After the lid was up, I stumbled backwards, gagging on the stench. I never thought he would stink so badly. It totally took me by surprise.
I wiped at my nose, trying to rub the horrid odor away before I leaned in to inspect the sword. It was long; a broad sword I guess it was called. Merlin had his frozen fingers wrapped around the hilt. I'd have to pry them off. Oh Jesus, what if they broke off while I was touching him? The thought made me queasy. I rubbed a hand over my stomach hoping to ease its suffering.
Closing my eyes, I counted to three, then quickly opened them and without losing my nerve, reached in to touch Merlin. His skin was cold and hard under the tips of my fingers. For some reason I was expecting it to be oily but thank God it wasn't. It just looked that way.
As carefully as I could, I dug my fingers under one of his and lifted it. There came a crackling sound as it moved but it didn't crack or snap off. Once I had one digit successfully lifted, that gave me the strength and will to lift the others. Soon, all of Merlin's fingers were bent back and up, and I could touch the hilt of the sword.I wrapped my hand around it and sliding my other hand under the blade I was able to elevate the sword out of the icy casket.
It was heavy and I wondered how I was even going to wield it. But at least I had it. I'd worry about using it once I took it safely back topside and to Trevor.
I smiled down at Merlin's form. "Thanks buddy. You just saved my life."
His eyes snapped open, forcing me back.
"Nivaine," he breathed on a puff of cold air.
"Shit!" I backpedalled away from the coffin. Dragging the sword at my side, I sprinted out of the cave. I ran blindly down the tunnel hoping like hell I was going the right way.
I ran for what seemed like hours, my lungs burning, until I finally felt the pull out of the shadows. But right before I came out, I dropped the sword. I collapsed onto my hands and knees on the cold tiled bathroom floor. As I gulped air furiously, I looked around. I was alone. Scrambling to my feet, I tore open the door to find Trevor. He had to come back with me to retrieve the sword.
The moment I came out of the bathroom, I knew something was considerably wrong.
The lights were off and the place was empty. It was as if no one had ever been there to begin with. Except I did see evidence on the floor that something had gone on earlier. There were empty drink containers and ripped concert tickets littering the floor.
I moved through the corridor. "Trevor!" my voice a little high, nearly hysterical.
There was no answer.
A chill ran up my spine. I had only been gone a half hour tops, hadn't I? The show should've still been going on. Where the hell was everyone?
I ran into the main hall and shouted, "Trevor!"
"Where've you been, sugar pop?"
Thane's voice echoed through the hall. I swung around looking for the source. I couldn't see him in any corner, in any doorway.
He laughed and it curled around me like a snake. The sound was close. Then it hit me and slowly, my skin growing clammy, I glanced up.
Thane was on the ceiling, leering down at me. He laughed again. "What's the matter? You look like you've seen a ghost."
"Where's Trevor? What have you done with him?"
"Nothing. Yet."
"I want to see him."
As fast as a blur, Thane landed next to me. Startled, I nearly fell back onto my ass. But he grabbed my arm before I could.
"Let me go." I tried to yank my arm away, but it was pointless. His grip was so tight I was quickly losing feeling in my hand.
"Did you see him?"
Avoiding his gaze, I looked over his shoulder at the wall. "I don't know what you're talking about."
"Sure you do. If you had stayed on the path you wouldn't have been too late to save your boyfriend."
"Screw you." I spat.
"You're a bad liar, sugar pop."
"I'm not lying."
He bent into me, sniffing along my neck. I clamped my eyes shut as revulsion rolled through me. "You're a lot like me, you know."
That had my back up. "Like hell I am. You're a monster. I'm...I'm..."
He grinned. "Exactly like me. I know you almost killed that boy back in Boise. You couldn't stop yourself, could you? It felt good didn't it? Like you were finally truly alive for the first time."
I cringed away from him. I didn't want to face his truth. Because some of what he said did ring true. I had liked the feeling. Didn't I just nearly do the same thing to Trevor? Twice.
"What do you want?" The tears came. I was so scared I couldn't stem them. I feared that Trevor was already dead and it would just be a matter of minutes before I faced the same fate.
"Oh, come now, sugar pop. You were doing so well there. I could practically smell your rage. Don't start with the water works. It doesn't suit you."
"What do you want?" I screamed it into his face.
"I want you to leave it alone. I want you to forget what you've seen, what you know and go away. Don't follow us, don't think about us." He titled his head to regard me. "If you do that, I will let you and your boyfriend live."
Movement in the corner caught my interest. I turned just as Devon, Quinn and Seth dragged Trevor into the room. They dumped him, like a ragdoll, onto the floor.
He groaned and rolled over onto his back. Even in the gloom I could see that he'd been beaten badly. His face was bloody and raw.
"Trevor." I tried to go to him, but Thane held me in place, pinning me with his fierce gaze.
"Why should I believe you?"
"Because, sugar pop, I kind of like you."
I looked at him then. "You're kidding right?"
"Nope. I don't even like Quinn all that much. But you, there's something about you, that I just can't not like. Must be the monster in you." He grinned, and then let my arm go.
I rushed to Trevor's side, touching him. "Trevor. Jesus." He was worse than I thought. His face was a mass of hamburger. He could barely even open his eyes. They were both swollen and purple.
"You should be proud of him," Devon said, "He wouldn't give you up even after I pummeled his face a dozen times."
I glared at her. I wanted to rip out her eyes and feed them to her.
"It wasn't until I threatened to torture your BFF Chloe and your dear mummy, that he finally told us what the two of you were up to."
"Oh, baby," I murmured to him. I brushed the hair from his brow. Not that it helped any. Most of it was matted with blood and stuck to his skin.
Thane walked over to us, and glowered down at me. "Do we have an agreement?"
I touched Trevor's chin. He moaned, and moved his head a little. I couldn't even tell if he was conscious. If he knew I was there with him. Tears rolled down my cheeks and dripped on the sleeve of Trevor's shirt. Another moan. But this time, his one eye opened and fixed on me. I leaned down to his lips, tilting my ear to him.
His words were barely audible, but I heard him in my heart. "Don't let them win."
I glanced up at Thane, a rage so pure so searing nearly scorched my throat as I spoke, "You're going to pay for what you've done."
His eyes widened; he was either surprised at the vehemence in my voice or the fact that I bolted up from the floor fingers swiping at his face. I managed to cut his cheek before he backhanded me across the face sending me sprawling sideways.
"Sugar pop wants to play," Thane snarled as he advanced on me.
Fear and a heightened sense of survival had me sprinting across the floor and crawling up the wall before he could wrap a hand in my hair. When I reached the ceiling, I had no clue what to do. I hadn't mastered the floating and sticking to things trick yet.
Laughing, Thane stared up at me. "You're quick, I'll give you that."
"Quit messing around," snarled Devon, "and kill her already."
I looked over at her and saw she'd placed a booted foot on Trevor's chest to keep him from moving. Fury burned like acid in my chest. I twisted my hands into fists and sprang like a grasshopper from the ceiling aiming not for Thane but for Devon. Hate fueled my aim and made it lethal.
I grabbed her around the neck and grappled her to the ground. She shrieked as I yanked on her hair and slapped at her face. I managed to get a boot to her gut before I was pulled off and tossed to the side like a bag of trash. I landed face first on the hardwood floor. My nose smooshed into the ground. I heard the snap of bone and felt the rush of blood.
"You can't win, sugar pop."
I felt Thane's presence looming over me.
"You should just let it go while you're still breathing."
Hot bitter tears filled my eyes blinding me. I couldn't stop them as they rushed out and dripped onto the floor beneath me, mingling with the blood drops. Thane was right. I couldn't win. They were much too strong. There was nothing I could do to hurt them.
They were going to get away with all the rotten murderous things they'd done—turning me into a monster, turning Trevor as well, and killing his sister. It was too much for me to bear.
Squeezing my eyes shut, I slapped the palms of my hands down on the floor in frustration. I was helpless, unable to defend myself, unable to save Trevor.
I opened my eyes again, staring down at the floor powerlessly. It was then that I noticed I was lying in a deep shadow in the corner. Squinting, I spied a glint of something beneath me. Something bright. Something shiny.
Merlin's sword.
"Get up, sugar pop, so I can kill you properly."
Taking in a deep breath, I reached into the shadow, willing my arm to dissolve into the darkness. My skin tingled as I pushed through the shadows. My hand groped blindly, my leap of faith the only thing guiding it. Until finally, blessedly, my fingers wrapped around the leather hilt.
I drew the sword out of the shadow just as Thane reached for me. I pushed up with my other hand and twisted my body, swinging the weapon around with every ounce of strength I could muster.
Like in the movies, the next two minutes moved by in slow motion. Surprised, I watched as the blade sunk into Thane's body. He looked just as shocked when he noticed the steel protruding from his chest. His hands came up to the wound, caressing the sword in his palms. Blood quickly spilled through his clenched fingers.
Stunned silent, I watched as the blood ran in thin rivulets down his forearms to finally drip, like a leaky faucet, onto the floor.
His gaze flickered over me and I could see the shock in his eyes. Shock and something unexpected. Remorse. But remorse for whom? Me or himself. Thane opened his mouth to speak. I wasn't sure I would hear him anyway, but it was too late, because he fell over onto his side, slack-jawed and lifeless before he could utter one word.
Sinking back onto my rear-end, I turned to look at the others. Seth and Quinn stared wide-eyed, mouths gaping like fish out of water. Devon, on the other hand, looked like she wanted to rip out my throat, which I thought she was gearing up to do.
"I'm going to slaughter you, bitch!" she screeched.
I reached over and grabbed the hilt of the sword with both hands. I drew it out of Thane. The second it was removed, his body turned black like charcoal, and then it split and broke apart into pieces sinking into the floor, dissolving into the shadows until there wasn't anything left of him but a puff of fine soot-colored dust.
I pushed to my feet, hefting the sword in front of me. It was heavy and my arms shook with the strain but I refused to let them see how frightened to death I was. How mortified I felt for killing Thane, although he deserved it full heartedly.
Seth shook his head. "I'm out of here. This isn't worth it." He ran toward another of the big shadows on the floor and disappeared inside it. Quinn followed his lead.
That left me, Trevor and Devon. I knew she would never run away. She'd stay and fight to the end. I just feared it was going to be my end. With Thane I had the element of surprise; with Devon I had nothing by my false bravado.
"You won't get that thing up before I twist your head off."
But before she could come at me, Trevor sprung up behind her and wrapped his arms around her, effectively pinning her arms to her sides. She struggled against him, but he held her firm.
"Get off me!"
I raised the sword in front of me and walked toward them. My arms hurt, my hands were sore. I could barely keep the tip of the blade from scraping on the floor. But I kept coming, determined to end this once and for all. For Trevor. For me. For all the people we were going to save.
I wanted to go home.
"This is for my sister," Trevor grunted as he shoved Devon forward. Hard.
She came spiraling toward me, shrieking like a banshee. I hauled the sword up just in time. Her eyes bugged out as the blade impaled her.
Unlike Thane, she didn't die quietly.
With a scream that nearly burst my ear drums, Devon exploded into a thousand dark pieces. Ebony glass-like shards fell to the floor and shattered into dust. A breeze blew through the center, carrying her essence with it as it swept the building and out through the back door.
I dropped the sword and ran to Trevor just as his knees buckled and he collapsed onto the floor. I knelt next to him, cradling his head on my lap.
"We did it," I murmured to him.
He smiled up at me and I knew it caused him a lot of pain to do so. "You did it, Salem. I knew you would." He coughed and blood bubbled between his lips.
I wiped it away with the sleeve of my hoodie. "It's okay, baby." He tried to speak again, but I put my finger on his lips. "Don't. Save your strength."
I checked the rest of him over. I didn't see any blood blossoms on his chest or legs. The red on his t-shirt I assumed came from his face. At least I hoped it did.
"Can you move? We need to get out of here."
He shook his head. "I'm broken."
New tears rolled down my cheeks. "I'm going to fix you, okay? Don't worry."
He tried to protest but I stopped him by pressing my lips to his. He tried to pull away but I held him still by gripping his chin with my fingers. Closing my eyes, I thought about the energy inside my body, gathered it to me and breathed it into Trevor.
My essence left my body and went into his. It was a strange sensation, maybe how drowning would feel. Like losing oxygen. I poured it into Trevor until my lungs burned and my head swam.
I stopped only when he nudged me away, breaking the spell.
"Enough, Salem. It's enough." His face wasn't as pale or sweaty. His eyes were clearer.
I nodded then put one hand under his shoulder, and the other gripped his arm. "I'm going to pull you up, okay?" I didn't wait for his reply.
It took about five minutes to get him up to his feet. He couldn't walk, but had to lean on me. If I had been a weaker person, there wouldn't have been a chance in hell that I could've carried him out of there. But my demon genes gave me the strength I needed. Go figure.
As I helped him hobble into the nearest shadow, he turned his head and looked at me. "Take me home, Salem."
I nodded, and took him at his word.



Chapter 29
A lot can happen in a week. I'm proof positive of that. Twice.
The first time I went from average teen, if slightly off kilter, to half demon roadie for a demonic rock band. This time, I went from half demon ex-roadie to semi-normal teen back at home trying to assimilate back into her life.
When Trevor had said home, I took him literally and stepped into the shadow and transported us back to my bedroom in Boise. Needless to say, my mom nearly had a heart attack when she burst into my room to find Trevor bleeding on my bed and me sitting beside him trying to wipe that blood off. Oh, and she'd happened to notice the sword lying on the rug.
I'd asked her for a washcloth and some water and she got it for me without much argument. I figured she could see the determined and devastated look in my eyes and knew not to push the issue.
It wasn't until after I'd cleaned up Trevor and left him sleeping, that the questions came fast and furious.
She'd alternated between yelling and crying but after a few hours I'd been able to tell her something that she could believe. That Josh had attacked me and Trevor had saved me by beating Josh into a coma and we had run because we didn't know what else to do. Although I suspected, she hadn't believed one word and now was just waited for me to spill the truth.
I could've told her she might be waiting for a long time.
To both our surprises—my mom's more I suspected—Trevor healed quickly. He'd slept for nearly six hours and when he'd woken, his eyes hadn't been swollen any longer and the bruises on his face had already started to green.
My mom hadn't asked. I suspected she thought there was more to Trevor than I was saying. More to me too. She'd looked at me oddly, but it wasn't full of disgust or shock just curiosity and interest. My mom, the rock. She was the epitome of unconditional love.
I probably could've confessed all and told her the truth and exposed Trevor and I as cambions and she'd take it in, absorb it, and come out on the other side, just more enlightened. She'd probably want to ride the shadows and find the other two members of Malice and end them because of what they did.
I was almost inclined to let her. But for me it was over. I'd gotten my retribution. I was okay with how it all turned out. I just wanted to move on with my life.
And for now, we were enjoying just being us. Two normal teenagers trying to navigate the tumultuous road of life and well, love.
"Salem." My mom knocked on my bedroom door. "Trevor's here."
Bouncing off the bed, I jammed my feet into a pair of sneakers, grabbed my hoodie from the floor and opened the door. My mom was there, leaning against the wall, waiting for me.
She smiled, and tucked a stray newly dyed blue hair behind my ear. "Be home early. You have school tomorrow."
"I know. I will." I kissed her on the cheek, lingering a few seconds to drink her in. Her scent never failed to make me feel loved.
Trevor was waiting for me at the door. He smiled when I came barreling down the hallway and tackled him with a hug. He wrapped his arms around me tight and kissed me on the lips.
"I missed you," he said.
"You just saw me yesterday."
"I know," he nuzzled my ear, "but I miss your messy bed head in the morning."
"Oh, like it is now?"
He looked at my hair and ran a hand over it. "Yup, perfect."
"Have fun," my mom called from the kitchen.
"See you, Lynn," Trevor returned.
She popped her head around the corner. "Be good. And take care of my girl."
He slung his arm around my shoulders. "You know I will."
"Bye mom." I pushed open the front door and we went out.
Hand in hand, we walked down the driveway to the fabulous POS Trevor had bought with some of the money he'd earned by being a roadie. He opened the door for me.
"So, I was thinking, there's this new band playing..."
I shook my head. "No. No bands. If I never go to another gig in my life it will be too soon." I slid into the seat. He shut the door.
He got in the other side and started the car. "It's jazz. What could possibly go wrong at a jazz concert?"
"I don't even want to know."
Laughing, Trevor put the car in drive and pulled away from the house.
It felt good to be out with my boyfriend. We were going to a movie with friends. Chloe and her new boyfriend were meeting us at the theatre. It was nice and normal.
Just what both of us needed right now. For today it was perfect. For tomorrow? Well, I didn't know. Does anyone?



Now available, the exciting sequel ELECTRIC

Salem and Trevor are back in Boise, trying to piece together a normal life. But when a teen girl is found in a dumpster, the same one Salem had been tossed into, they know their past will never leave them alone.
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