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    For Connie Ann Michael and her son, Trey:


    


    Thank you for allowing me to create my version of Trey.


    I hope you love him and his addition to this story . . . my characters sure do.
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    Barely eighteen years old, and I wouldn’t live to see nineteen. My dad’s death had changed me in ways I still hadn’t completely figured out, but more shocking than Dad’s early departure from my life was the fact that Frankie had been brought back from the dead because my ex-boyfriend’s career path was…well, it was something I still couldn’t quite comprehend: soul collecting.


    I wondered absently if there was a course for that in college. Speaking of…my best girlfriend would head off to college soon. Without me.


    I looked hopelessly toward my future—all nine months left of it.


    Nine months. People always talk about what they’d do with their lives if they found out they only had x amount of time to live. Skydiving, swimming with sharks, visiting the Seven Wonders of the World…bucket list stuff. At only eighteen years old, and having never left Southern California, my bucket list was far too long to cram into my nine remaining months. I’d also need tons of money to travel to, like, the pyramids in Egypt or something, and money wasn’t a gift Ariadne bestowed upon me when she’d decided to put a fun little countdown on my soul. Would have been nice, though.


    There was a countdown on my soul. No. Big. Deal.


    I found myself wondering how many other people could say the same thing. How many other people Ariadne had graced with her presence over the years. How many other people had been sucked into the vicious world of dating Toby when his psycho ex wasn’t ready to let go.


    I mean, I’m sure it was natural to wonder. Maybe there was a support group for the you-dated-Toby-James-now-it’s-time-to-die girls.


    Maybe I should have started one.


    But frankly, I was too busy soaking up every minute with Frankie, my mom, and Jessie. There were no distractions. No drama.


    Except, of course, the countdown on my soul. Because yeah, there was that. Or the fact that my mom was shipping me off to a vacation in Mexico tomorrow, with Jessie but without Frankie. Because there was that as well. But we’d be back in seven days, and the vacation issue would be out of the way.


    The countdown on my soul, however…not so much.


    “Ever. Where’d you go?”


    Frankie and I stood side by side in the kitchen, washing dishes. So mundane and so normal, like we’d done plenty of times since Ariadne brought him back. I looked over at him and smiled. Then, as I always did, mostly subconsciously, I reached out to touch him. When my skin connected with his, my smile grew. He’s real. Three months later, and I still had trouble believing it. My best friend, now boyfriend, was alive again.


    He looked different, of course; we had no choice in that. His dark brown hair was dyed almost blond now, like sandy brown hair that had been sun-kissed, and cropped short—his pompadour a distant memory. He wore contacts instead of his trademark retro-style glasses, which was kind of a bummer since those glasses had been so him for as long as I could remember. We’d had to take certain precautions so people wouldn’t realize he was the same Franklyn Davis who had died two years earlier. We were also really lucky in the fact that Frankie would have graduated the year he died, so most of his old friends were scattered across the states at various colleges and what not by now, and we had yet to run into anyone who’d known us before the accident—mostly because we skipped local parties and never hung out at the places he’d loved when he’d been alive…the first time around. Some things were just too risky, even with his altered looks.


    The seclusion wasn’t too bad—I’d always stayed inside with him before, why should it bother me now?


    Placing a dish back in the sink, Frankie looked down at my hand on his forearm. He turned, resting his soap-covered hands on either side of my face. He smiled his knowing smile and shook his head from side to side.


    “I’m still here, Doll.” He kissed me, and I tried to ignore that sinking feeling I’d had lately.


    That distant look was in his eyes again, I was sure of it. He was pulling away from me.


    He returned to washing the dishes, and I dried each one as he handed it to me. This was pretty much what it looked like for us lately. Doing dishes, splitting up household chores, cooking, laundry… I imagined we resembled a couple of old married people.


    Water hit my face, snapping me out of my thoughts.


    “Hey! What was that for?”


    “Pay attention—the dishes are stacking up.” He splashed me again, then the smile faded from his face. “This vacation is supposed to be fun for you, Ever. Stop looking like your mom is sending you to the gallows. Are you even just a little bit excited?”


    I knew he was right, but I was having a hard time leaving or even getting excited. What if something happened to Frankie while I was gone? What if Ariadne showed up and changed her mind, taking him instead of me?


    What if Frankie really was pulling away from me?


    “Ever, look at me. I know what you’re thinking. But you have to stop. Worrying about me is silly. I’m still here, see?”


    I looked up into his eyes and really, really missed his glasses. He grabbed my chin, using his thumb to pull my bottom lip out of my teeth. He held my gaze, his caramel-flaked brown eyes mesmerizing me as usual. Then he started to smile.


    “Don’t worry. You’ll be back in seven days.”


    He pulled my face to his, our mouths connecting in another kiss. God I love kissing him. When we kissed, I could block out the world. My soul, its future, my worries…all faded away.


    His hands moved down to my waist and he pulled me tightly to him. Turning us slowly, he pushed me backwards until my lower back was pressed against the edge of the counter. He ran his hands down my back, then gripped my butt and he lifted me up onto the wet counter. I squealed as the soapy water soaked through my jeans, but Frankie continued to kiss me. I had so much to do to get ready for my trip, but I was going to revel in these moments with Frankie. I wrapped my legs around him and held on tight.


    “Have you started packing yet?” Frankie breathed between kisses.


    Oh, I don’t want to think about packing! I felt like pouting again. With a groan, I pulled back from him. His eyes were dark, and his pale lips were flush with color. Mmm. He licked them absently, and I was tempted to kiss him again. Screw packing and screw my vacation.


    “No,” I grumbled. “And I still have to make dinner.”


    Frankie leaned in and kissed me once more, then helped me down off the counter. He finished washing and drying the dishes while I gathered all the stuff I’d need for the meal prep. I was making my mom’s favorite meal, since I’d miss her birthday while I was gone. Another reason I wasn’t thrilled about this vacation. But Sharon’s timeshare was for this week, and this week only, and she’d lose the week if we didn’t go, and Mom really wanted us to go, and blah blah blah. So going we were.


    And by golly, I was going to like it.


    I knew how to make the casserole by memory—Mom made it for me my entire life. The pie recipe on the other hand, I’d definitely need to read.


    Frankie dried off his hands and grabbed the keys off the counter, catching my attention as he reached up to push his phantom glasses up his nose. Something about the gesture always made me stop and stare at him. His old habit reminded me of the old him, before we’d had to change his appearance. I missed that Frankie.


    “All right, Doll, it’s almost five. You get started on the food, and I’ll run to the cleaners to pick up your stuff before they close.”


    “Oh shoot! The dry cleaning!”


    Frankie laughed, and I shook my head. I was so forgetful, and he was so on top of everything all the time.


    After a too-quick kiss goodbye, he left, and I set to work, a mixture of feelings coursing through me. I was happier than I’d ever been, yes, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that as perfect and happy as I felt, Frankie wasn’t in the same place. He’d never said anything to make me think that, but I’d occasionally see these looks pass over his face, and they were forlorn, melancholy…distant. I didn’t know what to do for him, or how to fix it.


    Something was just…off.


    Then there was that other thing, and God knows something had to be done about the countdown on my soul. As it was now, I’d already lost 89 days of the rest of my life. The clock was ticking.


    By the time Frankie returned, dry cleaning in one hand and fresh flowers in the other, I’d gotten the casserole and the pie in the oven—I think I can cook them at the same time—and I was only slightly covered in flour. Making pie crust was a lot messier than I’d imagined. Frankie took one look at me and laughter rushed from his lips. He actually bent over from laughing so hard, dropping the plastic-covered clothing on the ground in the process.


    How ridiculous.


    Annoyed by Frankie’s laughter, but also totally curious, I pushed past him and made my way to the mirror in the living room, surprised to see the massive coating of flour on my face.


    And there I was thinking I was only slightly covered in flour.


    “How long does it have to be in the oven?” Frankie asked between chuckles. His voice startled me, suddenly behind me in the living room. He leaned against the doorjamb, all long and trim. I rolled my eyes at him—dramatically, and very much on purpose—he was being absurd. It was just flour, for Pete’s sake.


    I thought back to his question and remembered the timer on the stove, and what it said the last time I’d glanced at it.


    “About thirty-five minutes left, I guess.”


    He stopped laughing, pursed his lips, and looked off to the side as if pondering something.


    A wickedly sexy grin pulled at his mouth. “Yup,” he nodded. “That should do it!”


    He sprinted over to me from the doorway of the kitchen, and before I could even react to what he was doing, he’d flung me over his shoulder and I was flailing like a crazy person in his arms. He didn’t put me down until we were in my room, and only when he tossed me onto the bed did I realize what he was thinking.


    Oh!


    He stood over me, looking down with that lopsided grin of his, and wiggled his eyebrows—the wicked sexy quickly being replaced with goofy and loveable—but only for a second. The sly smile crept back onto his face as he assessed me on the bed. I loved both sides of him equally, but this sexy side accelerated my pulse.


    “You look pretty hot covered in flour. Like a sexy Betty Crocker or something.”


    I busted up laughing, shaking my head at him again as he climbed onto the bed with me. In a moment, his lips were on mine, the connection heating my blood as our mouths moved together in that perfect way they did—so naturally.


    He pulled back for a second, his expression heated, but serious. My heart skipped a beat, and I searched for that distant, melancholy look in his brown eyes. It wasn’t there. Maybe it never had been.


    “You know something, Doll?”—he paused, but I could tell he wasn’t actually waiting for a response—“I can’t imagine life without you. I don’t think I’d want to live in that kind of world,” he whispered, his lips barely resting against mine. “No matter what happens between us.”


    ‘No matter what happens between us?’ What the hell was that supposed to mean? Did he mean no matter what, like, if we broke up? He’d still want to be friends?


    Or was I just being insecure?


    Before he said anything else, or I could even voice my concerns, he slid his hand behind my neck and pulled me to him again, crushing me in a hard kiss. A kiss that assured me I was being ridiculous. I pushed my fears and insecurities aside and focused on Frankie.


    Everything else faded away. I didn’t worry about Ariadne, or her countdown on my soul. I didn’t worry about my vacation tomorrow, or the list of chores I still had to do in preparation. I didn’t worry about my mom, or the fact that she’d be back any minute and if she caught us in here she’d end me way before Ariadne could.


    I didn’t even worry about my fears surrounding Frankie’s feelings, the weird emptiness I sometimes felt between us, or that occasional doubt I’d experienced lately when I caught that unexplainable sadness in his eyes.


    I pushed all of that aside because all of it could wait.


    I could only think of one thing.


    Frankie. My Frankie. In my arms.


    And I didn’t even worry about the fact that later tonight, after I’d packed my suitcase and laid out my travel outfit, said goodnight to Mom, and kissed Frankie before he headed off to his room across the hall, I would drift off to sleep with foreboding in my stomach.


    Because it wouldn’t be Frankie in my dreams.


    It never was.
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    “Oh my God, Ever, seriously. Snap out of it!”


    “Sorry, Jess.”


    I’d apologized at least five times since we set out for this trip. I watched her shuffle the deck of cards and deal them out between us on her pull-down tray. I leaned my forehead against the window and looked down at the wide expanse of nothing but the top side of clouds. We’d be in Cabo San Lucas in just over three hours. A trip that had been gifted to us, thanks to my mom’s best friend Sharon and her unused timeshare week, and a bit of my dad’s life insurance money for airfare and spending. Seven long, all-inclusive days in Cabo. I could do it. I’d put on a happy face for our vacation, and I’d try to enjoy myself. After all, a seven-day vacation in Mexico with my best friend should be something to cross off my bucket list.


    But I couldn’t help counting down the days. I’d been counting down since the words first left Ariadne’s perfect mouth. ‘You have one year, Ever. I will come collect your soul in place of Frankie’s when you turn nineteen.’ One year. Which really wasn’t fair since it had already been at least a week since my birthday when she’d said it. She should have said, ‘You have fifty-one weeks.’ But whatever. That was just a silly technicality, and now I was down to two-hundred seventy-eight days anyway.


    “Ev?”


    I still couldn’t believe any of it was real. But I’d seen it for myself. Frankie was alive again. Toby, Greg, and Ariadne were soul collectors. My soul was—


    “Ever! Hello? It’s your turn!” Jessie’s annoyance was loud and clear. The man in the seat next to her leaned forward a bit and glared at me.


    “Sorry, Jess. Can we just skip this game? I’m pretty tired.”


    Jessie’s face took on ‘the look’—the expression she wore all the time now, it seemed. Annoyance. Exasperation. Maybe a little anger added in there for good measure. Though it drove me up the wall, I can’t say I blamed her. I couldn’t be much fun to be around these days, especially now that I was headed south to Mexico, and Frankie was stuck at home in Orange.


    Arriba.


    “Fine. Whatever. Sleep if you must. But this is it. Once we land, there will be no time for sleeping, and that pouty face better stay on the plane when we get off.”


    I rolled my sweatshirt into a makeshift pillow, then closed my window and rested my head uncomfortably on my faux-cushion, doubting that I’d be able to sleep. Eventually sleep found me, however restless it was. I kept waking up because my mouth fell open, or because the kid behind me kicked my seat. At one point, he even pulled my hair when he grabbed the top of the seat to yank himself up. That was a pleasant experience.


    But worse than the punk kid behind me, or the growing drool stain on my hoodie, were my chaotic dreams.


    Toby still haunted them. Though not in a bloody, fear-inducing way. He was always there when I closed my eyes: smirking at me that sexy way he did, or brushing my hair out of my face before bringing his lips to mine.


    And those were just the PG-rated dreams.


    Ugh. Wasn’t I supposed to be over that guy? I mean, seriously. Why did my subconscious mind obsess over him so much, all these months later?


    I dozed off again, pondering why I was kissing Frankie during the day and subconsciously cheating on him with Toby during the night, which probably didn’t help to keep the latter from sneaking into my dreams.


    The plane’s rocky landing startled me awake. Toby’s fingertips had just brushed across my mouth, and his lips had been about to connect with mine. Dammit! These dreams had to stop.


    I grumbled under my breath as the plane jerked around. I loved flying, but the landing terrified me every time. This time was not very smooth, so my heartbeat took its sweet time slowing down to a normal rate again. That could have been due to the pervy dream as well, though I tried not to overanalyze that.


    Of course, had the landing not awoken me, the excited squeals from Jessie would have done the trick just fine. I wished her excitement was transmittable, but the guy next to her didn’t seem to be catching any of it, so I was probably out of luck on her happiness becoming a contagion. I plastered a smile to my face anyway, and tried to fake it. For her sake, at least.


    “Oh my God, I’m so excited! Nothing but margaritas, beaches, and boys for the next seven days!”


    Seven days. I’d already done the math, of course. When we got back home, I’d only have two-hundred seventy-one days of life remaining.


    Jess and I followed the other passengers off the airplane single file, and were greeted with intense heat when we exited. The sun was high in the sky and shining brightly. I tilted my head up, closing my eyes, and let the sun’s rays warm my skin. I sighed. I could do this. I already felt better.


    The woman behind me cleared her throat.


    I’d held up the line soaking in the sun, and Jessie was already halfway across the tarmac. Her blonde bob bounced with each step she took. She turned back and waved her hands around in exasperation.


    I looked to the lady behind me and smiled. “I’m sorry.”


    “That’s okay, sweetie. The sun sure feels great, doesn’t it?”


    “Yeah. It definitely does.”


    “You better catch up to your friend there, hon; she looks about ready to explode from excitement.”


    I nodded, my own wide smile matching hers, and turned back to the stairway. I hurried down the stairs and caught up with my travel partner. Jessie’s grin could only be classified as huge. Her tiny pink dress did little to cover her up, and I watched as every airport worker, along with just about every male traveler—and even a few of the women—watched Jessie bounce her way into the building.


    The boys of Mexico better watch out; I was about to unleash a hot pink tornado on them.


    Turned out everyone else’s excitement was infectious after all. I actually felt good. Well, maybe not good exactly, but definitely better. Jessie was beyond happy, the travelers around us were practically buzzing with excitement, and I was about to spend seven days in a Mexican paradise with the girlfriend I loved most in the world. I could do this.


    Jessie grabbed my hand and pulled me forward. I was apparently going too slow for her liking, even though I was right behind her.


    “Where are the people with the leis?”


    “I think that’s only in Hawaii, Jess.”


    “So? They should do it here, too. Except, like, greet us with a sombrero and a margarita instead of a lei.” She paused by a particularly cute airport worker and said, “Hola,” in the sexiest voice she could muster.


    I swear the guy drooled.


    I stifled a laugh and shook my head.


    “Come on, harlot.” I pulled Jessie along, trying to avoid being the cause of any traffic jams or workers getting fired for spacing out on the job.


    “Flirting, Ever, just harmless flirting. That hardly makes me a harlot.”


    “No, what you plan on doing with the guys you meet later makes you a harlot.”


    “I’m offended, Ever Van Ruysdael.”


    “No. You’re not.”


    Jessie squealed. “I know! I’m not at all! Know why?”


    I humored her. “Why?”


    “Because we’re in Meh-hee-co, you old bore! Ai ai ai ai!”


    This time it was me who pulled Jessie forward, as we continued to follow the wave of tourists through the airport.


    Going through Customs turned out to be a hellish experience, and I really hoped it wouldn’t be the same way on our way back into the United States. We retrieved our bags from the conveyor belt in baggage claim, then made our way outside in search of our hotel’s van service.


    Luckily, the drive to the resort didn’t take too long, and the driver had cold Coronas and chips and salsa in the van waiting for us. Talk about service.


    Jessie had no qualms about drinking—which had been obvious by the amount of margarita references she’d made leading up to the trip—and when her lips hit that bottle of beer, I wondered if she’d finish the whole thing in one swig. Who was this girl? I’d never been a big drinker, and even though I was legally old enough in Mexico, it still felt weird. But I took a few sips of beer to counteract the heat from the salsa. No harm in that.


    Our timeshare hotel was even better than the pictures in the pamphlets the travel agent showed us. After checking in, we made our way to the room to drop off our bags and freshen up, but Jessie was in a huge hurry to get to the pool bar, so she reminded me numerous times that there would be no resting.


    Our suite had two rooms near the entry, then a bathroom, and a kitchen/living area beyond that. A large sliding glass door shed bright sunlight into the living area. I picked the room on the left and threw my stuff down on a small blue chair in the corner. My balcony looked out to the ocean, and the crystal blue water was hypnotic. I sat down on the bed, stretching out my legs, and noting with relief how soft the mattress was. Maybe I’d actually get a good night’s sleep.


    “Oh my God! Can you believe this hotel suite? It’s like a condominium!” Jessie’s voice was far away, and I wondered how big the suite actually was. Guess I’d have to eventually venture past my room to check it out.


    The walls of the bedroom were a bright, happy shade of yellow, and I have to admit, the cheery decor made me feel even less grumpy. I’d be enjoying myself in no time. Especially if Jessie had anything to do with it. My eyes were closed, but I didn’t need to see her to sense her impatience. I could hear her wedge-heeled foot tapping away in the doorway to my room.


    “Oh no you don’t. I warned you on the plane. No rest for the wicked, remember? We’ll sleep when we’re dead.”


    I opened one eye and looked at her. Dead for her meant something completely different than it did for me. After all, as far as we knew, I’d be dead in less than a year. Two-hundred seventy-eight days, to be exact.


    “Oh. I mean…um…”


    “It’s fine, Jess. Relax.”


    “Sorry, Ev. I wasn’t thinking. But seriously, get up! We’re on vacation! Viva la Meh-hee-co!”


    I laughed as she did a weird salsa-samba-sashay dance move thing over to the bed and tried to drag me off it.


    “Fine! I’m coming, I’m coming! Just promise me you’ll never do that move again.”


    “What, this?”


    She shook her boobs in my face then spun around, making her little pink sundress expose the bottom half of her butt cheeks. I couldn’t help but laugh.


    “Jess, seriously, is that even a dress?”


    “It’s a tunic.” She responded matter-of-factly, as if that was a logical answer.


    “A tunic, huh? Well, I’m pretty sure that means it’s a shirt. You know, the kind you wear with pants? Or shorts? Or even a skirt?”


    “I have pants on.”


    “I don’t think underpants count, Jess.”


    “I’m on vacation. I’m single. I’m an adult…and I’m about to put my bikini on under this anyway.” She shrugged, and I knew arguing with her was a lost cause. She fiddled with her cropped blonde hair in the mirror and turned back around to face me. “Speaking of pants…you’re changing, right? I mean, we are at the beach, you know.”


    Leaving me to change out of my hoodie and jeans, Jessie ran out of the room, only to return seconds later with a determined look in her eyes and a yellow shopping bag in her hands. Uh oh. I knew that look. And that bag.


    “I have something for you!” Jessie practically squealed in delight. “You were too sadpants to go shopping for the trip, so your mom and I did a little secret shopping of our own! Open it!”


    Somewhat reluctantly but with a hint of curiosity, I took the plastic Forever 21 bag as she thrust it toward me. Noting the expectant look on her face, I couldn’t help but be excited. And slightly embarrassed—she’d been out with my mom, shopping for me and planning this awesome trip for the two of us, and I’d been nothing but gloomy and distant or focused only on Frankie. I felt like a total jerk.


    I pulled out three brand new sundresses of varying lengths, all of them black or at least black as the main color, a new fringe bikini, also in black, of course, because clearly my mom and Jessie knew what I liked. The last item I pulled out of the bag was a pair of tight cigarette-pant style, black capris. I couldn’t help the smile that pulled at my face.


    “You like?” Jessie asked me, though she didn’t need to hear my response to know I liked the new clothes. I could imagine the quickly-forming tears in my eyes were proof enough. “Strip out of your pity-party outfit and throw on a bikini and sundress. This is no place for jeans, Ever Van Ruysdael, and you need some color on those pale legs!”


    I can’t say I disagreed. It was way too hot for jeans, and I had lost all of my tan. Every bit of color I’d had this summer faded away while I holed myself up in the house with Frankie the last few months.


    Jessie left me alone, so I threw on the new bikini, happily noting that the fringe actually helped minimize my chest instead of adding bulk to it. I topped it with a black sundress that had varying sized white, lavender and teal stars all over it. The dress was super low cut and way too short, but next to Jessie’s tiny pink shirt, my dress looked like a muumuu. I grabbed my wallet, and left the bedroom, finding Jessie bouncing in place by the door of the suite.


    As we made our way through the expansive hotel, we passed the media center and I paused.


    “Oh, Ever. You just saw Frankie this morning. Let’s go have some fun! We’ll check our emails a little bit later, okay?”


    She wasn’t asking, which was obvious by the way she pushed me forward. I nodded. She was right. It hadn’t even been twenty-four hours since I’d seen him. Heck, it hadn’t even been six hours. I could call him later tonight from the media center. I had a prepaid calling card and everything.


    This trip was for Jessie and me—one last hurrah before she headed off to college without me. I should be focused on her…but I couldn’t shake this funny feeling. I just had this weird knot in the pit of my stomach that wouldn’t go away.


    I’d seen the distance in his eyes again this morning when he drove Jess and me to the airport; I was sure of it. I mean, sure, he made small talk and listened to Jessie ramble on incessantly about her plans for us for the week, tossing an occasional smile my way, and laughing at all the right times…but every time he didn’t think I watched him, I caught the distance in his eyes.


    Like he was somewhere else. Somewhere away from me.


    Or wanted to be.


    The pit in my stomach grew even more as I thought about it now. I debated telling Jessie my suspicions, but as she linked her arm through mine and pulled me out to the pool area, I realized it wouldn’t be fair to bring her down. I also didn’t want to tell her for fear that voicing my concerns would make them real.


    Totally logical assumption.


    Plus, if I were to tell her that I felt a small reaction to that look in his eyes, a feeling that told me something was missing between us…well. What would she think of me then? What kind of girl waits for a guy for so long—practically my entire life—then takes him for granted when he’s finally hers?


    No. I didn’t want to talk about this with Jessie just yet.


    The hotel was packed. Mid-Autumn in Cabo was definitely not the down time of the year. Bikinis and muscles were everywhere, and I briefly wondered why the pool even had a Shamu water slide because there were maybe four little kids in the pool area. As we made our way past the multiple pool decks, my enthusiasm grew.


    “Welcome to Villa Del Palmar. What can I get for you lovely ladies?”


    Jessie giggled as the bartender’s eyes slowly grazed over her. When he moved on to me, they widened for the slightest second as he took in my over-exposed chest. I felt like kicking Jessie for picking out this skimpy sundress, and then kicking the bartender.


    Jessie pulled out a chair and sat down, leaning forward on the bar and turning on the Jessie charm, leaving me standing behind her like an idiot. Clearly, I was the only one who wasn’t completely intoxicated by the bartender’s accent, or his dark skin and exaggerated charisma. I shook my head and sat down on a barstool.


    Jessie finally ordered her margarita. Hopefully that would be the last I’d have to hear about how badly she wanted one. I ordered a virgin strawberry daiquiri, and you’d think I’d ordered a side of deep fried alien toes for the crazy looks everyone directed at me. Even some random stranger sitting on the other side of Jessie. Sheesh.


    “Fine. Make it a regular daiquiri. But go easy on the liquor.”


    “Si, Bonita, your wish is my command.”


    Yeah right. That drink arrived with more alcohol than was humanly safe. The first sip made my entire body shudder. I ate the cherry, spooned the whipped cream into my mouth, and played with the straw. There was no way I could drink the dangerous concoction. The stranger to the right of Jessie passed me a beer out of his bucket, and I took it, thanking him for the gesture—and the save. At least I knew the alcohol content of one beer wouldn’t kill me. That daiquiri, however, I wasn’t so sure about.


    I’d almost finished the beer when I realized I’d been off in my own world again. Jessie was chatting with the guy next to her, who in my opinion was far too old to be talking to Jessie, but whatever. He had saved me from drinking that poison slush earlier, after all.


    “Senoritas, tonight is local night at my favorite bar in town. For locals and guests. I would love the accompaniment of two beautiful girls such as yourselves.”


    Ha! Yeah, I bet.


    Accompaniment…was that even a word? There was no way we were falling for that nonsense. This bartender was a regular Don Juan Demarco. I wondered if he really spoke that way, or if he played up his accent for the tourists. His nametag said “El Paso, TX” underneath his name. Which was Juan. He really was a Don Juan. And not even from Mexico. The nerve.


    I think I may have even scoffed aloud because I received a swift elbow to the ribs from my best friend.


    “Oooh, local night! With locals! That sounds fantastic, doesn’t it?”


    My jaw may have hit the floor. Here we were in this foreign country, and Jessie was just going to wander off to some bar with a total stranger. Shocked would be putting it mildly.


    “Jess,” I whispered. “I thought our plan was to stick close to the resort.”


    “Live a little,” she growled under her breath. Then she turned back to the bartender and beamed. “Of course, Juan! We’d love to go, right Ev?”


    Expectant turquoise eyes turned back towards me, and I knew I was supposed to say something.


    “Right, Ever?”


    “Yeah, sorry,” I answered, as I shook my head in an attempt to clear my thoughts. I leaned in towards Jess to whisper. “Jess, seriously. Are you sure we should go? Is it even safe?”


    “Si, senoritas, I promise you will be safe.”


    “Said the wolf to Little Red Riding Hood,” I mumbled.


    “Ever!”


    Whoops. Jessie heard me. Didn’t know if the bartender had or not. Didn’t really care either. I was too busy flinching from the second elbow I’d just received to my rib cage.


    “Fine, fine. Geez, Jess. We’ll go.”


    Whether I was convincing or not didn’t seem to make a difference. Jessie tried to pay for our round of drinks, batted her thick lashes when Don Juan Demarco shook his head ‘no,’ then hurried off to the restroom, leaving me alone at the bar.


    “Your friend is a very beautiful woman.”


    I snapped my head back around and glared at him. “Easy there, Don Juan.”


    He laughed as if I was being funny, then turned around to clock out and exchange cash register tills with the new bartender on duty.


    “I will see you ladies here in two hours, yes?”


    “Sure. Whatever.”


    Ugh. What had I agreed to?


    A date with the hungry wolf, that’s what.
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    Later that night, I realized that walking down the beach at sunset, in Cabo San Lucas, hand in hand with my very best friend in the world, was exactly what I’d needed, regardless of whom we were with, or where we were going. Jessie’s joy was infectious, and having not stopped with just the one drink, we were both a little tipsy. Well, I was a little tipsy. Jessie had guzzled down that easy-on-the-alcohol-yeah-right strawberry daiquiri I’d ordered earlier.


    We were also not alone with our charlatan bartender, as the other guy from the bar had joined us. I was creeped out at first, thinking we’d been set up on some creepy double date, but then his wife and a few of their friends came along as well, so it was more of a group thing and less of a creepy-old-guys-hitting-on-teen-girls thing. They were on vacation from somewhere in the Midwest, and once I discovered their ages, I realized he wasn’t nearly as old as I’d originally thought. Oh well. I’d been grumpy earlier, and he never had to know that I’d pegged him for mid-forties when he was early-thirties. Whoops. My bad.


    I wanted to believe that with the added people came added protection—safety in numbers and all that—and my worries were disappearing by the second.


    Don Juan was leading all of us to a place called Skid Row, which I thought sounded kind of scary until I got there and read the sign: El Squid Roe. Squid eggs? Isn’t that what roe is? Well, that made absolutely no sense, but at least it wasn’t as scary as Skid Row. All I could think of with that name was serial killers and inmates, so naming a bar after baby sea creatures was far less scary than that.


    Or so I’d thought. Because one hour into the evening, and Jessie was dancing on tables, which actually was pretty scary. Luckily, her skirt was long and flowy, and covered just about everything that her tunic hadn’t covered earlier. It was see-through, yes, but at least her cheeks weren’t hanging out, because she was coming toward me doing that shimmy-shake-sashay thing she’d promised to never do again.


    Liar.


    “Dance with me!” She tipped her head, indicating a stage behind her and smiling wildly.


    “Oh no, Jess. Uh-uh. I’m not getting up there.”


    Ignoring me completely, she pulled me through the crowd and climbed up to a makeshift go-go booth. Well, it was really just a large plywood box painted bright yellow, but Jessie started dancing around on top of it, and it seemed like it could hold her. Could it hold both of us? I highly doubted it and wasn’t about to find out. Sweating like a banshee, and suddenly dying of thirst, I motioned toward the bar.


    “Good idea! I’m parched!” Jessie winked and gestured for me to get her a drink—at least I think that’s what she intended—then turned back to dance for the crowd of people that had been surrounding her all night. Even in Mexico people gravitated toward her like moths to bright lights.


    On my way to the bar, I spotted the bathroom sign and decided on a quick detour. Geez, beer goes through you fast. Of course there was a line, so I took my place and leaned up against the wall which—eew—was apparently as sweaty as I was. Didn’t know walls could perspire, but there it was. Sweating. Gross.


    I scanned the patrons waiting in front of me, people watching out of boredom, when the line of men parted like the Red Sea, catching my attention as they allowed the woman to pass by easily—without suffering any groping, which at this place was a shock in itself. She was just about hidden from my line of vision when I focused in on her long black hair, hanging down over a pale shoulder exposed by the nearly backless strapless dress she wore…


    Someone stepped into my line of vision, blocking the darkly painted hallway just as the woman stepped out the back door and disappeared from my view. My stomach churned, and my need for the bathroom was momentarily forgotten.


    It couldn’t be…


    I pushed through the crowd, irritation and curiosity stirring inside of me. But mostly irritation. What the hell was Ariadne doing in Cabo?


    I reached the back door and pushed it open, propelling myself outside. Either the door had been way lighter than it looked, or the alcohol made me clumsy, because I plummeted through the doorway and landed on my hands and knees in the dirt. I caught myself just before face-planting, and right in time to hear the door click closed behind me. I jumped up and pulled on the handle. Locked.


    Of course it was locked.


    Shit!


    I turned around, looking in all directions for Ariadne—or whomever I’d just followed outside. I was beginning to wonder if I’d momentarily lost my mind. I was alone. In an alleyway behind a bar. In Mexico, of all places! What had I been thinking? I realized how foolish I’d been to think I’d seen Ariadne. I could have sworn it was her, but now that I was standing out here in the fresh air, I realized how crazy it was. Ariadne? In Mexico? At the same exact time as us? How likely was that?


    Not very.


    It must have been the alcohol. I’d need to go back to being anti-drinking because this was just stupid.


    I pulled on the door again, hoping luck was on my side. Nothing. I knocked as hard as I could and waited. Nothing.


    Damn. No one could hear me over the pulsating music coming from inside. Now I had to walk all the way around to the front of the bar. I placed a hand on the wall to steady myself, then began following the back of the building.


    My skin prickled, and every hair on my body stood on end as a cold breeze skittered up my spine. I froze as my blood chilled and my pulse sped, the sensation of being touched by nonexistent, icy fingers disquieting. My breath swooshed in and out in loud, heavy gasps.


    I gathered my nerve and whipped around to face the empty alleyway. Still alone. No icy fingers waited to tickle my back again.


    What is wrong with me? I’d wandered away from Jessie and the safety of the group of people we kind of knew, and for what? I was going to die back here!


    I wasn’t one for panic attacks, especially unprovoked. I was freaking out for no reason. I tried to take a deep breath, but my lungs were tight. I tried again. I inhaled a little more air this time. I closed my eyes and leaned against the wall of the building. I waited a few long seconds until my breathing was almost back to normal. I still had goose bumps all over, which was an odd sight against the glistening layer of sweat coating my skin. What’s wrong with me?


    I straightened up, then took a few steps, but my ankle twisted slightly when I stepped in a small crevice in the hard dirt—just enough to throw me off balance. I reached out for the wall, but missed, and plummeted to the ground, catching myself with my palm out, and damn lucky I didn’t snap my wrist backward when I landed.


    “Ooomph,” I exclaimed as I hit the ground, my legs a jumbled pretzel beneath me. Damn wedges. How does Jessie walk in these all the time?


    My vision swam, and my head spun. It must be the alcohol. Yeah, that was it. I’d had at least four beers at the pool bar earlier, and a shot of something peach in color when we’d gotten to the bar, and…shoot. Another two beers after that? I think? Maybe more. Then there was the half a beer in the car from the airport, and…damn. I’d never had that much to drink before. I’d never even come close.


    Okay, okay, see? You’re fine. Just walk back in and find Jess. It was time to go back to the hotel. I’d had too much to drink, Jessie was dancing on tables, and I’d gotten myself locked in an alleyway.


    An alleyway in Mexico, you idiot! Who does that? I started to panic again and had to take a few more deep breaths.


    So I was alone in an alleyway in Mexico. It wasn’t like I didn’t know how to get back to the bar. I just had to follow the structure around and I’d get to the front of the building. I looked up, noticing for the first time the purple wall I leaned against. How pretty, I thought absently—


    My stomach rolled over, flooding my mouth with fluid. Oh shit.


    I bent over just in time to miss vomiting all over myself. Though Jessie’s black platforms weren’t quite as lucky. When I was done expelling every.single.thing. I’d ingested today, I leaned back against the wall a few feet from the puke and slid down to sit on the dirt. I pulled my knees up to my chest and was relieved that I was wearing my new black capris so I wouldn’t be flashing my undies at any people. People? Look around you! You’re completely alone in an abandoned alleyway, genius! In Mexico! Get up!


    Tilting my head back, I searched the wall above me for something to pull myself up with, but the wall was flat…and then everything tilted sideways. I slammed my hands to the ground on either side of me, flattening my palms to the ground and bracing myself. Make it stop. I focused on the wall on the other side of the alley, but looking that far away made my eyes cross, churning my stomach over once more. I lay down on my side, curling into a ball, and pressing my cheek into the cold dirt. I just needed to feel the coolness of the earth on my skin. I closed my eyes, but that sent me spinning once more.


    I rolled over, facing the wall of the building and curling up again, tucking my purse into the curve of my stomach. I focused on a tiny speck on the wall. I just needed a few minutes to rest. If I could lay here for just a few minutes, the alcohol would move through my system. It had to, right? That makes sense. I pressed my cheek more firmly into the ground, letting the coolness ease the heat in my face.


    I just need a few minutes…


    I woke up in someone’s arms. I began to panic, but immediately heard Jessie yelling nearby and knew I was not alone. If I’d been kidnapped in Mexico, at least my best friend would be with me.


    Cocooned in strong arms, my face was pressed tightly to a chest that smelled of vaguely familiar cologne. The rocking motion of being carried would have probably kept me comfortably lulled forever, if not for Jessie’s shrill voice waking me. She was pissed. I tried to open my eyes, but everything was hazy, and my stomach churned when I strained to focus on anything too hard. I closed my eyes tightly and waited for the nausea to pass. I wondered who carried me. Hopefully not the bartender from our hotel. I had a feeling he’d carry me right to his bed, not mine.


    “You still haven’t explained to me what the hell you’re doing here!”


    I heard a rumbling laugh in the chest of the person carrying me and recognized it even before he spoke. My heart leapt in my chest.


    “Seriously, Jess? I practically rescued you from being mauled on the dance floor in there, and now I’m carrying your best friend all the way back to your hotel. I think a thank you would be in order.”


    “Ha! A thank you? You’re freaking kidding me, right, Greg? Ugh. Forget it. Just set her down and I’ll call a cab.”


    “Mmnnohhhhppuh.”


    I tried to argue with Jessie, but I’m not sure what actually came out of my mouth. I didn’t know why Greg was in Mexico, or how they’d found me, but I didn’t want him to set me down until I was safely back at the hotel. Preferably in my bed.


    “I think Ev’s disagreeing with you, Jess. You’re outnumbered. And anyway, there’s no way I’d leave the two of you out here alone at three-thirty in the morning, even if she wasn’t completely comatose. I’ll make sure you guys get back to the hotel, and then I’ll leave…if that’s what you want.”


    Three-thirty? Holy shit.


    “If? There’s no if about it, Greg. I don’t know why you’re here, or why you think you rescued me, but yeah, after we get her into bed, you’ll be leaving.”


    Her heels clicked loudly ahead of us as she stormed off, followed by another low chuckle deep in Greg’s chest. I was going to open my eyes again and ask him what he was doing in Cabo, but the motion of his arms did nothing to keep me from passing out again. I was remarkably comfortable. Or maybe I was just still drunk, and I would have been comfy anywhere. God only knows how long I’d slept behind the bar if it was already three-thirty in the morning.


    “So she still hates me, huh?”


    He whispered it, more to himself than me, I imagine, since I was pretty close to comatose.
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    The sun, hanging high in the sky, shone through the window when I opened my eyes, which proved I’d slept right past morning and into the early afternoon. My head didn’t feel like it wanted to crawl away from my neck, but I took the two Advil that someone left on the nightstand anyway.


    Strangely enough, I didn’t dream last night. Maybe alcohol was good for something after all. Keeping Toby’s dream-walking to a minimum was definitely not a bad thing. Unless I just wasn’t remembering those dreams…


    Oh shit! I’d also not remembered to call and check in with Mom or Frankie. Fail.


    A note from Jessie was underneath the bottle of water on the nightstand. I propped myself up to read it, happily noticing once more that my head didn’t hurt nearly as much as I’d expected.


    E–


    I don’t know if you remember anything, but Greg is here. In Cabo! WTF, right!? I went to breakfast with him. Trying to figure out what’s going on.


    Back soon.


    xo


    Greg. I had forgotten. What was he doing here? Stalking us? Well, I guess it wouldn’t be us he stalked. He was here for Jessie. My heart swelled a little at the thought of it, and the hopeless romantic in me hoped he’d flown down here to win her back and profess his love.


    Wow, what a perfect b-movie love story.


    The cynic in me thought Greg was still a liar and an asshole like his buddy Toby. But Jessie would make her own decision on that. And the fact of the matter was that Greg had carried me all the way back to the hotel last night, on top of finding me in a dark alleyway. Maybe doing so had even saved my life. I mean, we were in a foreign country after all, and I had fallen asleep. Passed out.


    Potato, patato.


    The door to our suite opened as I was getting up off the bed. Looking down, I noticed I was dressed in a pink nightie of Jessie’s. She must not have been able to find my jammies. Oh well, at least it was covering me in case Greg was with her. Barely, I thought as I glanced at the tiny triangles of fabric scarcely stretched across my boobs. I quickly threw my bikini on, covering it with a gray crochet cover-up. I needed a shower but figured a quick morning swim would be more fun, and we were on vacation after all. That crisp turquoise water called to me.


    I walked out to the sitting area, startling Greg and Jessie, who had already stopped to make out against the side of the refrigerator. Well then. That hadn’t taken much time.


    “Hey, guys.”


    “Ever! You scared me!” She jumped out of Greg’s arms as if I were an angry parent about to scold her. I couldn’t help but laugh.


    “Seriously, Jess? I’ve seen you guys kiss before.”


    “Hey, you. Glad to see you’re alive and functioning this morning.” Greg came toward me and scooped me up into one of his old, familiar bear hugs.


    I hugged him back, deciding I was no longer angry with him for his involvement with Toby’s lies. Well, slightly less angry, at least. I’d always liked Greg a lot, and the happiness was obvious on Jessie’s face, so if she was happy, who was I to be unhappy?


    Jessie must have read my thoughts in my expression, and her eyes lit up even more. “You’re okay with this?” she asked me, her teeth gnawing on her bottom lip.


    Greg moved to stand beside her, and I noticed a little uncertainty in him, as well.


    “You guys, seriously. Of course I’m okay with this. You know I support you, Jess.”


    “Great! Because I told Greg he could stay with us!”


    “Oh”—I paused, considering—“whatever. It’s cool.” One ticket to third wheel town, coming right up!


    “Are you sure, Ev?” Jessie wrung her hands.


    “Yes, yes, it’s fine. Seriously. And maybe having Greg around will keep the locals from trying to get us wasted.”


    “Oh my gosh, Ever, what happened to you last night? One minute you’re headed for the bar, and the next minute I can’t find you anywhere!”


    “Yeah, well, I think I had a little bit too much to drink. I was waiting for the bathroom when I started”—seeing things—“spinning. I needed fresh air. I made it to the back door, thinking there was a patio out there or something, and got locked out. No patio.”


    “And that’s when you puked?” Jessie’s lips curved up into a smile. Jerk.


    “Oh. Yeah. So you noticed?”


    “Oh God, how could I not? I’m pretty sure you ruined my Michael Kors.”


    “Aw man, I’m so sorry, Jess. I tried to miss them.”


    “Please. Don’t let her fool you, Ever. She cleaned them last night. They’re fine. Just a little splattering is all.”


    Eeeew.


    “Well, thanks guys. For finding me and everything.”


    “Sure! But you should thank Greg. When I couldn’t find you, I figured you’d gone out front with our mid-western friends or something, so I went back to dancing. Who knows how long it would have been before it occurred to me to go out the back of the bar? I was trashed, too, it seems.”


    “No,” Greg teased.


    “Nice. Maybe we should ease up on the drinking a bit, huh, Jess?”


    “What? Speak for yourself! I’m on vacation! In Meh-hee-co!”


    Greg and I looked at each other, both of us with eyebrows raised, and I knew he and I thought the same thing. But Jessie was Jessie, and there’d be no stopping her. At least Greg was here now to help me keep an eye on her.


    “Aren’t you hung over?”


    “Nah, the two Bloody Marys I had with breakfast fixed that right up.”


    Two? My stomach rolled over at the mention of cocktails, indicating I may have a touch more of a hangover than I’d thought originally. I couldn’t believe she’d already had a cocktail, let alone two. After all the drinks last night, I wondered if I’d ever have one again. As I considered my own drinking habits, or lack thereof, I realized Jess and Greg had become quiet again. I looked up from my bottle of water to realize they were both staring at the floor. Uh-oh. I cleared my throat.


    Jessie looked up at me, then glanced at Greg. Something was definitely going on, and as usual, I was the last to know.


    “Okay, guys, spill it.”


    “What? What do you mean?”


    “Right, Jess. I don’t think playing coy is going to work. Like there’s not something you’re both feeling funny about telling me? I can practically see the guilt oozing off you two. So, spill it.”


    “It’s not guilt.”


    “Okay…?”


    “Well,” Greg started hesitantly, “it’s not guilt, Ev, it’s—”


    “Greg’s here because he followed Ariadne!” Jess shot the words out as if they were poison and she had to get rid of them as fast as possible. Then she heaved a big sigh of relief, and slammed her hands over her mouth, her eyes wide.


    “Wait. What did you just say?” The memory of following a black-haired person out the back door of the bar floated through my foggy brain. Ariadne. She was here? Really? I wasn’t crazy?


    Greg sighed as if someone had just taken the wind out of his sails, deflating him. “Look, Ev. Ariadne is in big trouble. What she’s done—with you, with Frankie—she’s totally screwed. She’s desperate. We have to get you home.”


    “Wait. What?” I felt like a broken record. “What do you mean she’s screwed? Desperate? I’m lost here, you guys.”


    Jessie stood, then walked to the coffee pot and I was relieved that she knew what I needed. My brain, still muddled from a slight hangover, needed a boost of caffeine stat.


    “Okay, well, how much did Toby tell you about us? About what we do?”


    At the mention of his name, I felt the usual mixture of conflicting feelings. Some part of my heart still skipped a beat at the thought of him, but mostly I felt trepidation, and I figured my heart’s stupid reaction was only due to the sexy-time dreams I continued having on a regular basis. I’d moved past my feelings for him, but somewhere deep down, I was still intrigued by the thought of him—who he is, what he does, the mystery surrounding him, etc—but I’d had to push that aside to focus on Frankie and moving on. Hearing Greg mention Toby brought feelings to the surface that I didn’t want to acknowledge.


    No. That wasn’t entirely true. Seeing Greg here in front of me had brought back those feelings long before he’d said the name of their source aloud.


    “Ev?” Jess was standing in the kitchen waiting for the coffee to percolate and watched me now with eyebrows raised. I must have been lost inside my head for a minute there.


    “Yeah, sorry. Um…” I thought back to what Toby had told me, though I didn’t have to think hard. His explanation remained fresh in my mind. “Well, I guess he told me what you guys are, and a bit about what you do. But not much more than that. Then everything happened so fast, and you guys were gone. I guess I never learned much more about it.”


    “What about Ariadne? Did he tell you anything about what kind of consequences she could face after what she’s done?”


    “No. Nothing like that.”


    Greg’s face tightened. I saw a little bit of that disdain in his eyes—that mutual dislike I’d seen early on between them. The barely-stifled anger they both harbored just beneath the surface whenever they were together. I’d never gotten to the bottom of it, but had assumed it was something to do with the fact that they’d both hooked up with Ariadne.


    “Hey, what’s that all about?” I pointed to Greg’s sour expression. “Why do you and Toby hate each other so much? Because of Ariadne?”


    Greg chuckled. “No. Definitely not because of Ariadne. And I don’t hate Toby. I love him. Like a brother. But we fight like brothers, too. And most of the time…well, screw it. Yeah, it’s definitely something to do with Ariadne. But that’s water under the bridge.”


    Water under the bridge, huh? Sure didn’t seem that way. I raised my eyebrows and waited for more of an explanation on that issue, but it didn’t come.


    “Anyway, like I said. I love the guy, but here I am, cleaning up his mess. I don’t even know if he knows what Ariadne’s up to.”


    “Wher—?” I stopped myself before asking where Toby was. I didn’t need to know. He wasn’t my concern or my business anymore. And frankly, I wanted to think of him less during waking hours because of how consumed with him my nights had become. “What’s this mess all about, then, Greg?” I added air quotes to the word mess, confused by his choice of words.


    “Okay. Where to start? As you know, we’re soul collectors, or, gatherers. I guess I see myself more as a guide, though. But soul guides sounds silly.”


    He thought soul guides sounded sillier than soul collectors did? I bit my tongue to prevent any snarky comments from escaping my lips. Jessie handed me my coffee, and I took a long sip.


    Ahh.


    “Go on,” I said, motioning for Greg to continue.


    “Our jobs are to find lost souls, right? Once we find them, we sort of guide them to their destination.”


    “Like Heaven or Hell,” Jessie chimed in. With a facial expression bordering bored, I realized she must have already heard all of this. I was always the last to know.


    “Yes, like Heaven or Hell.”


    “So you’re like an angel?”


    “No,” Greg laughed, “definitely not angels. But not demons either,” he quickly added in response to the widening of my eyes. “It’s not like that, Ev. We’re not celestial beings at all. We’re kind of like—”


    “They’re like lost souls themselves, Ev. Get it?”


    Um, no. I didn’t get it at all. What did that even mean? Toby and Greg were lost souls?


    “Slow down, Jess. Don’t forget Ever hasn’t had as much time to digest this.”


    “Oh, please, like I have? I only had the amount of time it takes to drink two Bloodies at breakfast, Greg.” She turned back to me. “Look, Ever, Greg and Toby—they’re not like us. They’re not human. I mean, they are—heartbeats and all that—but they’re not. They’re dead.”


    “What?” I shrieked. I focused on Greg, scanning his face for any indication that what Jessie said was true.


    “Dude. I’m not dead.”


    “But you died,” Jess stated.


    “Yes, but then I was given a choice. Stay dead, or come back. With one condition.”


    “Become a soul collector,” I whispered.


    “Exactly. In order to get my second chance at life, I had to become a soul collector. At the time, it seemed like an obvious choice. But I’ll be honest with you guys…it doesn’t get any easier. Especially with the souls that aren’t lost, but are just reluctant to go.”


    “Like Frankie?”


    “Yeah,” Greg said with a sigh. “Sending them on is like…killing them all over again. It’s not easy, and it’s not fun.”


    “So, do you know how you’ll die now? Or, do you live forever or something? How’s it work?”


    “Oh, Ever, they aren’t vampires!”


    Funny, coming from Jessie.


    “We don’t live forever, and I’m not sure how we die the second time. I think we just kind of check out, if you will. But, depending on who we were in the first life, we have like…a list of things we have to do before we can die. A specific number of collections we have to make, that varies for each collector. If that makes sense.”


    “It doesn’t. But wait…would that mean if you didn’t finish the list, then you would live forever?”


    “No. It doesn’t work like that.”


    “Okay, so can you be killed?”


    “Ever!”


    “It’s okay, Jess; I’m sure Ever isn’t asking so she can attack me. Yes, I’m pretty sure we can be killed, but as far as dying of natural causes…”—Greg shrugged and shook his head—“that’s something that won’t happen until after we’ve completed our lists.”


    “So how long is your list?” I asked him.


    “I can’t share that with you.”


    “What?” Jessie asked. “What do you mean? If I’m going to date you again, shouldn’t I know how long I have with you? A day? A week? A lifetime?”


    Greg ran a hand over his cropped brown hair. “Yes, you should get to know that, Jess. But I can’t give you specifics.”


    “How about vague, non-specifics? Do I have time with you or don’t I?”


    “I’m not going anywhere, babe.”


    Jessie turned to stare out the window, gnawing on her bottom lip. I recognized the gears-turning expression and knew she’d just checked out of the conversation, needing a few minutes to process everything.


    “How did you become a soul collector?” I asked.


    “I was getting to that. Okay, it’s different for everyone, but for Toby and me…it started the same way.” He paused, running his hand over his hair again. “It’s kind of a long story, but let’s see…about five years ago, I was on vacation up in Seattle.”


    The mention of that city set off warning bells in my mind, as I remembered Toby’s hometown was not Butte, Montana, regardless of what I’d originally been told. Greg continued, not knowing my mind was focusing on that one bit of info.


    “I was supposed to be gone for two weeks—see the sights, check out Seattle U, party with my football buddies. I ended up meeting Ariadne.” He paused, shaking his head. “That’s when it all went to shit. My original plan no longer mattered. College no longer mattered. She was what mattered. Within days of meeting her, she’d consumed my entire world.”


    I pictured Ariadne as a giant insect, actually eating Greg’s world. Jessie repositioned herself on her barstool, joining the conversation again, but clearly uncomfortable by this story. Greg reached out and rubbed her knee, a sweet, soothing gesture. I smiled, happy to see them on the mend. I’d hated seeing Jessie heartbroken.


    “When I say consumed, I mean absolutely consumed. Ariadne was everything to me. I blew off the team, blew off the college scouts from S.U…blew off my coach. I left the hotel we were all staying in and moved in with her. I sent a letter home to my parents—couldn’t even bother to call them on the phone—and never went back to L.A…didn’t even graduate.” Greg paused, inhaling a deep breath and running his hand over his short hair. “I would have died for that girl.”


    “Holy crap,” I whispered, unable to believe where this story was going.


    “Okay, let me try to explain the best I can. I didn’t die for Ariadne. But I would have. And apparently, that’s all she needed from me. The knowledge I would do anything for her, the sureness of my devotion. The knowledge I would kill for her. And die for her.” Greg closed his eyes and sighed. “And I would have. No question. So, when I did die, she gave me a choice. That’s when everything changed. That’s when I got this.”


    Greg pulled his shirt up and I gasped. Along the left side of his torso, the inked wing stretched down, wrapping its thick-outlined black feathers around his abdomen. I didn’t need to see more—I knew the image well.


    “Jess, why didn’t you tell me?”


    “Oh that? Yeah right. You know how much I hate tattoos, Ev. If I had told you Greg was fully covered—”


    “That’s a bit of an exaggeration, babe,” Greg chimed in.


    “—you would have called me a hypocrite. I mean, how was I supposed to know they all had the same thing?”


    “Okay, so…you got a tattoo for her, then died…and that’s when you became a soul collector? I don’t get it.”


    “So wait,” Jessie interrupted, her brows drawn together. “How did you die?”


    “It was a car accident. Stupid and, well…I was reckless. I’d been out with Ariadne that night, taken her to the local brewery. I had no idea she’d meet someone while she was with me, but I should have known better, should have seen through her”—he sighed—“I was blind though, and I really thought we’d be together forever. It was like I couldn’t see anything past Ariadne, so not being with her wasn’t an option. Or, worse than that, the concept didn’t even exist. I really can’t explain it, you guys. She’s just…I don’t know. It’s crazy. And honestly, looking back at it, I still can’t figure out how she had me so obsessed with her. Like I was under her spell or something. Which sounds completely lame.


    “So we’re at the bar, and she’s got her eyes on the busboy. Not even the bartender. The goddamned busboy. This kid’s looking at her like she’s God’s gift to men, and she’s got this look in her eyes like she’s about to make a meal of him right there in the middle of the restaurant.”—Greg shook his head—“And twenty minutes into the night, she tells me to get lost; that she’ll find another ride home.”


    “Holy crap. She’s horrible.” Even more so than I thought. Ugh.


    “So the busboy was Toby, and—”


    “Aha,” I said, finally starting to put things together. “So that’s why you guys don’t like each other.”


    “I don’t dislike the guy…we just rub one another the wrong way sometimes.”


    “So she left you for Toby, but you still became a soul collector and got a tattoo for her? I don’t get it.”


    “I hit up my favorite dive bar and knocked a few back. Well, more than a few. I think I was there for a good four or five hours. I just wanted to get drunk and forget about her. And him. And that fact that she’d just publicly burned me for some dude she’d just met.”


    “And you drove like that,” Jessie whispered, shaking her head gently.


    “Yup. Then she was there. At the accident. As if Ari knew it would happen and went there to wait for me. She gave me my options, and I chose to be with her. To live again. To do it all over.”


    I waved my hand in the air, unable to hide my growing impatience. “And the tattoo?”


    “This is the part I can’t really explain. I’ve gone over it a thousand times in my head, but none of it makes any sense. All I know is what I saw, and what I felt…and words don’t come close to explaining it.”


    Jessie was on the edge of her seat, her knees bouncing. “Ever, the tattoo…it, like…transferred to him.” Jessie’s eyes were wide, as if she was telling me the secret to everlasting life, or handing me the Holy Grail itself. “It appeared out of nowhere!”


    Greg’s silence implied Jessie’s explanation made perfect sense, yet once again, I felt completely lost.


    “What do you guys mean? What are you telling me here? That Ariadne’s tattoo transferred onto you? You know that’s impossible, right?”


    “I do,” Greg said. “I do know it’s impossible, Ever. But that’s what happened. I told you I didn’t have the words to explain it. She gave me the choice, and I chose a second chance. A second chance to live. I didn’t care that I’d have to collect souls, or that my life would no longer truly be my own. All I cared about was her. I didn’t want to die, but mostly, I didn’t want to leave Ariadne. So when she asked, and I made my choice, she sealed the deal. With this.” He tapped on his chest where the tattoo hid beneath his shirt.


    I pushed my chair back and stood, spilling my coffee as I did so. This was too much. I couldn’t keep my anger in. “You know what, you guys? I need some space. I can’t deal with this right now. It’s early—”


    “It’s noon,” Greg interjected.


    “—and I’m tired. My brain isn’t working yet, and frankly, I can’t shake the feeling that you’re messing with me about this. Transferring tattoos…” I shook my head.


    “We’re not messing with you. Greg’s telling the truth. You’re being silly.”


    “Fine,” I snapped, unfairly angry at them. “Why don’t you and Greg go off and reconnect—and I’ll stay here with my silliness!”


    “Ever!”


    Jessie jumped up to follow me, but I locked the door to my room behind me. I turned on the TV full blast—which was always my go-to for avoiding someone—and sat down on the bed.


    Ghost collectors! Transferring tattoos! Was this really my life? Like, where did I go so wrong that landed me on a non-stop flight to crazytown?


    I stood and began to pace. Jessie knocked on the door, but I ignored her—no way I wanted to listen to anything else she or Greg had to say. I was way too heated up. The crystal blue water outside caught my eye, drawing me to the patio door. I desperately wanted to go for a swim, but how would I get by Jess and Greg? I slid the patio door open and stepped outside.


    Ha! I hadn’t even noticed them before. Stairs. My room had its own little spiral staircase down to the pool level. I returned inside, powered off the television, ignored Jessie’s incessant talking through the door, and grabbed my towel and sunglasses. I didn’t need anything else. I’d come back in this way when I was done, and if I didn’t take too long, Jessie would probably still be apologizing through the closed door.


    I threw my hair into a half-assed ponytail and left the room.


    Man, these stairs really were tiny—I paused, gauging the sturdiness of the rusted iron—maybe they weren’t meant for anything but emergencies. But wait! This was an emergency—my friends had lost their minds and I needed an escape.


    Worked for me.


    I made my way down to the beach, miraculously without gypsies selling knick-knacks and toe rings accosting me. I laid my towel down and undressed, leaving my sunglasses hidden underneath the mound made by my fluffy towel and cover-up. Hopefully no one would steal them, or even notice they were there.


    The warm blue water soothed me, easing the tension from my shoulders and instantly calming my mood. The ocean could be magical that way sometimes, and when it was as crystal clear as this… I stood in neck-high water, and I could still see my toes. Amazing.


    I swam and bodysurfed on miniature waves for a while, flailing around like a little kid and not caring who saw me, then made my way to the hotel pool. I wasn’t quite ready to go back up to the room yet, and the pool would be perfect for getting any residual salt off my skin. I could shower before we went to lunch, but for now, I just had to get the ocean off my body. I loved swimming in it, but hated carrying it with me.


    I dropped my towel and sundress on one of few empty chaises, then slid down into the cool, refreshing…salt water. Ugh. So much for getting the salt off my skin. Oh well. I closed my eyes, sucked in a deep breath, and plunged into the water, then swam across to the deep end of the pool. When I emerged, I was in shadow, which didn’t seem right. I couldn’t remember there being a cavern or cabana on this side of the pool.


    I opened my eyes, blinking quickly as salt water dripped into them, then squinted up at the figure standing above me. I waited for the person to say something, figuring it was a cocktail server or something, but I was met with continued silence. Placing my hand above my eyes, I tried to block the light to see who stood on the deck peering down at me. The towering figure unsettled me, but not being able to make out anything distinguishing about him felt even more wrong. With the sun directly behind him, I could only see a dark silhouette against a blinding sky, though he was definitely a man—the wide shoulders and short hair gave that much away. As I stared up at him, he turned and walked away, leaving his face completely hidden as the sunlight blinded me in his absence.


    That was strange. Was he staring at me, or had I mistaken?


    As the man left the recreation area, I noted that more peculiar than his behavior, was the dark wool suit he wore. Very out of place for poolside in Cabo.


    As I exited the swimming pool, no longer feeling comfortable alone, and wishing I hadn’t ran off from Jessie and Greg, my stomach produced a growl that I thought might rumble on and on forever. I’d calmed down considerably—aside from the freaky feeling remaining from the guy watching me swim—and may as well let my friends say their apologies and move on. I wasn’t one to hold a grudge anyway, and I wanted to enjoy my vacation. Aside from a lunch I couldn’t wait to have, we still had an ATV tour to schedule and a snorkeling pirate boat trip out to Lover’s Beach, or Lover’s Cove, or something.


    Ah hell. I’d be the third wheel with Jessie and Greg at a place called Lover’s whatever. I wished Frankie was with me. That thought put a spring in my step, and I hurried to get out of the water. I needed to call and check in with Frankie. I wanted to hear his voice.


    I headed for the bathrooms next to the pool bar we’d been at yesterday to rinse off before heading back up to the room, since salt residue still coated my skin—thanks to the saltwater pool.


    The showers were deep in the ladies’ bathroom, past the individual toilet stalls, and down a narrow hallway with lockers and mirror stations. Little white curtains separated each shower from the next, and another white curtain acted as the door. At least I wasn’t getting naked and trying to take a real shower in there, because privacy seemed to be an issue. I could handle someone catching me in my bikini, but fully naked would be a problem. As it was now, the chances of that happening weren’t very likely, anyway, since I was alone as far as I could tell.


    I rinsed quickly, then began drying off with my salty, sandy towel—which kind of defeated the purpose of the shower in the first place, as I was now covered in grit—when the scraping sound of metal on metal caught my attention as someone slid the flimsy shower curtain aside. I began to turn around to confront the person who somehow managed to pick the one occupied shower stall, but a man’s hand closed down over my mouth, stopping me from moving as he wrapped his other arm across my chest, then hauled me backward into his body. I kicked my feet and tried to swing my arms, but the way his arms surrounded me, I was practically immobile.


    The guy from the pool! I tried to get a look at him, but he held my head forward, and I couldn’t even manage a peek of his clothing to see if it was the man in the suit.


    Something inside me told me I already knew.


    The arm around my waist moved to circle my neck, tightening around my throat. My movements were useless. My arms and legs kicked and flailed, but then my fighting became sluggish and weak. My hope of escaping shattered as I realized that his arm cutoff my windpipe. As my chest heaved up and down, and I grew desperate for air, the man remained still, his hold on me unwavering.


    My eyes fluttered closed, submerging me in darkness.
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    My head throbbed. I heard voices around me, but darkness rendered me blind. I couldn’t feel my limbs. I tried to wiggle my toes, but nothing happened. I curled my fingers up, without response. No, wait… I think it worked. My fingers twitched.


    At least I thought they did.


    “She’s coming to.”


    A man’s voice. One I didn’t recognize. I expected my kidnappers to speak Spanish, or at least have a heavily-accented voice, but this man’s English was perfect.


    I struggled to see, to locate my captor, but darkness still shrouded the room.


    “Open your eyes, Eleanor.”


    Eleanor! How does he know my name? Who was he? What did he want? My pulse sped up again, and I started to panic. I was being held captive. In Mexico! Nothing good could come of this. I tried to move, but my hands and feet were tied up. Panic rose in my chest, and I heard myself cry out.


    “Sleep now. Rest.” A hand touched my forehead, sliding down over my eyes in a gentle motion, and my body shut down in response to the unwanted contact. I lost myself to the darkness again.


    This time, blackness welcomed me like an old friend, surrounding me in the safety of my oblivion. But before long, I dreamed of Toby, his presence calming me. He showered me with sweet kisses on my face and neck, and that trademark amusement sparkled in those sapphire eyes. He touched his fingers to my face, ran them down my cheek.


    Then he shouted.


    “Where is she?”


    That was weird. I’m right here, my dream-self tried to tell him.


    His mouth distorted in my mind, and his face pulled tight with rage. He shook me, shouting my name. Then his words became soft again, slow. I could barely hear him whisper my name, a soft prayer on his lips. Please wake up, Ever. Can you hear me? He started to blur around the edges.


    I heard voices again, and light began to glow through my closed eyelids.


    A hand smoothed my hair. I flinched at the sudden contact and tried to pull away. I was awake again, and I didn’t want my kidnappers touching me. I knew I needed to open my eyes but I was scared. Scared of what I would see when I finally did. My imagination conjured images from human trafficking specials I’d seen on television. Scenes of dirty rooms in dirty hostels in third world countries…mattresses strewn about haphazardly without sheets or blankets, and dirt smudges all over them. Then there were the depictions of young girls splayed out around the dirty mattresses, waiting for death or rescue, but knowing neither one would come soon enough.


    Oh my God. I was going to die in Mexico.


    “Open your eyes, Ev.”


    Toby?


    Toby!


    Toby kidnapped me? What was he doing here? I opened my eyes.


    A dull light emitted a soft amber glow over the face peering down at me. Toby. He was here. In Mexico. I tried to reach out to him, only to realize my hands were bound in front of me. My eyes widened as I quickly inhaled a breath.


    Toby’s brows drew together in response, and he looked down at my wiggling hands.


    “I’m untying her. She won’t run.”


    “How do you know?”


    He looked down at me, and I shook my head from side to side. I didn’t know what I was saying no to: running, or the situation itself.


    “She. Won’t. Run.” He practically growled at the man, and his face was hard, barely hiding the rage that floated just beneath the surface. I was reminded of my dream Toby, the one who’d yelled for no reason. Had that been real?


    “Well, you’re here now, and you know what must be done. She is your responsibility, Tobias.”


    Toby closed his eyes quickly, his mouth forming a thin line. Then he reached down and untied my wrists. My hands flopped down to my sides. I didn’t know what to do with myself. Why had they kidnapped me? Why was Toby here? Who was the other man in the room? Toby’s hands found my ankles and I realized they’d been bound as well. A tear slipped down my cheek as I squeezed my eyes shut tight. I would not cry.


    After unbinding my ankles, Toby gently ran his fingertips over my cheek, wiping that lone tear. His dark eyes bore into mine as he looked down at me. They glistened.


    “Are you hurt? Can you move?”


    I wiggled my hands and feet, stretching as I did so. Everything ached. How long had I been out? Toby’s eyebrows raised expectantly as he waited for a response.


    “I…” My mouth was dry and raspy. I swallowed, ran my tongue over my teeth a few times—gross—then tried again. “I… I’m not hurt.”


    His face visibly softened, relief evident in his eyes. He turned away from me.


    The man behind him, who I still hadn’t found the courage to look at, cleared his throat. He clucked his tongue in disapproval. “She is your responsibility, Tobias James. Stone insisted on your behalf, and though he failed where his daughter is concerned, we do trust his judgment in this. I’ll be on my way. Remember we aren’t far if you need us. Keep her safe.”


    Keep me safe? My kidnappers worried about my safety? How ironic.


    And totally absurd.


    A muscle in Toby’s jaw twitched when he turned his head back to me.


    What was that guy talking about? What was going on? I suddenly had the biggest urge to see who my captor was. I tried to sit up but winced as pins and needles danced their way up my legs. Great. Not just my feet were asleep, but my entire bottom half prickled with the evidence of my body having been in deep slumber. I wondered if that was because of the drug they’d used to subdue me.


    Subdue me?


    “Toby, what the—?”


    “I know, Ev. I know what you’re thinking.”


    “No, I don’t think you do.”


    He helped me sit up, then sat back, slowly looking me over. He carefully ran his fingers over my ankles and then my wrists, as if he felt compelled to double-check that I actually was unharmed.


    “Toby. I’m fine. Honest.”


    He rubbed soft circles on my wrists with his thumbs, where the bindings had left light pink marks, and when his eyes found mine…in that split second, I recalled the charge he’d once made me feel inside. The spark of excitement and anticipation. His eyes were dark pools of pain, regret and…and longing. I knew the look, and I knew what he wanted.


    He licked his lips, and something fluttered in my chest.


    No. I couldn’t let him kiss me.


    “Toby, no. I’m… I’m with Frankie.”


    He sucked in a breath, then gave me a curt nod. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have even thought it.” He didn’t let go of my wrists though, and part of me was thankful for the connection. I was terrified. Nothing had been right in so long, it seemed, and now, here I was in…


    “Wait. Toby, where am I?”


    “You’re in a hotel room. In San Felipe.”


    “San Felipe? Is that like, part of Cabo or something?”


    “No, Ev. We’re way back up toward the states. You were in an airplane today to get here.”


    “What?”


    “I know. Calm down. You’re safe. You were never in any danger.”


    “Never in any danger? I was kidnapped, Toby! Kidnapped!” I jumped up off the bed, suddenly unable to sit still any longer. My arms flailed around as I paced the room, and my voice was at an octave I’d never heard myself reach before. “Never in any danger! Someone strangled me and I passed out! I passed out, Toby! And then, I end up in a hotel room in some other part of Mexico after a plane ride I can’t even remember? How is that not in any danger?”


    “Ev,” he whispered, slowly approaching me. “Please, let me try to explain. I know it seems scary. Their ways of doing things are…less than conventional—”


    “Less than conventional?” I screeched. “Toby, I was kidnapped! That’s not less than conventional…that’s illegal!”


    “I know, I know. But please, let me explain. You are not in danger now. But you were.”


    “Obviously. I was kidnapped. Or haven’t you been listening?”


    I let him approach me, and he pulled me into his arms.


    With his nose in my hair, he inhaled, and I was struck with a memory of Frankie doing that to me the first time he’d seen me after becoming human…again. I pushed away from Toby, then walked back to the bed and sat down, crossing my legs underneath me and resting my hands in my lap.


    “What’s the last thing you remember?”


    I thought for a second, remembering dream Toby coming into this room and demanding to know where she was. Where I was. Oh. That obviously hadn’t been a dream. I reached back further, trying to remember anything I could about being on an effing airplane. Had I been comfortable? Had I been—?


    “Wait. How’d they get me onto a plane? I must have looked completely comatose!”


    I couldn’t remember anything from the plane ride.


    “Private plane. What’s the last thing you remember?”


    “Swimming, I guess? The ocean was warm and blue and then I took a shower in the pool bathrooms. And then…” I shrugged. That was it. I had nothing left after that. Just the hand on my mouth and the blackness of passing out. “I was kidnapped. From the women’s restroom showers.”


    I shook my head. It was absurd.


    “They grabbed you in the shower?” Toby’s eyes narrowed; his jaw clenched.


    I followed his eyes down over my body and realized I still had my bikini on. Luckily, I had my gray cover-up over the top of it, so they’d at least done that much for me. But I could guess where his thoughts had headed.


    “I wasn’t naked, Toby. I was just rinsing off. My bikini was still on.”


    He sat across from me on the bed. “You don’t remember anything else? Why were you alone?”


    “I was mad at Jessie and Greg. Shit! Jessie!” I jumped off the bed again and paced the floor. I was going to dig grooves into the vibrant floral carpet at this rate. I started doing the math. If I’d been gone for—


    “How long have I been here? How long have I been out of Cabo?”


    “Five, maybe six hours.”


    “Holy crap, I stayed out that long because that guy strangled me?”


    “No, I think they probably gave you some sort of sedative.”


    Hmm. I didn’t think I wanted to ponder that. “I have to call Jessie.”


    He reached out and grabbed my arm, halting my back and forth rotation. “Wait. Did you say Greg? You were mad at Jessie and Greg?”


    I sat back on the bed, my panic over Jessie momentarily trumped by the strange tone of Toby’s voice.


    “Yeah. He found us in Cabo. Apparently he’d followed Ariadne there. Who apparently followed me. Because she’s desperate and…well, I don’t really know what that means. What does that mean exactly?”


    “Shit. This is ten kinds of fucked up.”


    “I hadn’t guessed. But what do they have to do with this?” I waved my hands around the room. “Why is Ariadne following me, and Greg following her, and random men trying to kidnap me from shower stalls? No. Never mind. I have to call Jessie, now, Toby. She’s probably freaking out.”


    “Greg most likely received the same phone call I did. If he was with Jessie, then we can assume she’s aware of the situation as well. I just hadn’t realized he’d gone down there.” Toby shook his head as if clearing his thoughts, and continued. “Okay. This is good. This means she’s not in danger, and they’re probably heading back up to the states as well. Okay…”


    He paced the floor where I’d been pacing a few minutes earlier, dialing Greg’s number.


    “Shit. Busy signal.”


    “Busy signal? What year is it, Toby?”


    “It’s Mexico,” he said, shrugging. “They’re probably fine, okay? I’m sure they’re on their way back to the states already.”


    I sighed, not satisfied with his assumption.


    “Grab your stuff—”


    I scoffed. “My stuff? This is it, Toby. This is all I have.”


    “Shit.”


    “Yeah.”


    “Okay. We’ll stop and get you clothes and stuff in the lobby. But we have to go now.” He grabbed my hand and began to pull me toward the hotel room door.


    “Toby?”


    “What?”


    “I have to pee.”


    “Oh! Of course you do. Sorry. I’ll try Greg again while I wait for you.”


    He followed me into the tiny bathroom and sat on the side of the tub.


    “Toby?”


    “Yeah,” he said, looking up from his cell phone.


    “Um, could I have some privacy?”


    His eyes widened as he stood. “Yeah, yeah, of course. Oh man, what was I thinking? Sorry.”


    He waited for me outside the bathroom door, not even willing to go into the hotel hallway, and insisting I leave it open a crack. I’d tried to argue, but he had far more energy than I did, so I eventually gave up. I turned the water on to mask the sound of my pee hitting the toilet.


    Toby’s reluctance to leave my side while I used the bathroom triggered my fear. My hands shook as I rinsed my mouth with the little bottle of complimentary mouthwash and tried to straighten my hair. I looked tired, dark circles under my eyes and redness across my nose.


    Kidnapped. I’d been kidnapped. My breath became shallow, and I had to brace myself on the bathroom sink. I closed my eyes and tried to get a handle on my fear, my breathing.


    Toby knocked on the door. “Greg didn’t answer, but it wasn’t a busy signal this time, so I just sent him a text.”


    I tried again to control my breathing, with little effect.


    “Ever? Are you okay?”


    “No.” My voice came out barely a whisper.


    Toby pushed open the door, and within seconds his arms were around me, supporting me. He pulled me into him, hugging me tightly and curling himself around me.


    “You’re shaking.”


    “I’m scared.”


    “I know. But you have to listen to me, Ev. Things could get really messed up in the next few days. I don’t know where we’re going, or who to turn to at this point. The men here earlier, the men who took you, they’re the good guys.”


    My eyebrows shot up in surprise, though my face was smashed into his chest so he missed the action.


    “I know it doesn’t seem that way, but they had to get you out of there fast, and if they felt that it was important, I trust them. But it also means we have to move. Now. And you have to trust me.”


    I sucked in a breath. Could I trust Toby? After everything that had happened? After all of the chaos that he’d brought to my life? The lies, the secrets…


    He squeezed my shoulders. “Can you trust me?”


    “Yes.” No hesitation. I’d surprised even myself.


    He smiled—that half smirk, half smile I used to love. For a moment, everything was okay. I was back to being seventeen-year-old Ever. Before my world had turned upside down.


    “Then let’s do this.” He grabbed his duffel bag in one hand, my hand in the other, and with that, I was whisked through the hallway of the hotel, led by the boy I’d once loved. Possibly still did. Somewhere deep down inside.


    We stopped in the hotel store—if a countertop and an old non-English-speaking woman could qualify as a store—to grab some snacks and water, then made our way to the back of the parking lot, to a silver Chevy cobalt, so unlike Toby that it was obviously a rental. He buckled me in as if I was helpless, then locked the passenger door before walking around to get in on the driver’s side.


    “How’d you get here so fast?” I asked him when he was buckled and ready to go. Had he been stalking me like Ariadne? I turned to him, searching his face for any signs of something sneaky.


    “I flew.”


    “And the car?”


    “They rented it for us.”


    I shook my head, still lost. “What the hell is going on, Toby? Why am I in danger? What does Ariadne have to do with all of this?”


    “I’ll explain everything soon, I promise. Just please, eat something, okay? And let’s get the hell out of Mexico.”


    “Fine. But I want answers.”


    “I know.” He turned the key in the ignition. “And Ever?”


    I looked over at him once more, noting the sincerity in his eyes. I raised my eyebrows.


    “I won’t let anyone hurt you.”


    Who wanted to hurt me? I wanted to ask, but fear ate at me, and I was still groggy. I’d demand answers soon.
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    Somewhere between San Felipe and the California border, I found my courage. Maybe it was my full stomach, after our quick stop at a roadside taqueria. Maybe it was the familiar, soothing sounds coming from the Black Keys CD Toby brought with him. Maybe it was just time I sucked it up and took control. If people were after me, wanted to hurt me, I couldn’t just sit back and be Toby’s damsel in distress.


    “Who wants to hurt me, Toby?”


    His knuckles tightened on the steering wheel at the same time he exhaled. I tried to brace myself for whatever crazy explanation would come. I mean, I’d already learned that ghosts exist with Frankie, and then the existence of soul collectors with Toby, so what could be next? Vampires? Zombies? Why not?


    “Okay, well, there are collectors like Greg and me, who aren’t brand new, but we’re still pretty much at the bottom of the totem pole. Then, there are others who have more power than us, and are above us in ranking, so to speak.”


    “Like your boss? Like Ted?”


    “No, not like Ted. Although…well, let’s just stick with explaining one thing at a time. These collectors aren’t happy with what Ariadne did to Frankie, or the threat she placed on you.”


    “Yeah, well, I can relate.”


    “Those guys you saw today?”


    I’d only seen one, and really had only heard him, but I nodded so Toby would continue.


    “Those guys work for the highest up on the ladder. Make sense?”


    I nodded again, just to get him to proceed, even though no, this did not make sense. But I was sure that with a little more explanation, it would all eventually be clear.


    I hoped.


    “So those people, the higher ups, they’re relying on Ted to fix the mess his daughter created. But if Ari’s in Mexico, then Ted isn’t even keeping an eye on her. It doesn’t make much sense, but—”


    “But that guy said I was your responsibility. Why?”


    “Because I love you”—he said it so matter-of-factly that my breath caught in my throat—“and because by loving you, I brought you into this mess.”


    I quickly turned my head to gaze out the window, feeling my cheeks do their usual thing. Hearing him tell me he still loved me sent a little thrill throughout my body. I was with Frankie, and loved Frankie, but knowing Toby still loved me…after all that had happened…well, that made me feel warm inside. Warm and loved. Any girl would have felt this way, right? Right.


    “They can’t blame you for what Ariadne did, Toby. That’s not fair.”


    “No. It’s not fair. And they don’t really blame me, but they do expect me to help clean up the mess. More importantly, keep you safe.”


    And there it was again. The threat to my safety. His earlier words drifted through my mind again. I won’t let anyone hurt you.


    “Why am I in danger?”


    “Well, there are others—another group of soul collectors. If word has reached them…well. Then they’re the ones after you. They’ll want you because of what Ariadne has done.”


    “What?”


    He pulled over to the side of the deserted, dusty highway, and parked the car. Trepidation crept its way through my chest and down my arms until my hands trembled in my lap.


    “Toby? What are you not telling me?”


    He took my hands in his, and I didn’t pull them away. I needed the comfort his strength could bring me. What was I going to hear next?


    “When Ariadne put a limit on your life, an expiration date so-to-speak, she branded you. For us—for soul collectors—your soul has more value now.”


    “What?” It was the only thing I could muster.


    “Your soul is worth more to people like me.”


    “I don’t understand.”


    “Okay, I’ll explain, but I have to get back on the road. Please tell me if you need me to pull over.” He gently trailed his fingertips down my cheek and then turned back to the wheel.


    Pulling back onto the road, he started talking again. I briefly wondered how I was going to get across the border if my passport was still in Cabo with Jessie.


    “If Greg got the same phone call you did, are he and Jessie out of Mexico by now?”


    “It’s safe to assume that, but when I called him earlier…well, he hasn’t responded to my texts yet, so they’re most likely still on this side of the border.”


    I slumped in my seat. She must be so worried about me.


    “Here.” He handed me his cell phone. “Try again.”


    I searched through his phone contacts, my heart skipping a beat when I passed over my name and the number to my house. I don’t know why I was surprised to see it there, but I was. I briefly contemplated calling home, but thought better of it since I really had no idea what to tell Mom or Frankie yet.


    I dialed Greg, finding his number two places underneath mine, only to hear that annoying beeping on the other end. Frustrated, I sent a text, addressing it to Jessie in hopes he was still with her. He had to be with her. If he wasn’t, then she was alone in Cabo, freaking out about my disappearance, and I was officially the biggest jerk ever. I should have never ditched them this morning.


    “Nothing?”


    “No. I sent another text.”


    “It’s going to be okay, Ever. He’s with her, and I guarantee they’re not too far behind us. We’ll see them shortly.”


    I nodded. I wanted to believe him.


    “Okay. Back to the story. When we become soul collectors, we receive a list of assignments. A list of souls to collect.” He shot a sideways glance at me, and I nodded. Toby ran his hand through his shaggy golden hair and took a deep breath. “Depending on who you were, in your normal life, well…that indicates the kind of list you’ll have when you become a soul collector. Are you following me?”


    “Yeah?”


    He smiled, a half smile that barely reached his eyes. “You know, a yes with a question mark at the end sounds a lot like a no. The easiest way I can put it: if you were a relatively good person, you’ll have a short list. You’ll only have a few hundred souls to collect before you can move on.”


    A few hundred?


    “Move on?”


    “Die. Like, to die for real.”


    I swallowed the quickly forming lump in my throat as I remembered what Greg had said about dying—the first time. “Go on.”


    “Now, on the other side of that coin, are the people who weren’t good in their lifetime. The people with the long lists. The more evil the person, the longer the list.”


    “So, like, bank robbers and stuff?”


    “Yeah, them. And then worse than them. Imagine if a normal person who hasn’t done much more than underage drinking, or the occasional gambling mishap has, say, two hundred assignments on his list. Then, there are worse offenders on the scale, like the bank robbers or the spousal abusers; they have longer lists. Right?”


    I nodded. I followed along fine, but my skin began to crawl with the direction of this conversation. I could only guess what was coming next.


    “Then you have your really bad people. Serial killers. Child molesters. Rapists. They’re at the top. Their list is the longest. They have the longest time to wait before they can finally pass on. Some of them don’t mind. Some of them want to be stuck here, collecting souls and bringing pain to the lost soul and the humans attached to their deceased-but-still-lingering loved ones. But others…”


    “They want me.”


    “Yes.”


    “To speed up the process. Because my soul has more value.”


    “Yes.”


    “Because I’m branded?”


    He nodded. “They want your soul because it’s worth more to them. So, when Ariadne put a time limit on your life, she did more than screw things up for you, for us. She branded you. So now, I’m guessing, there are a whole slew of collectors who want you. That want to turn you in themselves and claim the benefits of your Soul Brand.”


    “Like…on my birthday like Ariadne promised, or…any time?” I looked at him expectantly, even though I already knew the answer. If I was being hunted right now, then they could collect on my soul any time they wanted to.


    “Any time. Now. Tomorrow. Two weeks from now. Just as long as Ariadne doesn’t get to you first, they still have a chance.”


    “And by Ariadne getting to me first?”


    “Taking your soul.”


    “So that’s why she’s in Mexico? To…to kill me?”


    “I think so, yes.”


    “Oh my God.”


    “I won’t let that happen, Ever, I promise. I won’t let anyone hurt you. But if Greg found you by following Ariadne down here, then that means anyone else could have done the same. Which means the people who grabbed you did the right thing, and even more so when they called me. Now I can get you home and figure out what to do next. Where to go next.”


    “Go? What do you mean, like, leave my mom? My home?” I paused. The pained look in his eyes was all the answer I needed. “You’re making me leave Frankie?”


    Toby pulled his gaze back to the road and didn’t make eye contact with me for a long time after that. We rode in suffocating silence, the burden of this news weighing heavily on my mind. My soul not only had a countdown on it, but it had road flares and flashing lights directing every evil person from here to Baghdad straight to me. And for what? All so they could get bonus points on their soul collecting list? This was seriously messed up.


    We drove another hour or so until we began seeing signs indicating the California border was fast approaching. Toby kept glancing at his phone and looking around for something unknown to me.


    When we were a dozen or so miles away from Mexicali, he cursed quietly and pulled into a beat up old gas station. At least, I think it was a gas station. At some point in its life. Now it was just a hideous old half-a-building and some things sticking out of the ground that slightly resembled gas pumps.


    “How are you getting me across?”


    When he looked at me with that half-smile, I knew.


    “Shit, Toby! You have no idea, do you?”


    “No, I mean…I…no. I expected to hear from Greg by now. Or even Ted. I don’t know how to get you across yet.”


    “Oh my God. And I’m supposed to trust you? Nice.”


    Toby grabbed my face, his hands resting on my cheeks, and turned my head toward him. His dark blue gaze found mine, and he spoke his next words firmly and without an ounce of doubt. “Trust me to protect you, yes. I will never let anyone hurt you, Ever. I swear it.”


    As if knowing I needed saving at that exact moment, or maybe just because we were so close to the states that the cellular service was suddenly ten times better, Toby’s phone rang. I sucked in a breath as his hands dropped from my face. His closeness, combined with his words, had been way too intense for me.


    “It’s Greg,” he said, as he looked at the phone. Then, to the caller he said, “Finally! Have you gotten our texts?”


    I heard Jessie’s screeching on the other side of the line, even though it was Greg who was on the phone with Toby. Toby cringed, and I smiled. Even hearing her freak out was better than nothing.


    “Yes. She’s with me. Yes. She’s fine. Scared, but not hurt.” He reached out and squeezed my knee. I looked at his hand, eyes wide, waiting for it to remove itself from my leg. It didn’t. I continued staring as if an alien sat perched there instead of my ex-boyfriend’s fingers.


    “No. Yeah, we’re here now. I pulled over to try to come up with”—long pause—“oh shit man, I owe you.” Another pause, then that familiar smirk inched its way up Toby’s face. “Yeah, I think you know where you can shove that favor, Greg. Alright, what hotel?”


    I heard more screeching through the phone, and Toby had to pull it away from his ear a few inches.


    I cringed and mouthed, “Sorry.”


    “Yeah, hey Jessie, here she is.”


    The string of rants began before I’d even put the phone to my ear.


    “Ever Van Ruysdael! I have been worried sick! How could you just leave me like that? I was scared to death! What is wrong with you? Oh my God, I thought you were kidnapped! I—”


    “I was.”


    “—don’t get smart with me Ever! I was scared to death! I can’t even tell you what today has been like for me! Don’t ever do that again! Oh my God, are you okay? Are you hurt? What is Toby doing here? Oh my God, people want to hurt you, Ever! Hurt you! Can you believe it? I can’t! I’m freaking out! Where are you guys anyway? I just got off a private plane! Can you believe it? I mean, I always knew I’d ride in style someday, but I hoped it would be because I was rich or something, not this. And there were these creepy guys in suits that never said more than two words to me, and—”


    “Jess.” I took a deep breath, feeling as though I was the one who had just been ranting in one long run-on sentence. “We’re near the border to California, I think. Close to a city called Mexicali. I just don’t know how we’re going to get across.”


    “Oh, Ever. That’s easy-peasy.” Rambling, chaotic Jessie was gone, and sassy Jessie was back. I heard the smile in her voice. “We’ve got your passport, silly. And your toothbrush. Have you even brushed your teeth today? Gross.”


    Leave it to Jessie to be more worried about my personal hygiene than the fact that I was running from people who wanted to kill me.


    Shit. That was something I never thought I’d have to say. I wondered when I would be curling up in a ball. Obviously, shock was the only thing keeping me moving forward and holding me together. But when the shock finally faded…well, that would be a different story; I was sure of it.


    “Okay, Ev, Greg’s telling me to hang up. Apparently we’re close by. I’ll see you soon! I love you!”


    “I love you, too.”


    The phone screen flickered back to the black home screen, and I closed my eyes. Not in time to keep the tears from falling, though.


    Toby cleared his throat and started the car again. “They won’t be long. We’ll see her in under an hour, and then we’ll figure out what to do next. I have to charge my phone, but when we get to the hotel room…you can call Frankie if you want.”


    Frankie.


    What would Frankie say about all of this? What about him, and his soul?


    “Is Frankie in danger too, Toby?” I didn’t open my eyes. Just waited with my head back on the headrest and my eyes closed. Waiting for the worst.


    “No, Ev. Just you.”


    There was more to it. His pause had been way too long. But I couldn’t ask just yet.
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    By the time we checked into the hotel room just outside of Mexicali, under a name I’d never heard of on an ID I’d never seen—an ID with Toby’s face but none of his actual information—it was well after dark, and I was exhausted. I’d been wearing my bikini for over twelve hours if my calculations were correct, hadn’t showered after the half-ass pool bathroom shower, and no, Jessie, I hadn’t brushed my teeth either.


    “I really want a hot shower, but”—I looked around at our less-than-stellar hotel room—“do you think I’ll catch a disease or something?”


    Toby laughed, one eyebrow raised. “No, probably not. But just to be on the safe side, maybe keep your flip-flops on. Just in case.”


    Eew.


    “They’ll be here any minute. Go ahead and get in. I’ll ask Jessie to bring some clean clothes in when she gets here with your stuff, okay?”


    His phone beeped and he looked down to read a text. “See? They’re parking the car now. Go shower, babe.”


    I ignored the fact that he’d called me babe, too tired to tell him I was no longer his babe, and turned to head to the bathroom. Closing the door behind me, I exhaled a long, deep breath.


    “Shit.”


    “Did you say something?”


    Whoops. “Nope. Sorry.”


    I turned on the water, shaking my head at everything. The dirty bathroom in desert-brown Mexicali, Mexico, when just yesterday I’d had a gorgeous timeshare overlooking the blue waters and white beaches of Cabo San Lucas. The fact that I was here, in this shithole town, with my ex-boyfriend, who still loved me, apparently, and I hadn’t even talked to my actual boyfriend in days. I turned off the water.


    “Toby?”


    “Yeah?”


    “You’re charging your phone, right?”


    Long pause. “Yeah. I am.”


    Turning the water back on, as high as it would go, I stepped into the shower, wearing nothing but the shoes on my feet. Which was really weird. But the once-white porcelain shower was far from white now, and ugh…who knew what lurked in it. Yuck.


    I closed my eyes under the hot water, letting it cascade down my body. The showerhead’s flow was remarkably strong, with remarkably hot water, and I could have stood there for days. I just wanted to wash everything away.


    “Oh, Ever!”


    The shower curtain whipped back suddenly as Jessie’s arms wrapped around me. Strangling me. Squeezing me harder than I think I’d ever been squeezed. The water continued to rain down, splashing off us and splattering around the room, but I hugged her back fiercely, nakedness and all.


    “Oh my God, I can’t believe you’re showering in here! Gross!”


    And just like that, our best-friend bonding moment was over. Pulling the shower curtain back in place, Jessie left the bathroom, and I sighed. My best friend was here, and she was safe, and I could get through this. I wouldn’t be curling up into a ball on the floor in this place anyway, even if I wanted to.


    When I finally turned off the shower, reluctant to get out but worried I might get a sudden flash of ice-cold water or something else equally odd, I was happy to see my jeans and hoodie folded on the toilet. Over a towel that Jessie had laid down first. Frankly, that girl thought of everything. I pulled on clean underwear and my black tube bra, thankful to have something comfy to put on. Being in a bikini for over twenty-four hours wasn’t the worst thing in the world, but being in a bikini for twenty-four hours because you were kidnapped and on the run made it feel like putting these clean clothes on was a small step away from Heaven itself.


    I exited the bathroom, and Greg’s huge arms flew around me instantly. For a moment, my feet left the ground as he held me tightly to him. Man, I loved this guy.


    “I’m so sorry, Ever. I had no idea how bad it was. I should have gotten you out of there the second I found you. I just thought… I thought if I stayed close to you guys and kept an eye out…well, I thought that would be enough. I thought Ariadne was the one we had to worry about. I’m so sorry.”


    I was still in his arms, suspended a few inches—feet?—off the ground. Very uncomfortably.


    “It’s okay, Greg. Honest. I’m fine, see?”


    He squeezed tighter. I thought my eyes would bulge out of my head. The big lug loved me, too.


    “Greg! Oh my gosh, you’re going to kill her squeezing her like that! Put her down before I get jealous,” Jessie said with a wink.


    Greg released me, looking slightly sheepish before glaring at Toby. Ugh. These two and their silly animosity.


    “You guys mind if I shower next?” Toby asked, clearly unfazed by Greg’s scowl.


    “Of course not, Toby. Have at it. We showered early this morning before we hit the road.” Jess winked at me and I realized what she meant when she said ‘we showered.’ Then she made a face and added, “Like I’d shower in there anyway, right?”


    “It wasn’t that bad, Jess.”


    “I’ll take your word for it.”


    Toby disappeared into the bathroom, and I sagged onto one of the double beds. I hadn’t felt this drained in forever. I guess being on the run could do that to a person.


    “So. We’re like, fugitives now, Ev.”


    I couldn’t keep my eyes from rolling. “Jessie. People want to kill me. I don’t think that’s the same thing as a fugitive. It’s not like the law is chasing me in some old Western movie.”


    “Oh, I know, I’m just trying to lighten the mood.”


    “Probably not going to happen.” I closed my eyes, and for a moment, I think I may have slept. But I awoke with that horrible feeling of falling, and realized I still hadn’t called Frankie. Or my mom. A quick glance around the room showed that I hadn’t been out long. Greg and Jessie were cuddled up on the bed next to mine, and the bathroom door was still closed.


    I picked up Toby’s phone, which was conveniently plugged in on the nightstand within my reach, and dialed my house phone.


    My mom picked up on the first ring.


    “Hello! Ever? Is that you, honey?”


    I sat up a bit straighter, wondering why she was so panicked. Did she know?


    “Yeah, Mom, it’s me.”


    “Oh my gosh, honey, I was so worried! I’ve been calling your room for hours! Where have you been?”


    “Oh, sorry Mom. We were out.” I wondered if her panic meant she’d had a bad feeling. Mother’s intuition or something. “We were invited to um…brunch…with some friends we met at the pool.” Lies, lies, lies.


    “Oh, honey, that’s wonderful! Are they girls your age? Where are they from?”


    “Um…yeah—”


    “Oh geez, okay, okay”—Mom paused, clucking her tongue at someone—“Honey, you’ll have to tell me all about your new girlfriends when you get back. There’s a handsome boy here who wants to talk to you. I love you! Have fun!”


    “I love you, too, Mom.”


    “Hey, Dollface. Miss me?”


    “Yes. You have no idea.”


    “Oh, I think I do. It’s really good to hear your voice. Hold on.”


    I heard my mom in the background teasing Frankie about wanting privacy for our phone call, but I knew she’d leave him alone. She was never one to pry.


    “You’ll be home tomorrow, right?”


    “Yes. How did you know?”


    “I received a phone call from your ex-boyfriend yesterday. He’s with you now?”


    “Yes,” I whispered as my stomach dropped into my toes. So Frankie knew I was with Toby.


    As if summoned by Frankie mentioning him, Toby chose that exact moment to exit the bathroom wearing only his faded black jeans, slung low on his hips. No boxers. And no shirt.


    What an asshole.


    My eyes—without my permission—focused in on that spot just above the top button of his jeans. I felt my cheeks heat up, embarrassment and something else making me blush.


    “Ever? Are you listening?”


    “Oh, yeah, sorry, Frankie. Um… Jessie was talking to me.”


    Toby’s gaze found mine as he caught me staring at him, obviously aware that Jessie hadn’t been talking to me. Or anyone for that matter. I quickly looked away, focusing instead on a stain on the wall next to the bed.


    “It’s okay. So, I was saying that when you get here tomorrow, I will have told your mom, and we’ll be waiting for you. I didn’t want to tell her while she was in such a panic about not knowing where you were.”


    “Okay. I understand. I wish you didn’t have to tell her at all. Did Toby tell you everything?”


    Long pause. Too long.


    “Yes.”


    Liar. I knew he knew something he wasn’t telling me. My stomach sank as I considered what that could be. I kept coming back to the same question: was Frankie in danger, too?


    “I love you, Ever. Stay safe, okay? And listen to Toby. He knows what he’s doing.”


    Does he? I couldn’t help but wonder. He hadn’t even known how he was going to get me across the border.


    “Okay. I love you, too, Frankie. I miss you.”


    “I miss you, too, Doll. Stay safe, okay? I’ll see you tomorrow.”


    He hung up before I said anything else, his last words spoken softly and with a hint of sadness. I could only imagine what he must be thinking, knowing I was holed up in a hotel room with my ex-boyfriend. I pressed END on the phone screen and laid it back on the nightstand.


    Without looking at anyone else in the room, feeling all three sets of eyes on me, I turned over and buried myself deep in the sheets.


    The bed creaked from the weight of someone sitting down.


    “Babe?”


    There it was again. That nickname. I wasn’t his babe anymore.


    “Ever? We have to talk about tomorrow. Getting you home to see your mom and Frankie is only the next step. Only the beginning.”


    I sighed. I didn’t want to think about that. I didn’t want to think about what being on the run actually meant for me. I didn’t want to think about saying goodbye to my mom. To Frankie.


    Tears cascaded down my cheeks as I silently cried. I didn’t turn around. I closed my eyes and tried not to let them know I was crying. I willed the tears to stop, but trying to make them stop seemed to make them multiply.


    “Oh, Ever,” Jessie said on a sigh as she climbed into bed behind me. Curling her body around mine, my best friend hugged me tightly. “It’s going to be okay, sweetie. It is. Toby and Greg will figure out what to do. Shh…”


    Safe in Jessie’s arms, I cried. I let all the tears fall and didn’t worry about the sounds of my sobs, or the way I probably looked. My life was no longer my own. I couldn’t just live out my last year in peace, loving Frankie and soaking up every minute possible with my mom and Jessie. I had to leave everyone behind, and go on the run.


    So what did it matter anyway? If I was going to spend what little time I had left running, what was the point? Why shouldn’t I just die now? Let one of these evil soul collectors have me?


    And then it hit me.


    Toby.


    I could let Toby turn me in, and maybe…maybe by doing so, I could lower his debt. I could do that for him. I would do that for him.


    Regardless of our past, it was better him than a stranger.


    Better him than Ariadne.


    So it was settled, then.
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    Toby’s hands hold either side of my face, his thumbs lightly brushing my cheekbones. His dark gaze holds mine with such intensity, such passion. I close my eyes, breathing in the fresh scent of him. Soft lips brush mine, teasing me. Then they’re gone. I want them back.


    Wake up!


    I lean forward into his hands, towards him, wanting to find his lips. My eyes remain closed. I wait.


    His lips find mine again, slowly caressing me, kissing me. His tongue teases my lips open, then makes its way inside my mouth, slowly tasting me, teasing me.


    Wake up!


    Without breaking the connection between our mouths, one of Toby’s hands slides behind me, resting in the nape of my neck. His fingers stretch their way into my hair, while his other hand moves down my body. His hand rests for a few brief seconds on the fleshy skin above my bra. Goose bumps break out over my skin as he slides a fingertip just over the top of the lace cup, tracing its half-moon shape, before continuing his slow, torturous descent down my body.


    Wake up!


    I awoke with a gasp. Or was it a moan? I quickly threw my hand over my mouth and waited, not even daring to breathe.


    I was again plagued by the ever-present and always haunting dreams of Toby. I was also completely suffocated by Jessie’s strong hold on me. She had to have been a thousand degrees for all the heat she was giving off. Geez. Maybe she’d come down with some crazy Mexican fever or something. I slowly tried to wiggle my way out from under her arm, which was heavy as lead, and was relieved when I managed to slide all the way out of her hold. I slid myself down to the floor, and she curled her arm around a pillow, murmuring softly.


    I exhaled a breath and stood up quietly. I turned around to survey the room. The tiny alarm clock blinked in red: 3:47 a.m. Ugh. Greg was sprawled out on the other double bed, one leg stretched out and hanging off the side as if reaching for Jessie even in his sleep. I was half tempted to wake one of them up and tell them to share a bed, but at the sound of Greg’s snoring and Jessie’s random mumbling, I decided to leave them be. We’d probably have to get up soon anyway and they should be able to have these next couple hours of sleep without interruption.


    It wasn’t their fault that my dreams were haunted and I hadn’t slept worth a damn in months.


    Turning my head, I scanned the room, my gaze settling on boots I’d recognize anywhere. Toby was stretched out in a chair in the corner that had been moved just inches away from the door, as if he was acting as our guard while we slept. His legs hung far off the end of the ottoman and crossed at the ankles. I slowly looked up the length of his long body, pausing only briefly at the deep V muscles of his stomach, then the patch of blond hair on his chest. When my gaze settled on his face, my breath caught in my throat.


    Eyes as dark as midnight stared back at me. Watching me.


    Shit.


    He’d seen me staring at him. Way to go, Ever. Way. To. Go.


    His lips quirked up in that knowing smirk of his, and he tilted his head toward the door.


    I nodded. I wanted some fresh air. He stood and pushed the chair and ottoman back up against the wall, then stretched…ugh.


    His body was so tan and lean—built a lot like Frankie’s but so much darker—the sight of him did funny things to my stomach as I remembered moments between us—both real and dreamed up. I had to look away. That boy needed to put on a shirt and fast.


    Luckily, he did, and not a second too soon. I was starting to wonder if Jessie actually did have a fever, and if I was coming down with it, too.


    After sliding my feet into my black flip-flops, I quietly followed him out of the hotel room and down the short hallway to the small parking lot out front. We were seated next to each other on a brightly painted bench before either one of us said a word.


    “I’m so sorry, Ever.”


    “What?” I looked over at him, meeting his dark gaze.


    “I’m sorry for everything. I should have never come to your house. I should have never stayed. I should have never…fallen in love with you.” He paused, inhaling a deep breath, and I had to look away. There was so much pain in his eyes. It took me right back to my own pain—the devastation he’d brought into my life. His words didn’t help matters either. Hearing him voice his feelings just made me question everything between us, and everything that had transpired.


    “I should have never let this happen to you, Ever. This. All of this. This is my fault. And I’m so, so sorry.”


    “No, Toby, this isn’t—”


    He raised a hand to silence me. “No. Please don’t do that. Don’t tell me this isn’t my fault. It is. But, please, believe me when I say that I will do whatever it takes to fix it. And I will never, ever let anyone hurt you.”


    I nodded, my throat feeling too lumpy to speak.


    I don’t know how long we sat there, but we didn’t speak again after that. We just sat, listening to coyotes howl in the distance, and watching the occasional car drive past the motel. Eventually, the sky started to turn shades of pink and orange in the distance, and I knew it was time for us to get moving.


    A pit grew inside my stomach, comparable in size to the Grand Canyon. Toby hadn’t touched me, hadn’t tried to hold my hand or do anything to make me uncomfortable in any way. But just being there with him and feeling the easy comfort of his closeness…that was enough to make me feel sick with guilt.


    I shouldn’t be finding comfort in Toby.


    I needed to get home, needed to see Frankie. I was about to stand up to head back inside when Greg came charging through the double doors.


    “Holy shit! Toby! You scared the shit out of me, man!” He threw his arms around Toby in a quick man-hug and then did his usual pick-Ever-up-and-swing-her thing. It never ceased to startle me when my feet left the ground, even though it happened almost every time Greg hugged me.


    “What are you guys doing out here? I thought something happened to you!”


    “Sorry, man. We just couldn’t sleep. Is Jessie up?”


    “No, not yet. I was letting her sleep a little longer.” Greg paused, and his eyes widened. “Oh, shit! I better get back in there before she wakes up and freaks out because we’re all gone.”


    Greg turned on his heels and flew back through the double doors. I couldn’t help but laugh as we made our way back inside.


    But my laughter was short lived as I realized what this new morning meant for me.


    This was it. I was officially on the run.


    Today would be the day that I said goodbye to my mom. And Jessie. And Frankie.


    Forever.


    Worse than that even, someday soon I’d have to tell Toby my plan for allowing him to collect on my soul. Because no matter how much I thought about it, that seemed the most logical, least traumatizing course of action.


    And I knew he’d want nothing to do with my plan.
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    I almost slammed into Greg’s huge back when I returned to the room. He stood frozen in place in the open doorway, shoulders rigid and fists clenched at his sides.


    Panic crept its way up my spine. Jessie.


    I made a move to peer around Greg and felt Toby’s hands on my shoulders, pulling me back out the door. I turned to snap at him, but the words died in my throat when I saw his wide eyes and the rigid creases in his forehead.


    He pushed past me into the room and took a spot next to Greg. Though smaller than Greg, and less muscular, his lean frame was just as intimidating by the tense stance he held.


    Holy shit. What’s wrong with Jessie?


    Never being one to cower behind anyone—more from stubbornness than bravery—I bent down between the two guys to look into the room. A shriek slipped past my lips before I could slam my hand over my mouth.


    Jessie remained on the bed where I’d left her, but she was no longer stretched out in comfortable sleep, or cuddling with the pillow in my absence. Back pressed against the headboard, Jessie had her knees pulled up to her chest and her arms wrapped around them tightly. Her face was so pale it was almost blue, and her eyes were wide. Tears glistened on her cheekbones.


    I couldn’t look away. I also couldn’t just stand there behind Toby and Greg while my best friend cowered on the bed. I pushed through them and stood tall. From this vantage point, I had a clear view of the looming figure standing over Jessie.


    Judging by the fear that radiated from her, it was obvious that Jessie’s ghost-seeing abilities hadn’t stopped with Frankie.


    And clearly, neither had mine. After the ghost on the Queen Mary, and now this, I realized I’d have to ask Toby about what it all meant.


    Not now though. Now I had to figure out why this creep was scaring my best friend.


    He was easily six and a half feet tall. Even though his form was nearly translucent and blurred around the edges, it was obvious that he’d once been a very massive man. He leaned down, slightly bent at the waist, peering intently at Jessie. Even with our sudden presence in the tiny hotel room, he hadn’t taken his eyes off her.


    Toby cleared his throat.


    “It’s okay, babe. We’re here now,” Greg whispered to Jessie.


    She nodded, but her tight posture didn’t relax, and her eyes didn’t waver from the beast of a ghost in front of her.


    The spirit finally tore his eyes away from Jessie’s frightened face, and after seeing the three of us, stood tall and straight.


    Or, well, after seeing the two of them, I should say. Because it was obvious when he suddenly noticed me. His dark, translucent eyes zeroed in on mine, almost appearing solid from the intensity of his stare. His head tilted slightly to one side, as his eyes narrowed into slits.


    “Oh. This is the one.”


    His voice was somehow gravelly and smooth all at once, unhinging my nerves while it coated my skin with goose bumps. He managed to turn the most innocent of words into a menacing threat. Toby and Greg stepped forward, again placing me behind them. This time, however, they were unable to block my view entirely, which meant eye contact with our intruder never faltered.


    He cocked his head to the other side, slowly analyzing me. Then he tilted his head backward and closed his eyes, sniffing the air. It was unnecessary because I knew well and good that ghosts couldn’t smell, but the slight action upped his creepiness factor tenfold. He stepped forward, fully turning his back to Jessie, and I couldn’t be scared of him—I was too full of relief for her. My friend didn’t deserve to be in the middle of this.


    I squared my shoulders and took a deep breath. It felt like we’d been in a staring contest for hours, even though only a few short minutes had passed. I didn’t push past Toby—I was secretly grateful for the barrier—but I spoke to the ghost, needing to know what he wanted and why he was here in our motel room.


    “Who are you?”


    Toby tensed when I spoke, but didn’t say anything or try to stop me.


    “It is not important who I am, my dear. It is only important who you are.”


    “Yeah, okay. Super. What do you want?”


    “It is not what I want—”


    “Oh good lord. Cut the crap.” Jessie’s voice startled me, as she was suddenly on my side of the room. I’d watched the ghost so intently, that I hadn’t noticed Jessie make her way around the room to stand beside Greg. Well, behind Greg actually, as he now stood protectively in front of her the way Toby stood in front of me.


    By the slightly widened eyes of our visitor, it was obvious he hadn’t noticed her move either. He turned his black gaze back to me, a hint of amusement in his sly smile.


    “I am here but for one thing. To find you.”


    “Me? Why?”


    Toby reached for me, his hand wrapping around my fingers. He squeezed my hand, but I didn’t squeeze back. I wasn’t scared. If I was on the run, this was my life now. Time to pay the piper, I guessed.


    Okay, that was a lie. Maybe I was slightly scared.


    “Are you, like, Death…or the Grim Reaper or something?” That sounded stupid, but with all that I’d learned lately, it wasn’t too crazy an idea.


    The ghost cackled a harsh, scratchy laugh, reminiscent of sandpaper. I briefly wondered if he’d been a smoker in his lifetime.


    “No, child, I am not Death, and I am not yet a Reaper. But it is not important what I am. It is what you are that matters. And you are worth a lot. I can see the Brand. It shines; it calls to me.”


    With that he disappeared. Just completely gone, in the blink of an eye.


    “What the hell was that?” Jessie’s words came out in a high-pitched shriek.


    Greg threw his arms around her, pulling her close. Her body shook as though she was crying, but I didn’t hear any sobs.


    Toby led me inside the room by placing his hand lightly on my lower back. I allowed him to lead me and then broke away from the contact and sat on the corner of the double bed on the left—the one the ghost hadn’t been looming over. I knew he was gone, but couldn’t keep my eyes from darting around the room looking for any proof that he remained. Toby and Greg looked around the room as well.


    “That,” Greg said into Jessie’s hair, “was a Seeker.”


    “A what?” I asked.


    “A Seeker.” Toby answered me as he sat down a few feet from me on the other corner of the bed.


    Jessie remained encased in Greg’s arms. She must have been really scared. My heart pinched at that thought. She’d already been through so much. All because of me.


    “A Seeker”—Toby’s voice pulled me out of my thoughts—“is someone who works for the soul collectors. But not all of us. Not even many of us. I’ve never met someone like me who would dare hire a Seeker.”


    “I don’t get it. I mean, your job is to send lost souls to their…final resting place or whatever. So why would a soul want to actually work for you? That seems…”—I paused, trying to find the appropriate word—“…backward.”


    “It is. Trust me. It’s the opposite of the work we’re supposed to be doing. And it effects a soul collector’s quota—and not in a good way. But for some, the risk is worth the reward.”


    “Finding me.”


    Toby gave me a half smile. “Exactly.”


    “Wait a minute.” Jessie turned around and faced us, but Greg’s arms still held her to his chest. The differences in their heights and shapes of their bodies made them fit almost perfectly together like that. Both of them could look at us without craning their heads. Greg’s arms wrapped and crossed just under her chest. Jessie rested her arms on them and continued. “If the soul collectors are risking everything in hiring a Seeker”—she made air quotes around the word—“then what is the Seeker risking? Or better yet, what do they get out of the job?”


    “Life.”


    Frankie.


    The answer was so simple it should have been obvious. Life. Obviously, to someone who wanted it badly enough, working for the bad guys wouldn’t seem like such a terrible trade. To someone who wanted to live again, what trade wouldn’t be worth it? I wondered what Frankie would have done to become human again.


    Holy shit.


    I wondered what Frankie did do.


    “Okay,” Jessie continued, oblivious to the dangerous direction my thoughts had taken. “So the soul collectors hire the seekers. Then the Seekers do what, like, hunt for the people like Ever, the people whose souls are worth more?”


    “Basically, yes. I think.”


    Jessie turned in Greg’s arms at his response and pulled free so she could step a foot back and face him. When her hands hit her hips, I knew her fear was gone—replaced with irritation.


    “You think?”


    “Well,” Greg began. “I’m not really sure how it works. I’ve never actually…”


    “We’ve never known anyone with a Soul Brand.”


    “What?” I shrieked.


    “Or any collectors who have successfully branded anyone.”


    “Oh my God, Toby.” I didn’t know what else to say.


    “Let me get this straight,” Jessie snapped. “You’re telling me that those evil soul collectors have hired ghoul bounty hunters that are looking for my best friend, but you’re not entirely sure that’s what’s happening here?”


    “Yes,” Greg said with a sigh.


    “And one of them found us and decided that it was okay to watch me sleep?”


    “Yes.”


    “And why was I alone?”


    Greg’s shoulders slumped. I knew he’d never forgive himself for leaving her alone, even if it was only for a few short minutes.


    “Babe—”


    “Jess, it’s my fault. Toby and I couldn’t sleep, so we went outside. Greg woke up, didn’t see us and panicked. He was outside with us for all of two minutes—”


    “You couldn’t sleep? Are you okay? Why didn’t you wake me?”


    Oh Jessie. My best friend woke up staring into the eyes of a dangerous ghost—Seeker—and all she cared about was how I was feeling, and why I didn’t wake her when I couldn’t sleep.


    I shook my head. “I’m fine. Don’t worry about me. Are you okay?”


    “Yeah, I mean, now that that thing is gone. Ugh.” She shivered. “That was seriously creepy. Let’s go eat! I want one more huge plate full of chilaquiles before we leave Mexico.”


    As if on cue, my stomach growled.


    “See? Your stomach wants some, too, because nobody says no to chilaquiles,” she said, eyes wide. “Let’s pack up.”


    After taking turns in the bathroom, packing up our few belongings, and finding a tiny restaurant that was open this early, we’d sufficiently stuffed ourselves, avoided any and all conversation regarding soul collectors, and I’d felt…if only for a minute…that I was just a normal teenager on vacation.
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    Driving home now, the silence in the car was thick with my unspoken questions. Or maybe it just seemed that way to me, my guilt for not demanding all the answers I longed for.


    We eventually left Toby’s rental car at a dealership in San Diego and hopped into the mustang—which had been left for us by the other soul collectors, apparently.


    I have to admit that it felt a bit strange to be back in Toby’s car. Strange but comfortable, if I was being honest with myself.


    The silence continued as we drove up Interstate 5, Greg’s yellow beast following closely behind us, and questions catapulted through my mind, one after the other, until I couldn’t take the silence anymore.


    I should have ridden with Jessie and Greg, but for whatever reason, probably old habits, it was just assumed I’d ride with Toby.


    “Why can I see some ghosts but not others?”


    “What?” he asked, clearly startled by my sudden talking. “What do you mean?”


    “Well, I’m assuming that there are more ghosts on earth than just Frankie—well, before, obviously—and the ghost I saw on the Queen Mary that day—”


    “Ah. So you did see her. I thought you had.”


    “Yeah. But that ship is supposed to be completely haunted, right? And I only saw her. So…” I paused, trying to put my thoughts into order. “And then the Seeker. I could see him, and so could Jessie, obviously. So why? Why can we see some ghosts and not others?”


    “Well, it’s pretty basic, honestly. The majority of people, yourself most likely included, can see ghosts when they want you to see them.”


    “Seriously?”


    “Yeah. I know you were hoping for some other explanation, but that’s about the gist of it. However, it is odd that you and Jessie can both see ghosts. That’s a pretty big coincidence.”


    “What do you mean? Isn’t it because they want us to see them? I mean, that Seeker obviously wanted Jessie to be scared, the way he was leaning over her like that.” I shivered as a chill raced up my spine. My poor best friend had been through so much because of me.


    “He did. Definitely. But even if they want you to see them, it only works if you can.”


    If we can. So then, like an ability or something. Hmm. “So what does that mean? We have some ghost-seeing skill? Like the Ghost Whisperer or something? And Jessie and I both happen to have it, and we’re also best friends? Is that really that big of a coincidence, or do a lot of people have the ability? I mean, you, Ariadne, Greg, Ted, my mom, my dad…etc.”


    “You make a good point, and I don’t know about your mom and dad—all I can come up with is that Frankie wanted them to see him badly enough—for whatever reason. Maybe he wanted to fit in with your family so badly, or maybe you get it from your parents, though I’m not sure it’s really all that hereditary. I don’t really know, Ev.”


    “What about you guys?”


    “I’ve always had it. It’s part of what made me a good fit for…my job.”


    “And the other part?”


    “That’s a story for another day.”


    “Seriously, Toby? After all I’ve been through since you showed up in my life? You really can’t just be honest with me?”


    He looked over at me, silently pleading with me to let it go. Uh-huh. Fat chance. I didn’t owe him anything, and it was well past time for some much-needed answers.


    “Toby. How did you become a soul collector?”


    He sighed, and his shoulders fell slightly, but he kept his focus on the road, apparently giving up on trying to woo me with those dark blue eyes.


    “I met Ariadne in Seattle, about”—he looked up to the side as if the answer was in his rearview mirror—“two years ago. Wow. It seems like so much longer than that.”


    “Well, she’s such a joy to be around; I can see why your time with her would feel infinite.”


    “Yeah. No shit. So I’m working in this bar up there, a brewery with a restaurant and all that, bar-backing and saving every penny I made—”


    “I know.”


    “What? What do you know?”


    “Greg told me he met you at a bar. And Ariadne ditched him to go after you.”


    “Oh. Yeah, well…”


    “That’s why you guys don’t like each other.”


    “Yeah. Well, no. I mean, I like Greg just fine. I’m not too sure he ever got over that day completely though, regardless of the fact that we’ve become so close since then.”


    “Okay, so go on. Seattle.”


    “Yeah. I’d wanted out of Seattle for as long as I can remember. The weather, the people, my own defunct family. I just wanted out. I wanted a new start. So one day, this chick walks into my life and ruins my plan.”


    I readjusted in my seat, suddenly uncomfortable with this story and wondering if I should have even asked. Hearing about Toby’s life with Ariadne wasn’t going to be very pleasant.


    “Don’t worry, I’ll condense it.”


    Clearly, my discomfort had been obvious.


    “So I get caught up in the chaos that is Ariadne. I didn’t see it that way then—I just thought I was having fun and hooking up with some chick. I never even paused to wonder why she’d just shown up out of nowhere and suddenly inserted herself into every waking moment of my life. It was just…everything was suddenly all about Ariadne. I don’t even remember how or when it happened.”


    Where have I heard this before? Toby and Greg’s stories were eerily similar, and I tried to compare as I listened to Toby’s rendition of Greg’s story.


    “My plans to leave Seattle were forgotten, my plans to do anything were just…when I wasn’t with her, I wanted to be.”


    I knew the feeling. He’d triggered the same reaction in me when he’d suddenly appeared in my life out of nowhere.


    Wait a minute. He hadn’t appeared out of nowhere. He’d come for a job, for Frankie.


    Holy crap! Pieces of the puzzle clicked into place in my brain.


    “Who had Ariadne come for?”


    He looked over at me then, a sad smile on his face, before turning his focus back to the road. “My mom. She’d been dead for a few years and hadn’t left the house. I’d been basically living on my own since just before I turned seventeen.”


    “Where was your dad?”


    “He’d split long before that.”


    Oh wow. I couldn’t even imagine having both of my parents gone. “And Greg? Who had Ariadne come to Greg for?”


    “That’s the only piece of the puzzle that doesn’t quite fit her M.O. She found Greg on her own, looking for some fun, as she put it. Wrong place at the wrong time, I guess.”


    “Wow. That really sucks for Greg.”


    “Yeah, but he’s gotten past it as much as he can, like me. We have the cards we were dealt, so we play them.”


    Collecting lost souls and ruining lives could hardly be compared to a simple card game, but whatever. I remained silent in hopes that hearing more of the story would help clarify my life a bit for me.


    “So, one day, Ted shows up at my door. He’s trying to come inside, talking about buying my house. I had no idea the two of them were connected until it was too late.”


    “And your mom?”


    “She’s gone.”


    I didn’t need to know any more than that. Ariadne and Ted had shown up, Toby’s mother had been sent to her final resting place, or whatever, and Toby had become a soul collector. Part of me wanted to know the exact details of how it happened, but part of me wanted to protect him from the pain that was seeping into his story.


    He was a soul collector now. The why’s and how’s of it didn’t really matter. Then the memory of Greg revealing his tattoo to me in our hotel room flashed through my mind, along with the disturbing description of how and when the tattoo transfer-thing happened, and I wondered if Toby—


    “Don’t you want to know how it happened?”


    His voice was so soft now, so gentle. I reached out and took his hand in mine before I even realized I’d made the move. I felt that zing of reaction as our fingers connected, and the thrilling feel of his fingers in mine made my heart sink. I dropped his hand. Placing my traitorous hand back in my own lap, I looked out the window, silently chastising myself for touching him. We weren’t friends anymore, not really, and I had a boyfriend. I had to keep my hands to myself, no matter how badly Toby’s story affected me. Or how badly it affected him.


    “If you want to tell me, you can,” I whispered to the passing scenery.


    “Well, I know you don’t want to hear about Ariadne and me, but I think you deserve to know what caused all of this, and how someone becomes a soul collector.”


    “Okay.”


    “But please remember that I don’t have any of these feelings for her anymore. I don’t love her in any way, shape or form, and I’m not sure I ever truly did, not like real love. She’s…she’s just a part of my past, okay?”


    I looked over at him, feeling incredibly indignant. “It doesn’t matter to me, Toby. You can love whomever you want. It’s really not my business.”


    “I think you know why it is your business.”


    I turned my attention back to the world outside Toby’s Mustang, focusing on the door of a green 4-Runner passing next to us. My cheeks were hot with what I knew must have been a bright pink blush. I didn’t want to talk about Toby’s feelings for me. It was inappropriate. I had a boyfriend.


    It also made me feel inappropriate, and that wasn’t good.


    “I thought I loved her, Ever. I’d stayed away from girls since before my mom died, back when my dad split. I knew that no one could get close to me with my mom stuck in my house, and I knew I wanted to leave Seattle. A girl entering my life would just ruin that plan.”


    “What about your mom? Were you just going to leave her there?” I felt indignant once more, but this time for his mom’s sake. Then I thought back to Frankie, and how I’d been preparing to leave for college not too long ago and knew I was a hypocrite. But at least Frankie would have been stuck there with my parents, I told myself. Not completely alone like Toby’s mom would have been.


    “I don’t know what I was going to do about my mom. I guess I just hoped it would work itself out. Like, maybe if I left, she’d let go and move on. Or she’d follow me to my new place. Or something. I don’t really know. But I realize now that it was never really up to me. My life was already planned out. I just didn’t know it yet.”


    “Because of Ariadne.”


    “Yeah. She hadn’t come for me accidently, as you’ve already figured out. As Ted was showing up with more and more frequency, trying to get inside my home with one excuse or another, Ariadne was slowly consuming me. She was amazing at her job, Ev, believe me. I see through her now, but I couldn’t see it then. I was completely obsessed with her. All I wanted was her happiness. And that’s where she got me. My stupidity and my need to please her.”


    He paused, and my mind raced as I tried to make sense of what I was hearing, combined with what Greg said about his nearly identical experience with Ariadne.


    “It was my need to please her that led to my mom’s soul finally moving on.”


    Holy crap. I almost stopped him, knowing this next part would be hard for him to say. But I didn’t. Maybe I’m a bad person, or maybe I was just too enthralled with finally getting some answers. Whatever the reason, I stayed silent.


    “It was the day I became a soul collector. I left my house to be with Ariadne. It was all I could do not to run to her. I met her at the Pike—a place in Seattle—outside a tattoo shop. I’d never even considered getting a tattoo before. It wasn’t that I had anything against them, just that my deadbeat dad had been covered with the things and I’d sworn I’d never be anything like him.


    “But I’d lost my job by then, lost my focus. I’d lost sight of my plan to leave Seattle. And somewhere along the line, I’d lost my priorities, because I left the door of my house unlocked”—he shook his head in disbelief—“the simplest of actions, right? Ted was able to walk right in and send my mom away. Just like that. I never saw her again.”


    The sadness in his voice cut straight to my soul. I ached for him, for this Toby I’d never known.


    “I walked into that tattoo shop and sat in that chair, ready to do the one thing I’d sworn I would never do, because she wanted me to. She could have asked me to jump off a bridge at that point and I would have done it to see her smile.”


    The boy he painted a picture of was so far from the Toby I knew that it was almost impossible for me to rectify that the two were one in the same. My Toby was strong, confident and sure. He loved me, and I knew that he would do what he could to protect me, but I couldn’t imagine him being so consumed with me that he’d forsake all else. I couldn’t imagine him as this pathetic boy he was describing.


    But then, that was just it, wasn’t it? He’d hardened because of her. Because of what she and Ted did to him, to his mother.


    “So it was at that moment, at that moment when I was about to let that needle connect with my skin, that everything I’d known was lost to me. It was my willingness to sacrifice something so important to me for her which changed my life forever.”


    “Wait a minute. So you became a soul collector because you almost got a tattoo?” This part didn’t match up to Greg’s story.


    “No. And yes. I mean, it’s more complicated than that, but in addition to having the ability to see lost souls, you have to be willing to cross into their realm. I hadn’t known it at the time, but my devotion to Ariadne would lead me to become a soul collector.”


    “I’m lost here, Toby. What are you saying?”


    “I’m sorry. I’m trying to explain the best I can. So we’re sitting there when Ariadne receives a phone call, and she whispers something to the tattoo artist, then pulls me out of the shop. On the way to the car, we stopped to make-out, and it…got a little heated.”


    He glanced at me quickly, then brought his eyes back to the highway.


    “Oh. Oh. You mean, just right there in the parking lot?” I blushed, then looked out the window. I didn’t want to think about Toby and Ariadne having so much passion between them that they couldn’t even wait to get home before ripping each other’s clothes off.


    “Yeah. I’m sorry. I know you don’t want to hear stuff like that.”


    “No, whatever. Go on. Just spare me the gory details, okay?”


    “Deal. We eventually head back to my place. I’m thinking I’ll just sneak her up to my room, and we can continue what we’re doing. But when we walked in the front door, Ted was sitting on my couch in the place my mom had sat in my entire life. Her spot. Her worn-out, slumped side of the couch. I just about lost my mind. But then he threatened Ariadne, and I saw my entire world crumbling around me. I’d just lost my mom to this man; I couldn’t lose my girl to him, too.”


    “But, didn’t they work together? Weren’t they tricking you or something? I really don’t understand.”


    “I know. I’m sorry. I’m trying. So when Ted threatened Ariadne, I jumped in front of him, putting myself between his gun and the girl I thought I loved. I was doing what I thought any guy would do for…what I thought was love. I was willing to sacrifice myself for her. I was completely blinded by the situation.”


    “Why was he aiming a gun at her?”


    “That’s the thing. There was no logical reason for him to do so, but I couldn’t see through the anger. I knew he’d taken my mom, and now he threatened my girlfriend. For no apparent reason, but that didn’t occur to me.”


    “You just saw red.”


    “Yeah,” he whispered, his eyes still on the road ahead.


    “So, did you? Did you die for her? Are you…?”


    He glanced at me, then back to the road, a curt nod his only response.


    “Oh my God.”


    He sighed, a long flow of air escaping his lips. His shoulders slumped.


    “So, then what happened? I mean, you obviously still got the tattoo. Somehow.” Focus on the tattoo, not the dead boy sitting next to you. That part of the story was a bit much to handle.


    “I didn’t get the tattoo.”


    “Oh no. Not this again.”


    “Not what again?” Toby asked.


    “What are you going to tell me? That it transferred to you after Ariadne told you to choose between her and death?”


    “No.”


    “Oh, thank God.”


    “She didn’t ask me to choose.”


    “What?”


    “The tattoo appeared on my skin, stretching its way up from my abdomen to my chest to my shoulder, with excruciating pain and burning—searing hot pain, like…like fire raced over my skin—as I stood there in the middle of my living room, staring down the barrel of Ted’s smoking gun, while he grinned like a Cheshire cat, and Ariadne giggled behind me.”


    “Oh my God. That’s even worse.”


    “Than Greg’s story? Yeah. I like to think so.” His voice was sharp, and I knew with absolute certainty that he still hated Ariadne for what she’d done to him.


    “She didn’t even give you a choice? The way she gave Greg a choice?”


    “No.”


    “Please don’t tell me you continued dating her after that.”


    “I tried to kill her.”


    I snapped my head to the side to stare at Toby, my mouth dropped open wide.


    “I saw rage. Only my rage. When all the pieces fell into place, and I realized they’d been working me together, and my mom was gone because of them, along with my savings…and any chance I had at ever getting out of Seattle… I turned on her so fast that I’m surprised Ted didn’t shoot me again.”


    “Why didn’t he?”


    “He wanted me. He knew I was stronger than others with my ability—our ability—and he wanted me to work for him. So he made me a deal. Ariadne would leave, and I’d never see her again if I didn’t want to, and he’d get me out of Seattle. He’d take care of selling my family home and all that was inside of it, and I’d get the money.”


    “What was the catch?” As if I didn’t already know.


    “I had to work for him. He replaced her with me, and I’ve been working side by side with him ever since.”


    “What makes your ability stronger than mine?” I felt weird talking about myself having an ability, but I didn’t know how else to say it.


    “I can see all of them.”


    “What do you mean? All of who? The ghosts?”


    “Yeah.”


    “Wow. Like, all the time, no matter where you are? That must be like…”


    “They’re everywhere. Whatever you’re imagining right now, multiply it.”


    “By what?”


    “By any number you can think of. Then multiply it again.”


    Holy crap. I looked out the window, wondering how many spirits walked along the side of the road, how many floated on the sidewalks of the neighborhoods we flew past.


    “How did you know my dad had been in that car accident that night?”


    “What?” Unable to follow my quickly changing train of thought, Toby shook his head, as if trying to make sense of my question.


    “The night my dad died—you knew it was him before we’d even seen the actual accident. When I saw his ghost, his—”


    “Crisis apparition.”


    “—yeah, that. When I saw him, you hadn’t seen him yet, had you?”


    “No.”


    “But you knew. And when I asked you about it before…that’s when you left me.”


    His eyes closed briefly—quickly enough that he didn’t crash the car, but just long enough for me to see the sadness in his expression. He didn’t want to talk about this. Too freaking bad, Toby James. Too. Freaking. Bad.


    “It wasn’t supposed to happen like that, Ever. I want you to believe me when I tell you this—I did everything I could to keep it from happening. I thought I had to—”


    “What do you mean, you did everything you could? What did you have to do with my dad’s car accident, Toby? You weren’t even there. We were out…”


    He took a deep breath, and I was half-tempted to retract my question. Maybe I didn’t really need to know the truth. Maybe he’d protected me from it for good reason, maybe he…


    No. I wouldn’t allow myself to be protected from the truth. I wasn’t that girl anymore.


    “Tell me, Toby. Or I’ll find someone who will.”


    I don’t know what that even meant, or who I would find, but the empty threat seemed to work. Or maybe he was just realizing as I was that I wasn’t the little naïve girl that needed protecting anymore.


    He sighed, then gripped the steering wheel tighter. I watched the color drain from his knuckles. “It wasn’t supposed to be your dad in that car accident that night, Ever.”


    “What? What do you mean?”


    “It was supposed to be you.”


    My mind reeled from the news, my heart falling deep into my gut. My dad wasn’t supposed to die.


    I was. Me.


    My dad died for me. Because of me.


    “I knew you were supposed to die that night, so I took you away from your mom and dad, hoping I could change your fate. I had no idea that someone in your family would die in your place, Ever. I just had no idea.”


    “So I was supposed to be the one running out for some effing olive oil? I was supposed to die? He died because of me!”


    The tears were flowing fast as the truth of it all hit me right in that gaping hole in my chest left by my dad’s death. As if I hadn’t suffered enough, that semi-healed hole stretched open, tearing and spreading all over again, the pain gripping my heart like a vice.


    “My dad died because of me,” I sobbed into my hands.


    “No! He died because of me. Because I couldn’t protect you from that pain. Because I loved you too much and couldn’t let you go. He died because I was selfish.”


    The answers I’d been searching for, waiting for, were finally revealed, and I was devastated. Beyond devastated. My chest felt open and empty, the cavernous hole exposed to the world.


    “Pull over.”


    “Here?” Toby asked.


    “Yes! Here, dammit! Pull over, Toby!”


    I threw my hand over my mouth, grabbing at the door handle with the other, then jumped out of the car before Toby even had it in Park. I leaned over, hands on my knees, and expelled the massive plate of chilaquiles I’d had that morning.


    Doors slammed behind me, and I realized Jessie and Greg were running up the side of the highway.


    “Ever?” Jessie shrieked. “What’s wrong with her?”


    She made it to my side, then grabbed my hair in one hand and rubbed circles on my back with the other.


    Tears flowed from my eyes, falling straight down into the pile of vomit at my feet, but I was done throwing up, my body only slightly heaving now.


    “Toby? What’s wrong with her? Is it what we ate? I feel fine—”


    “Jess,” I said, wiping the back of my hand across my mouth. “It’s not what we ate. It’s…we just…” I couldn’t find the words.


    “What’s wrong, Ev? Seriously. You’re freaking me out.”


    I stood, then pulled in a long deep breath, waiting for the churning in my stomach to ease. “We were just talking, Jess, and I learned… I learned some things about…” I glanced at Toby, whose head was down as he leaned against the hood of his car, keeping his distance.


    “I just heard some stuff I wish I hadn’t heard. That’s all. I’m fine now. Let’s get back on the road.”


    I was far from fine, which Jessie could see plain as day judging by the disbelief written all over her face, but the desperate desire to get home to my mom and Frankie was more important than anything right now, and impossible to ignore.


    “I just want to go home,” I whispered.
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    The unmistakable feeling of home that overwhelmed me when pulling onto the street I’d lived on my entire life, was nothing compared to the feeling of watching Frankie run outside to greet me.


    “Ever!”


    I could barely exit the car fast enough. Though a large part of me remained completely at ease with Toby, I was still shaken by his revelations and still thrown by the strange feelings I’d had while being with him these past twenty-four hours. I couldn’t ignore the desire to distance myself from him, even though his opening up to me should have brought us closer.


    Not only was he the reason my dad had died in my place, but he’d lied to me, betrayed me, by keeping such a horrific secret for so long. I also couldn’t ignore the fact that even though he’d clearly been so irate over Ted and Ariadne tricking him and taking his mother—irate enough to attack Ariadne—he’d had no qualms about coming here to do that very same thing to me. Shouldn’t he have felt some sort of hesitation in this? In taking Frankie from us? Shouldn’t he have had empathy toward the loved ones who remained after he collected the lost souls?


    I felt deceived all over again, though he’d sworn up and down he’d never planned for things to turn out the way they had.


    But the feelings I had for Toby aside, and his feelings for me irrelevant, what I was feeling right now was overwhelming. This feeling, with Frankie’s arms around me and his nose in my hair? This feeling was home. His embrace threatened to heal me and undo me all at once. The comfort of his closeness washed over me in waves. Regardless of our relationship’s status now, he was and forever would be my very best friend. I wouldn’t be able to keep my newest, darkest secret from him for long.


    I was the reason my dad died. It was my fault.


    “Ever? Oh thank God!” My mom ran out of the house, and her arms surrounded Frankie and me, squeezing tightly. Fear and relief laced her voice, and I felt wetness on her cheeks as they smooshed into mine. Frankie must’ve told her everything.


    “I’m okay, Mom. I’m here.”


    What would my mom say if she knew about my dad?


    Frankie slid out of my mom’s vice-like grip, and her arms tightened around me even harder. We stood there for a few minutes while Jessie and Greg pulled into the driveway behind Toby’s car. I heard Toby and Frankie say hello to each other, but it sounded more like a series of grunts than a conversation with actual words. Fantastic.


    “Mrs. V.!”


    Mom released me long enough to let Jessie slip into her arms, making this another three-way hug, and I laughed into her shoulder. I was beginning to feel silly making such a spectacle on the front lawn, but it felt good to be in my mom’s arms, regardless of how tightly she squeezed me or how ridiculous we looked.


    “All right, all right guys, let’s go inside. I’m fine, Mom.”


    As fine as someone could be who was about to say goodbye to everyone she’d ever loved, had dead people—Seekers—and soul collectors chasing her for the bounty on her head soul, and had just discovered she was the reason her father had died.


    F-I-N-E.


    Mom pulled back from me, looking over my head at the guys on our lawn. I watched her look from Greg to Frankie, and I could see in the tightening of her eyes when she’d landed on Toby. She was clearly not a fan. Understandable, yes, but I felt obligated to run interference so I said the only thing I knew without a doubt would get her focused on me again.


    “Mom, I’m starving. Can we eat?”


    Mom’s eyes found mine again, and a smile pulled her mouth wide. Tears lined her cheeks, but the thought of feeding all of us brought her momentary joy. “Oh, honey, of course you’re starving! Come in, come in!” She dropped her arms from around my shoulders and laced her fingers through mine. Her other hand found Jessie’s and she led us both inside. Though pulled us both inside is more like it.


    I glanced back at Toby and Frankie, who still stared each other down.


    Greg stepped between them, throwing his big arms around their shoulders to propel them forward toward the house. His head low, he whispered something to them, but I couldn’t make out the words.


    I looked over at Jessie and she winked. “Greg’s got it covered, babe,” she whispered.


    “What are you hungry for, girls? When’s the last time you ate?”


    “Oh my God, Mrs. V., we had the best chilaquiles this morning. But that was hours ago.”


    And I’d thrown mine up somewhere on the side of Interstate 5.


    “Chila-what’s?”


    “Oh, Mrs. V., they’re like nachos, but smothered in enchilada sauce or something. Nachos for breakfast. I’m obsessed.”


    I pulled out of my mom’s grasp and paused just inside the threshold of the house. Home. It looked the same, smelled the same—everything was perfect.


    And I’d be leaving it soon.


    I sighed and headed into the kitchen, following my mom and Jessie’s voices. I glanced back as the guys came inside, noting that Greg really did have it under control. Toby and Frankie weren’t exactly smiling, but they didn’t look like they wanted to kill each other either. So that was good.


    Mom went right to work, chopping up who-knows-what and grilling something on the grill pan, filling the house with mouth-watering aromas. Since my dad died, she’d submerged herself even more into the domestic diva role, cooking and cleaning all the time as if on autopilot. I knew it was her way of keeping busy and keeping his memory alive in the home. He’d been an amazing cook. I wished he’d stayed with us like Frankie had. I could just picture Dad standing next to her as she flitted around the kitchen humming an unknown tune.


    He should be here with her now. Not me.


    “Ev? What are you thinking about?” Jess looked from me to my mom, then back at me again, a sympathetic smile forming on her face. “You know? I think he’s still here,” she whispered, “even if we can’t see him.”


    I smiled, wanting that to be true. Wanting to believe my dad stayed with my mom and watched over her. Wanting to believe he watched over both of us.


    Hoping he didn’t know what I now knew about why he died.


    Tears pooled in my eyes, but I blinked them away.


    Our late lunch was fantastic. Well, the food was, anyway. The meal itself was tense at best. Or maybe that was just how I felt. Mom and Jessie talked about Mexico—the part of our trip before my kidnapping obviously—and Greg chimed in from time to time about the brief minute he’d been seemingly on vacation. But Frankie and Toby said nothing, and the weight of both sets of eyes on me was borderline overwhelming. I’d also catch them glaring at each other from time to time, and the macho staring contest was enough to make anyone crazy. Unfortunately for me, however, I was the only one who noticed it.


    At the point when I’d had as much of my mom’s grilled eggplant pasta as my stomach could hold, I’d also remarkably had enough of Toby and Frankie and their stifling presence.


    “I’m going to my room.”


    My abrupt announcement, combined with the scraping of my chair legs, made everyone jump. All eyes were on me—my Mom’s wide and worried—but it was Frankie who stood.


    “Are you okay, Doll?”


    “Am I okay?” I shouted, startling everyone even more. “No! I am anything but okay! I don’t want to listen to my mom and Jess talk about the vacation they forced me to go on, or pretend I wasn’t kidnapped halfway through it. I don’t want to watch you and Toby try to out-stare each other as if we’re in the fourth freaking grade and I’m a prize skateboard you both want. What’s next, guys? An arm-wrestling match?” I paused, trying to calm myself with a deep breath. I felt like an ass for snapping at Frankie like that, but it would appear I’d reached my boiling point. I whispered my next words, unable to keep them inside any longer.


    “I don’t want to sit here as if this is just another meal, on just any other day.” I closed my eyes. “I don’t want to act normal, as if I’m not in fear for my life, and I haven’t just found out the worst news possible—” I stopped, slamming my mouth shut before I actually shared that news with the group.


    Frankie reached out to—to what? To calm me? Fat chance.


    “No. Sit down, Frankie. I don’t want to pretend anymore, okay? So let’s just put it all out here on the table. No sugarcoating. Someone’s after me. Maybe even more than one someone. I’m probably going to die. But before I do, I get to spend my last days on this earth, hiding and hoping for the best. So no, Frankie, I am not fucking okay.”


    The gasp from my mom following my f-bomb wasn’t at all shocking, though my behavior absolutely had been. Too late now though, I’d said it all and couldn’t take it back. I walked out of the kitchen without another word.


    No. I was definitely not okay.


    I headed out to the living room to grab my bags on the way to my room and stopped when I saw the open front door. The screen door was closed, and the face on the other side looking in stopped me dead in my tracks.


    “What the hell? What are you doing here?”


    My mom, suddenly standing behind me in the living room, sucked in a breath, and her hand gripped my arm. I turned to look at her, surprised to see her eyes even wider than when I’d lost my language filter only moments before.


    “Teddy,” she whispered.


    Ted reached to pull open the screen. I was instantly alarmed—with good reason. After learning that not only was there a countdown on my soul but I was now hunted by people just like Ted, on top of the latest news that he’d taken Toby’s mother from him then tricked him into working for him all these years, Ted was the last person I felt I could trust around the people I cared about.


    As I was about to head to the door to give Ted a piece of my mind, my mom’s hand tightened around my arm. I winced.


    “Ow, Mom,” I whispered. “What are you doing?”


    “Teddy,” she whispered again. “It can’t be.”


    What the hell? My own angry confusion had shadowed her words a few seconds ago, but hearing her call him by a nickname a second time was a wakeup call.


    “Teddy?” I asked, completely baffled by this moment.


    Ted came inside. He just opened the door and waltzed inside, like he was a welcomed guest here. He stopped for a moment and surveyed the room with his icy blue eyes, and I realized now that they were nothing like Toby’s dark, sapphire eyes. They held none of the same warmth I’d found in Toby’s eyes.


    Until his gaze landed back on my mom.


    “Toby!” I shouted toward the kitchen. I figured he’d want to know his not-dad stood in my living room. No, not standing. Walking. Making a beeline for my mom.


    I stepped more fully in front of her, and Ted’s eyebrows lifted with amusement.


    “Am I interrupting anything?”


    Ted didn’t wait for a response but continued walking farther into our living room. He had the audacity to walk right up to us and stop in front of my mom, who’d managed to move aside so I no longer stood protectively in front of her. I now stood protectively in front of a bookcase. Go me.


    Mere inches separated my mom and Ted. My heart raced as I watched. I was scared of this man; of what he could do, of all the things I still didn’t understand…and probably never would. And suddenly, here he was, on the day I returned from my vacation—where I was kidnapped and learned I was being hunted—standing in my living room, and staring at my mom like he was going to eat her.


    Ariadne’s shark-like smile floated through my mind. Her resemblance to Ted was uncanny. I felt myself shudder. He brought a hand up to my mom’s face, and I felt my body start to react before I’d even thought to move.


    Frankie grabbed my shoulders, restraining me—I hadn’t even noticed that he’d come up behind me. I felt Toby on my other side, but couldn’t take my eyes off my mom and Ted.


    The way he looked at her…


    “Annabelle,” he whispered.


    Um…okay. He knew my mom’s name. Well, I guess that wasn’t too strange—I mean, Toby could have told him, right?


    “Teddy?”


    When she whispered his name again, I realized something more than a chance meeting was happening here. My stomach twisted and turned.


    As I stood there, unable to form words, I became acutely aware of the way they watched one another. It felt very strange. Like I was an outsider in my own home. A voyeur. Like…like I was spying on some tender moment I wasn’t supposed to witness.


    Frankie pulled me into him so my back pressed against his chest, then wrapped his arms around me protectively. It was a good thing, too—I felt weak in the knees watching my mom and Ted gaze at each other so blatantly.


    “Mrs. V.?” Now in the living room as well, Jessie tried to get my mom’s attention. Her voice was quiet and shaky—she was clearly as shocked as the rest of us by whatever the heck was happening.


    My mom ignored her.


    “You haven’t changed in over twenty years.” Mom reached out, tentatively at first, and ran her fingers across his cheek, down the line of his jaw, her hand shaking as she did so. The action reminded me of touching Frankie’s face after he…came back.


    “Annabelle.” He said her name again on a sigh. “There’s so much to talk about. May we”—he glanced at Toby, then me, then Frankie, then over at Jessie and Greg who still stood frozen in the doorway of the kitchen—“go somewhere to speak privately?”


    Ted’s odd request for privacy pulled my attention back to him. Absolutely not. There’s no way my mom was going anywhere with this guy.


    “Yes… I mean, of course. There’s so much to catch up on.”


    “I’m sorry, what? Seriously?” I practically shrieked. “Mom. What is going on? You know him?”


    “Ever, honey, please. I just need a few minutes.”


    “What? No!”


    “Eleanor Victoria!”


    What the hell? She yelled at me? I rocked back on my heels, shocked at the use of my first and middle names, as well as the tone and volume with which she’d said them. This was the woman who never raised her voice.


    “Look,” Toby said, stepping away from Frankie and me and taking a step toward Ted. “I don’t know what’s going on here, but your timing is too coincidental for my liking. You need to leave this family—”


    “This family,” Ted said the words slowly, as if tasting them. “Yes, this family. Once upon a time…my family.”


    “Holy shit,” Frankie whispered, at the same exact moment the words flew through my own mind. What did Ted just say?


    “Ever, honey, please. Give us a few minutes. I’ll explain everything soon.”


    I couldn’t find words. I blinked repeatedly, trying to think of something to say, trying to make sense of what I watched. And what I’d just heard.


    His family. His. And she didn’t deny it, didn’t correct his mistake.


    “I see you’ve become protective over this girl, and this family, Tobias. I appreciate that. But I will speak to Annabelle privately now, son.”


    “Not your son, Ted.”


    “Indeed.” Ted cocked his head to the side and continued, “Annabelle? The kitchen?”
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    Frankie grabbed my hand and led me outside. I heard everyone else following behind us and I cringed at the idea of my mom left somewhere in my house alone with him. What if he—?


    No way.


    Turned out that Ted was the least of my concerns. Ariadne stood in my driveway.


    “Oh hell no. Is this a joke?” Jessie found her words before I did, as usual.


    “Trust me, hon, I wish it were.” Ariadne pushed up off Ted’s black Escalade and approached us. “Oh, look. It’s Ever and Frankie. Hello, lovebirds,” she purred.


    The screen door closed behind me as Toby and Greg came outside.


    “Ooh, Tobias and Gregor are here, too! Why wasn’t I invited? That’s not very nice, Ever.”


    She moved past Frankie, Jessie and me and stopped in front of Toby. She snaked her hands around his waist, smiling her sweetest smile as she gazed up at him. I seriously loathed her very existence. I imagined punching her. God it would feel so good.


    “Hi, lover. Miss me?”


    “Get your hands off me, Ari.” Toby’s words were forced through gritted teeth and dripping with anger. Part of me swelled with pleasure as he rebuked her.


    “Oh, calm down, Tobias. I’m only giving our little friends here a show. I know you don’t want me anymore.” She shook her head, looking directly at me, and said, “Though why you’d still want her over me is beyond me completely. Especially since she’s chosen him.”


    She cocked her head to the side and turned her attention to Frankie. “Hmm. Though I can’t say I blame you, Ever. You’re looking pretty damn tasty, Frankie. Life looks good on you. And I’m loving the new look.”


    She licked her lips, reminding me of every clichéd other woman in every movie I’d ever seen—the pouty, sexy, lip-licking thing, trying to be the center of attention—then reached over and ruffled Frankie’s blond hair. Ugh. She was so typical. And yet my stomach clenched in response to her directing her attention toward Frankie.


    “Enough, Ari,” Greg said.


    Ariadne looked down and pouted as if she was a toddler whose ice cream had just been taken away. “Fine. You guys are no fun. Speaking of fun…did you enjoy your little vacation, Eleanor?”


    I tensed, and Frankie’s arms tightened around me in response. I pushed out of his embrace and stepped toward Ariadne, not wanting to be coddled or comforted, or anything else Frankie thought I might need.


    “What the hell, Ariadne? What were you doing in Mexico?”


    “Ooh, she’s a feisty one, isn’t she, Tobias? I can see why you like her now. She’s a bit like me.”


    “I am nothing like you.”


    She leaned down, bringing her gaze level with mine. She stood close enough to me that I could smell the fruity bubble gum she chewed. “You are more like me then you think, hon. Just look at the way you play these two guys. You’re not all innocence and purity after all, are you?”


    My eyes widened. Play? I didn’t think I played them at all…I didn’t…did I?


    “Why were you in Mexico?” Toby asked. “It’s a pretty strange coincidence that you followed Ever and led a Seeker straight to her, don’t you think?”


    Ariadne’s eyes widened as she straightened and brought her focus back to Toby. If she wasn’t really shocked, she was doing a great job pretending.


    “A Seeker? In Mexico?”


    “Don’t play games with me, Ari,” Toby said through a clenched jaw. “There’s no way you’re innocent in all of this.”


    “Oh please, you guys, I had nothing to do with a Seeker finding Ever. He must have”—she looked down at the ground, thinking about her next words—“he must have followed me. I swear I didn’t know.”


    “Yeah right! You expect us to believe that? I’m going to delight in punching you again, you know it?”


    Ariadne rounded on Jessie, a challenge in her yellow eyes. “Take your best shot, bitch.”


    “Your dad,” Frankie said to her, clearing his throat loudly and changing the subject as Greg stepped between Jessie and Ariadne. “Your dad is inside right now. Why?”


    “I don’t know,” she answered with a shrug and a slight flick of her wrist. “I’m just here for the view.” She winked at Frankie.


    “I really should punch her again,” Jessie snarled.


    I didn’t have to see her smile to know it was wicked.


    The Seeker showing up in Mexico momentarily forgotten, I remembered the more pressing issue. “They know each other, Ariadne. Your dad and my mom. What’s going on?”


    Ariadne rolled her eyes. “What do you mean ‘they know each other’? You’re all foreboding about it—they were next-door neighbors, Eleanor. I imagine they’ve met before.”


    “No, it’s not like that. This is something more. Tell me what you know. Why were you following me in Mexico? Why are you here now? Why did you lead the Seeker to me?”


    “Oh get over yourself, little girl. You should be thanking me. All I was trying to—”


    “Ariadne. Enough.” Toby’s jaw clenched tightly. He turned and glared at Ariadne, and I smiled as I watched her she shrink under his stare. How he could put so much power into just two little words, I had no idea. “This is all a bit too coincidental. First the stunt you pulled with Ever and Frankie, then the Seeker, and now this.” He waved his hand toward the front door of my house.


    “What? Don’t look at me! I don’t know any more than you do!”


    I found that hard to believe.


    “Ha!” Jessie obviously shared my thoughts.


    Toby turned back toward the door, making eye contact with me, then Greg. I followed his movements and watched as Greg nodded at him and then nodded at me, inclining his head toward the door, indicating I follow Toby inside. Apparently, we were going to deal with Ted now and Ariadne later. I grabbed Frankie’s hand and pulled him back inside.


    Toby stopped abruptly, squaring his shoulders as if trying to keep Frankie and me—or probably just me—from seeing whatever stopped him dead in his tracks. We stopped so quickly that Jessie bumped into my back, and upon the second slight shove, I realized Ariadne had probably bumped into Jessie’s back as well.


    “What the hell is this?”


    When I pushed my way past Toby, I saw my mom and Ted sitting on the small loveseat, so close it was obvious they knew each other—or once had known each other—quite, quite well. Intimately even. My stomach turned when I caught their hands clasped together between them.


    My mom jumped up, startled. Ted quickly stood beside her, placing a hand on her back. His easy familiarity with my mom made my skin crawl.


    “Mom?”


    “Ever. I… I was just—”


    “Sit down, please. I’d like to talk to you both.” Ted spoke with authority. Like he could tell me what to do! And by both, who was he referring to? There were six of us standing here with our mouths open.


    “Both?” I asked, my voice much more timid than I’d have liked.


    An indecipherable look passed between my mom and Ted.


    What the hell is going on here? I felt like a little kid about to have a stern talking-to from Mom and Dad. Only this was not my dad. And this mom…this mom was definitely not the same mom I’d known since my dad’s death. This mom had color in her cheeks and a gleam in her eyes that I hadn’t seen since…well, since before the car accident.


    No one made a move to sit down, as Ted had requested. This moment between my mom and Ted we’d just interrupted, this intimate moment between two people who should have been strangers…it had my full attention, and apparently, the full attention of my friends and Ariadne.


    I looked up at Toby’s face, briefly surprised to see anger. The tight set of his jaw, the vein in his forehead…


    Without thinking, I reached out with my free hand and gently touched his clenched fist. He looked down at my hand, and then at me, his face softening just a bit as our eyes locked.


    “Ever,” he said with a sigh, and Frankie’s hand tightened around my other hand. I quickly pulled my adulterous hand away from Toby’s.


    The sound of his voice, the look in his eyes—it was all so strange, like he’d already figured out the puzzle in front of us and I was once again the dummy with no idea what was going on. I was a bit tired of the whole always-in-the-dark thing, and beginning to feel a bit slow on the uptake.


    “Tobias. Sit down.”


    Toby stepped forward. I battled the odd temptation to reach for him again, so I was glad for the distance he put between us. What is wrong with me?


    “You. You did this. All of this. I get it now. You brought us here for her, didn’t you? You…you caused all of this.” Toby’s words were soft. I’d never heard him sound so…defeated.


    “Yes. You are correct. I knew Annabelle years ago, Tobias. And yes, I came here for her.”


    “How? How could you be so selfish?”


    “Selfish?” Ted glanced at me, then Frankie, and back to Toby. “I think you know exactly how selfish love can make a man.”


    “Love?” I could barely get the word out.


    “Yes, love. I’ve loved your mother since the day I met her.”


    Whoa. What? I still wasn’t fully catching on. It was all too confusing. Love?


    “And when exactly was that?” I was surprised I even found the ability to speak.


    “Twenty-one years ago. Almost to the day.”


    My mother’s eyes lit up, and she looked at Ted when she spoke next. “Yes, you’re right. I can’t believe you remember. It was a Tuesday in September… I remember it like it was yesterday.” She gazed at him like he’d just created the earth, hung the moon, captured an effing star with his bare hands. It was disgusting. Anger boiled up inside of me, along with my lunch.


    “Excuse me. I hate to get in the middle of this creepy little reunion, but have you forgotten about Dad? Geez, Mom. He’s only been dead a few months!”


    “Oh, Ever, I loved your father. I still love him with all of my heart. Please never doubt that, honey.”


    How can I not? The way she leaned toward Ted, the odd look in her eyes—her body language alone told me my dead dad was the last thing on her mind. How could she be so comfortable with another man so soon after my dad died?


    “Tobias. Eleanor—”


    “Oh, no. Do not call me that. You don’t even know me.” Rage filled me to the brim. Bile burned my throat. I felt like I had the worst case of acid reflux ever.


    Frankie squeezed my hand.


    Ted cocked his head, waiting for a brief moment before speaking again.


    “Tobias. Ever. And, Franklin, is it? Please sit down. Give me a chance to explain things.” He looked behind us and motioned to Ariadne and Jessie. “Girls? Gregor? If you would also sit, please?”


    “We’ll stand.” Ariadne’s voice was firm and angry. She came forward and settled on the other side of Toby. A spark of jealousy flared up and I squashed it down deep. She can stand next to Toby all she wants. I’m with Frankie.


    “We’re waiting, Ted.” Toby sounded strong, but in truth, I wondered if he wasn’t feeling similar to how I was feeling. Lost and confused and completely rocked. I had a really, really bad feeling. I think I need to sit down for this, after all. Again not thinking, I grabbed Toby’s hand in my free hand, not stopping to notice the intense feeling of our skin connecting, and I pulled him and Frankie over to the couch to sit down. They sat on either side of me, and I couldn’t help but feel a bit strange sandwiched between the two of them.


    Ariadne, Greg and Jessie came to stand behind us. I felt like it was us against them. My mom and Ted: a pairing I would have said was impossible just mere minutes ago. The six of us grouped together against them was equally odd. Well, Ariadne’s inclusion in that group of six was the most peculiar part.


    Who was I kidding? This was all peculiar.


    “Well then, kids, where to start…” Ted extended his arm, indicating for my mom to sit back down on the loveseat. Once she’d settled, he sat down next to her, and I was again shocked by the close proximity and obvious ease between the two of them.


    “I fell in love with your mother over twenty years ago, Ever. But please don’t get the wrong idea about me. Or your mother. Your father was not a part of her life yet.” He watched her while he spoke, a broad smile on his face. “We had an amazing year together. We were young, and happy, and carefree. Much like the two of you are.” He motioned to Toby and me.


    “Were,” I corrected him quickly. “I’m not with Toby.”


    “Indeed,” he responded with a slight nod of his head. “You must forgive my forgetfulness.”


    Frankie placed his hand on my leg, his need to stake his claim surfacing again. I didn’t blame him. This must have been a very awkward moment for him as well—sitting next to me as I was sandwiched between the two of them.


    I placed my hand on top of Frankie’s, squeezing his fingers—my silent way of reassuring him, or so I hoped. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Toby flinch.


    Ted’s eyes widened slightly, the silent exchange between the three of us not going unnoticed. After a brief second, he continued, “We were careless, and our love resulted in the very best way love can. A pregnancy.”


    “What?” I shot off the couch before realizing I’d even moved. Frankie stood with me, his arms steadying me. Or keeping me from attacking Ted. I’m not sure which.


    Holy shit! Is Ted my dad?


    Oh my God, no. Please no.


    “Ever, honey, please listen. Daddy knew all of this, baby. I never betrayed him.”


    My heart raced, and sweat beaded across my forehead. My breathing was shallow. All I could hear was the rapid beating of my heart pounding in my ears. I looked at Ted, my eyes searching his face for some clue of our relationship, some similarity between the two of us. I couldn’t see it.


    “Is Ted my…are you my…?” I couldn’t even finish the question.


    “Oh, no, honey. Ted’s not your father. Daddy was your daddy.”


    Well, duh, I guess. The age wouldn’t even match up. I wasn’t thinking clearly. But wait. If Ted wasn’t my father, then—


    Estelle.


    No way.


    I looked to Toby for some sort of clarification, but his eyes were as wide as I imagine mine were. This was all apparently news to him as well, and I wondered if for a moment he’d thought Ted was my real dad, too. I sat back down next to him, and Frankie followed my lead. Pulling my chin toward him, Frankie wiped the sweat from my forehead gently. He put his face right in front of mine, blocking Ted and my mom from my sight, so that all I could see were his rich, chocolate eyes.


    “We’ll get through this, Doll.” Easy for him to say. He whispered the next words, “He’s not your dad, Ever.”


    He kissed me lightly on the lips, then again on my forehead before leaning back against the couch to face my mom and Ted. I looked back to them as well, bracing myself for more of their disturbing revelations. I nodded for Ted to continue.


    “I knew your father; he and I were very close. When your mother became pregnant, I turned to him for support, for guidance. I could not stay with her… I was never supposed to be able to father a child.”


    Able. Was Ted not able to father a child because he was a soul collector all those years ago? Was it a soul collector thing? Was my mom aware of this? Was my dad?


    Is Toby?


    Can Ariadne have kids?


    I glanced back at her standing behind us, surprised to see how pale her face was. Like, sickeningly, almost-green, pale. She watched Ted, her cat-like eyes—almost the same color of her pallid skin—wide and unmoving. She seemed more upset by this story than I was. Weird.


    I turned back around and looked at my mom. She’d been pregnant before she had me. I knew this. I had a sister, Estelle. I knew this as well. I also knew Estelle was my dad’s daughter, too, so—


    Wait. Was that all a lie? My stomach twisted and my mouth watered, as the possibilities flew through my mind. I swallowed hard—it was not a good time to run to the bathroom. I had to hear the rest of the story.


    I looked to Frankie, who squeezed my hand reassuringly, then to Toby, whose sapphire eyes searched mine, trying to assess how I was feeling. Strength bubbled up from within. I’d been through so much—from Frankie’s death and recent resurrection, to my dad’s death, my break-up with Toby…my kidnapping in Mexico. I could get through whatever was coming my way next.


    Frankie cleared his throat, and I looked back up at him as he spoke.


    “Go on,” he said to Ted, his voice steady and strong. “But don’t upset her more than you already have.”


    “I can’t help what I’m going to tell her. It will most likely upset her, but it is her history, and it is the truth. I see the way the two of you care for Ever. I assume you know she deserves the truth, so don’t try to protect her from it now.”


    “I don’t know what the truth means for her,” said Toby, an edge to his voice.


    “I’m okay,” I whispered. “I can handle it.” Can I? I guess we’d find out soon enough.


    I looked at Toby, his eyes concerned and worried. Then at Frankie, his eyes showing the same feelings. Both of them loved me. Both of them would help me get through this, whatever it was. At that moment, I knew that regardless of the craziness and the drama, or the revelation I still hadn’t heard all of, I was lucky to have these two men by my side.


    The two men I loved.


    Shit. Where did that thought come from? I love Frankie. Only Frankie.


    I took a deep, soothing breath, squared my shoulders, looked Ted straight in the eyes, and waited for what would come next.


    “I never intended to father a child. Not that I wouldn’t have wanted to with Annabelle”—he looked over at her and smiled sadly—“I was so enraptured by her. When we were together, I forgot everything else. I think you can understand my feelings, Tobias.”


    Toby sighed beside me. “I can.”


    Frankie’s hand tightened around my fingers.


    “I had to leave. It broke your mother’s heart. She felt lost and scared; abandoned. She didn’t understand. She hated me for leaving. Though, not nearly as much as I hated myself”—he turned and spoke directly to my mom—“It was the first time in my existence that I hated who I was. What I was. I wanted to forsake it all. Just to be with you. To raise our child…and I almost did forsake it all.”


    I felt my breathing pick up. Our child, he’d said. Estelle. It had to be Estelle. My chest was tight, and my vision started to blur a little.


    “Ever, honey? We can take a break—”


    I gritted my teeth. “No, Mom. I’m fine.”


    I’m not fine. I am nowhere near fine. But I had to hear the rest.


    Ted looked at me with a funny expression on his face; his eyes narrowed just a bit, gauging my level of distress. As if he gave a shit. Then he looked at Toby, who gave a curt nod to continue. I was half-tempted to tell him not to speak for me, but I held back.


    “Your father stepped in. At first, he was just going to be your mother’s friend, her confidant. He was going to watch out for her, protect her. Protect our daughter.”


    Daughter. A little click sounded through my head like a deadbolt on a door. A door to the past that was unlocking at this very moment. My sister. I’d been right.


    Both Toby and Frankie shifted in their seats to look at me. They both knew of Estelle, and I could tell their thoughts were mimicking my own as we all put the pieces together.


    “Estelle.” I finally whispered, needing to get the word out into the open.


    Behind me, Ariadne squeaked, the first sound she’d made since this story began. I turned my attention to her. She was as white as a ghost, even paler than before. All color had drained from her face. Not even puke-green remained. I tapped Toby’s leg and he followed my gaze, turning his head to look at her.


    “Ari?”


    Ariadne’s eyes were wide, her mouth slightly agape. Ted didn’t give me any time to ponder this strange moment with Ariadne. He kept right on talking as if my world hadn’t just been completely rocked, and as if something wasn’t completely wrong with Ariadne.


    “But, as you know, Ever, your mother and father fell in love. At first I was angry. I hated him for loving her. I hated him for the freedom to love her, the freedom to love my daughter. I hated that he was with them when I wanted to be. But I had to get past it, had to accept that it was for the best. I wanted your mother to be happy, you see, and George was perfect for her. He made her so happy, and he loved our daughter as though she was his own. I checked in on them from time to time—”


    “What?” My mom’s voice was equal parts shocked and saddened.


    “Yes, Annabelle. I never left you completely. I couldn’t. And George kept in touch with me over the years.”


    “I… I never knew.” She cried quietly now, her slender artist’s fingers shaking slightly as she wiped tears off her cheeks.


    “You weren’t supposed to know.” He dabbed her tears gently, reminding me of the tender way my dad used to care for her. My stomach coiled again.


    “Would you have ever been truly happy with George if you knew I still loved you? If you knew I was always just a phone call away? Would you have allowed yourself to fully love him so much, so completely?”


    My mom just cried harder in response, shaking her head. My heart ached for her, and my anger slowly began to melt away. But only slightly.


    “You would have never had Eleanor,” he whispered, taking her hands in his.


    After a few moments, my mom straightened up, pulling herself together, and I did the same.


    “When our daughter was young, I craved to be with her, to be her father. I wanted so badly to come back, to be with my family.” He paused, looking off into the distance again as the memories came forth into his mind. “Eventually, word got around. Others found out about her, about what I’d done. We had to protect her. We had to keep our daughter safe. So George and I developed a plan. A plan that left George and Annabelle Van Ruysdael heartbroken and mourning the loss of their beloved daughter, sending that very daughter into hiding with her biological father. A plan that—”


    “Daddy?” Ariadne’s voice—timid, and scared, and…holy shit. Daddy. As if I hadn’t known all along that Ariadne was Ted’s daughter, the word rocked me to my core, slamming the puzzle together in one loud blow within my mind. Whether from reluctance or sheer ignorance, I hadn’t put the pieces together yet.


    “What did you just say?” My mom was rigid, her back stick straight and her eyes wide and wild. She stared at Ariadne as if she’d just watched her climb out of a spaceship from Mars, green antennae and all. I looked between the two women and heard one last thing before the blackness crept into my vision and shut me away from the world, deep into the safe confines of my own mind.


    “Yes, Annabelle. Our daughter is alive.”
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    The intense pounding in my brain indicated I’d passed out.


    Familiar faces hovered above me as my vision focused. Toby, Frankie, Jessie, and finally…


    Staring up into Ariadne’s eyes, I saw the connection, the similarities between us. The shocking revelation hit me like a ton of bricks. Or a freight train. Or the worst possible news ever. I felt like someone had just punched me in the gut, and I worried I’d pass out again. This had to be a terrible cosmic joke. I wanted to pass out again.


    This monster cannot be my sister.


    There was just no way. No way. It wasn’t only that I despised her, it was that she was completely terrible! I couldn’t imagine she had any redeeming qualities whatsoever. And there was no way we were cut from the same cloth, even if only by half.


    On that note, I refused to accept that she was anything like my mother. My artsy, beautiful, fun-loving mother, who wouldn’t harm a fly or raise her voice, no matter how angry she became.


    And yet, the proof stared back at me, her yellow eyes narrowed and scrutinizing, and very obviously my mother’s eyes. No no no no no.


    My only relief was the fact that Ariadne was apparently as floored by this news as I was.


    “Oh hell no,” she growled. “I don’t believe this.”


    The color had returned to her face, which was now crimson.


    I lay on the couch, my head in Frankie’s lap as he wiped my forehead with a cool washcloth. Toby sat near me on the floor, eyes wide, and his head moving back and forth as he glanced between Ariadne, myself, my mom and Ted.


    “There is no way I am related to her.” Her lip curled up with the disgust I felt.


    “Ha. You should be so lucky. Imagine how I feel.”


    Only after her mouth snapped shut did I realize I’d said the words out loud. Whoops. I looked at Toby, then up at Frankie, whose eyes were wide like Toby’s. They were both clearly shocked and confused as well. So I wasn’t alone. I wondered briefly where Jessie and Greg were. I looked back at Ariadne, meeting her icy, hate-filled gaze with one that I hoped was even more icy and hate-filled.


    “Look, girls,” Ted said, trying to sound authoritative. “I’m sorry to drop this information on you like this, and I assure you it wasn’t my intention, but—”


    “Estelle?” My mom’s timid, unbelieving voice drew my attention away from Ariadne’s eyes. The same color and shape as my mom’s. How did I not see it before?


    I did. I did see it before. And I totally ignored it.


    I’m an idiot.


    Ariadne’s yellow-green eyes softened slightly at the sound of my mom’s voice. I watched, dumbstruck, as she inhaled a deep breath and turned to face my approaching mother. Our approaching mother. Oh my God. I was half-tempted to jump between them and throw a fit. This was my mom. I didn’t want to share her! But I’m not a toddler, and I couldn’t do that. Could I?


    No. And even if I could, I was too woozy to stand up. Instead, I continued to lay with my head in Frankie’s lap and watch with growing horror as my mom reconnected with her long lost daughter. My half-sister.


    The devil spawn that is Ariadne.


    What kind of effed up cosmic joke is this?


    Another thought crossed my mind—an unwarranted thought. Toby. He’d dated both of us. Like, a sister sandwich. But not.


    But eeew. I glanced over at him again. He watched Ariadne. I couldn’t tell what he was thinking, but the slight curl of his lip indicated he wasn’t pleased by any of this news either, and had obviously been completely in the dark as well.


    My mom walked slowly toward Ariadne, arms out as though she wanted to hug her. She stopped inches away from doing so and I have to admit, I was relieved.


    “My name isn’t Estelle,” Ariadne said, shaking her head slowly. I had to give her credit; she was really gentle with my mom, so even if Ariadne was the nastiest bitch alive, she was at least decent enough to see how this could affect my mom. She looked to Ted. “Dad?”


    “I had to change your name, Ari. To protect you. To protect our secret.”


    Simultaneously my mom’s eyes filled with hope, glistening with the possibility, while Ariadne’s muscles tightened. I saw her back stiffen as she braced herself for what she knew she was about to hear. “Your birth name was Estelle Rosella,” Ted continued. “And this is your mother.”


    My mom sobbed, falling to the ground by the weight of the confirmation. The daughter she’d thought was dead all these years stood before her. She was clearly relieved and elated…and I was filled to the brim with jealousy. It was a disgusting feeling to have, but I had it—appropriate or not.


    I looked up at Frankie. My eyes filled with tears beyond my control, and he knew what I needed before I even spoke. He nodded his head once and looked at Toby, a silent agreement passing between them. They both stood, then Toby quickly scooted out of the way to allow Frankie room to scoop me up in his arms. I felt silly and small, being carried like a baby, but I was too confused from the information overload, and still slightly weak from passing out to bother arguing or asserting myself. My mission to not be the damsel in distress set aside, I let Frankie carry me to my bedroom.


    Jessie followed right behind us. So did Toby and Greg. But Jessie didn’t let them into my room. She closed the bedroom door in Toby’s face and leaned against it, squeezing the bridge of her nose between her forefinger and thumb.


    “Holy shit, Ev.”


    Yeah. I couldn’t have said it better myself. Except, I couldn’t actually say anything right now because I was crying so hard. My world had just been rocked to its core. Again. When would the hits stop coming?


    “You ok, Doll?”


    I was tempted to say something snarky, but I refrained. Frankie’s worry was written all over his face. Jessie’s, too. They were as shocked by all this as I was. Though, luckily for them, Ariadne wasn’t their sister.


    Ugh.


    “Could they have picked anyone worse than her? I mean, shit! Of all people!”


    My words came out muffled and slightly incoherent, as I cried into my pillow like a ten-year-old who’d just been told she couldn’t get a puppy, but I didn’t care. Ariadne was my sister. I think I had a right to behave any way I felt like behaving. Temper tantrums. Crying outbursts. Fits of rage. Murderous thoughts. It was my party and I’d cry if I wanted to.


    Someone knocked on the door.


    “No, Toby, you can’t come in. I thought I made that clear when I shut the door in your face.”


    The person on the other side of the door didn’t respond, so I did.


    “It’s ok, Jess. Let him in.”


    Even with my face pressed into my pillow, I could tell when Toby was on this side of the door because Jessie started interrogating him the second the door closed again. I kept my face hidden, letting the tears soak into the pillowcase. Frankie’s hand rubbed my back, but I felt a new tension in him with Toby’s presence.


    “—uh-huh. So you’re saying you didn’t know?”


    “Yes, Jess, that’s what I’m saying. I swear I didn’t know, Ever.”


    “Don’t talk to her. You’re talking to me right now, and I’m not done with you yet.” God I love this girl. She had her invisible journalist hat on. “So you’re trying to tell me that you had no idea that Ariadne was related to Ever? That you had no idea that monster was from the same bloodline as my best friend?”


    I sobbed a little louder at that statement, not wanting to be reminded that we shared blood.


    “Sorry for that, Ev. But seriously, Toby, you had no idea?”


    “You guys, I swear. I had no idea.”


    Something popped into my mind, unwarranted again, of course, but my mind always threw things at me when it felt like it, and not necessarily when I felt like being reminded. It was funny that way. I sat up, turning myself to face Toby. Something inside me clenched in response to the pain on his face, but I ignored it. His feelings were not my concern.


    I remembered standing in the front yard, the day he moved in next, his head tilted to the side as he analyzed me.


    “The first day we met. The day you moved in. You…the way you looked at me…you knew.”


    His eyes widened ever so slightly, but I caught the gesture. I’d watched for it. I nodded in response, my lips pursing in anger.


    “Wait, Ev. It’s not what you think. I didn’t know. I promise. But when I first saw you that day—the way your hair looked, and your eyes—the shape, not the color—I couldn’t help but see the similarities.”


    “You knew then, and you didn’t say anything.”


    “No. I didn’t know. I swear. I just thought…well, you know how people say that everyone has a twin in this world? Well, I don’t believe that per se, but I just thought you two had some similarities, that’s all. And once I got to know you”—he shook his head—“you were so different from her. Complete opposites. I knew it was impossible. There was no way you two could have been related.”


    Impossible, huh?


    “But it’s not impossible, is it?” I wasn’t actually asking anyone, just stating the ugly truth. Ariadne was my half-sister. My dead, half-sister, Estelle Rosella. Who clearly, wasn’t dead. And clearly wasn’t the graceful, charismatic girl I’d imagined my sister would have been.


    “No, Ev, I guess it’s not. I’m so sorry.”


    I looked back up at Toby, and with his spoken apology, I felt all my anger move slowly to him. Logical or not, he was standing before me and Ted wasn’t, so he got the brunt of it. Winner, winner, chicken dinner. I stood up and moved to stand in front of him. I felt Frankie come behind me, as if he worried he’d have to restrain me or something.


    Well, if the shoe fits…


    “You’re sorry?” I shrieked in Toby’s face. “Sorry? As if it wasn’t enough to find out my dad died because of me, I—”


    Toby’s eyes widened, and Jessie gasped. I didn’t pause long, hoping that if I continued like nothing had been said, no one would focus on the part about my dad.


    “—I now have to find out that my dead sister is alive and my mom’s a big fat liar! Oh, and guess what? If that isn’t enough, my not-dead dead sister is Ariadne of all people! The devil! I think it’s safe to say I don’t want your ‘sorry’, Toby! I don’t want anything from you!”


    He cringed slightly in response to my harsh tone, but didn’t back down, and didn’t respond. He let me have my moment—just standing there and accepting the burden of my outburst like he deserved it. Like it was his fault. His eyes were sad, for me, and as I stared into their dark blue depths, I began to slump. My misdirected rage slowly dissipated, and I felt like a horrible jerk. None of this was really his fault.


    My dad’s death, the truth about my mom and Ted, the horrific secret of Ariadne…Toby had tried to protect me from what he could, and some of it he’d been in the dark about himself. Blaming him was wrong.


    I fell into him, crying into his shoulder. His arms tightened reflexively around me.


    Jessie gasped again, and I realized what I’d done.


    I pulled away from Toby, and looked into his wide eyes. I’d just fallen into his arms. His arms. Not Frankie’s. Something stirred inside my chest. A tiny flutter of feeling…and guilt. Shit.


    Acutely aware of the heavy silence in the room, I tore my eyes away from Toby’s and headed back to the bed. Frankie sat down next to me, his arm possessively wrapping around my shoulders and pulling me toward him.


    “I’m sorry, you guys. I didn’t mean to fly off the handle.”


    “No,” they all said, practically in harmony.


    Jess sat down beside me. “Oh, Ever. You don’t have to apologize. Seriously. We’re your best friends”—she paused, glancing at Toby to acknowledge the fact that he wasn’t actually my best friend—“and we love you. You don’t have to be sorry for being upset. This is all so crazy.”


    There was a light knock on my door. We all turned toward it but no one moved to answer it. We just stared in quiet unison.


    Another knock.


    “Ev? Honey?”


    My mom. I wasn’t ready to talk to her. I looked at Jessie and shook my head from side to side. She nodded and slipped outside my room, leaving me alone with Toby and Frankie.


    No one said anything for a few minutes, so I heard the muffled beginning of my mom’s and Jessie’s conversation. My mom sounded anxious, and I could understand, but I was just not ready to talk to her yet. I was relieved when Jessie ushered her away from the door.


    That relief ended abruptly when Ariadne came into my room uninvited, and of course, without bothering to knock first.


    “Hey, sis!” She flopped down on my bed, and I could only imagine the look on my face.


    “Ari.” Toby’s voice was scolding, but Ariadne met his gaze with defiance.


    “Oh come on, guys, why such long faces? Ever and I are sisters! Shouldn’t we like, oh I don’t know, share a room or something? Talk about boys? Share boys”—she winked at Toby—“Share fashion tips?” She turned her angry gaze on me, and I felt myself shrink unwillingly under her stare. “Well, I think we both know how that’s going to work,” she sneered. “I can share, you can listen.”


    I remained silent, unwilling to engage.


    “So, what now?” Ariadne asked as she took a seat at my desk. She flipped through one of my books, and I stared hard at her fingers, willing them to stop assaulting my stuff. It wasn’t even natural to have her in my room.


    She brought her eyes back to me, but her fingers still rested on my book as she continued speaking. “I mean, I dated Toby, then you dated Toby. Now you’re dating Frankie, so I should…”


    She trailed off, but she didn’t have to finish. By the way she looked up at Frankie from behind thick, mascara-covered lashes, I was well aware of what she was going to say.


    Fat chance getting Frankie. Fat freaking chance.


    “Ariadne, that’s enough. Seriously. What’s wrong with you?”


    “God, Toby, relax. Always jumping to her rescue, aren’t you? But fine.” She spun the chair to face me. “Seriously, though, what the hell, right?”


    “Yeah. Pretty much.”


    “What do we do now? I mean, I don’t want to be friends or anything.”


    “Great. Me either.” I shrugged. Was I supposed to be offended by her statement? I wasn’t sure. But I definitely wasn’t offended. She was pretty much the last person I wanted to be friends with, sisters or not. Ugh. Sisters. I shuddered involuntarily.


    Why couldn’t Jessie have been my long-lost sister?


    “Great! So that’s settled,” she said as she stood up and headed for the door. “I’m going to go on pretending you don’t exist, and you can go on pretending you don’t wish you were me every day of your life. Deal? Deal.”


    She walked out the door, closing it behind her.


    I shook my head. No need to bother dignifying her craziness with a response. Other than punching her of course, but was I allowed to punch my sister? Probably not.


    I was pretty sure that was frowned upon.
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    Iwas basically still in the same place I’d been in all night, only I was alone, and it was way past lunch time. Toby left right after Ariadne last night, and I was slightly disturbed to see him go, which in itself was much more than slightly disturbing. But he’d wanted to grab some stuff and make some arrangements for our next step. Apparently Operation Ruin Ever’s Life had only delayed—not canceled—Operation Run For My Life.


    Jessie and Greg left shortly after Toby last night, because Jessie hadn’t been home yet since getting back from Mexico. Not to mention that watching me stare at the wall like a crazy person probably wasn’t all that fun.


    I hadn’t wanted to leave my room the rest of the day yesterday, for fear that I’d have to talk to my mom, or Ariadne would have taken her place as my sister, moved into the house and redecorated, or something equally silly and not at all likely. But nevertheless terrifying.


    I had a sister. A sister who was not my dad’s daughter as I’d thought she was all these years, and who was also—clearly—not dead. Big shocker, that one was. Then there was the fact that my mom was a liar, and oh hey, I still hadn’t confronted her about it. Not for a lack of trying—on her part. She’d made attempts well into the night, and continued all day today. I’d ignored her all night. And all day.


    Like I ignored her now.


    She knocked on my door. Again. I felt a bit guilty ignoring her but I wasn’t quite sure what I was going to say.


    Gee, Mom, thanks for the sister, but I really wanted a puppy?


    Right. Somehow I didn’t think that’s what she’d want to hear. But what did she want to hear? More so, what did I want to hear? What could she possibly say to make this okay? Since I didn’t have the answer to that question, I continued ignoring her.


    I shrugged at my own train of thought. Made sense to me.


    Frankie would come back down the hall again any minute, bringing me a late lunch…or, well, dinner I guess now, since it was almost five o’clock. Linner. At this point, I didn’t really care if his presence in my bedroom bothered my mom. For one thing, I was eighteen. For another, she was a liar and I was angry.


    I heard her address Frankie when he got to my door. Her tone of voice could only be described as pleading.


    “Please get her to talk to me, Frankie. Please.”


    “You know how she is, Mrs. Van Ruysdael. She can’t stay mad at you for long.”


    Well, hmph. Is that so?


    All right, yes. It was true. I was surprised I’d held out this long, truthfully. Almost a whole twenty-four hours. Wow. That was probably a record for me but I hadn’t been keeping count. And frankly, nothing had ever warranted a silent treatment of this intensity before now.


    I didn’t hear my mom’s response, or see her when Frankie opened my door, so she’d obviously walked away again to give her knocking hand a rest. Frankie sat down next to me on the bed. I dug into the microwaved taquitos, not worrying about the guacamole smeared on the side of my mouth. I was starving. This was the first time I’d eaten today. There was way too much on my mind, so I hadn’t been hungry. Until I was, of course, and by then I was so far past hungry I thought I was going to die of starvation.


    Frankie watched me in silence, a crooked smile on his face. After a few minutes and practically licking my plate clean—though I could have eaten at least a dozen more taquitos—I stood and set the plate on my desk. Halfway through turning around, Frankie’s hands were on my waist, pulling me toward him. In a mess of giggles, I fell on top of him on the bed.


    “Shh!” he whispered between laughs, mock-chastising me. “Don’t let your mom hear you having fun in here! She’ll never believe you’re still mad at her and then I’ll have to leave!”


    He was right. Which meant we were totally taking advantage of my mom. She was probably only letting Frankie stay in here—with the door closed—because she knew I was mad at her and probably felt guilty.


    I’m a total jerk.


    “You’re beautiful, you know that?”


    Okay, I’m a beautiful total jerk. Ha.


    “Ha,” I whispered in response, then licked the guacamole from the corner of my mouth. “What does it for you, the plate of food I just inhaled, or the guacamole on my face?”


    “That’s easy. It’s the guacamole. Hands down.” Making his point, he reached to run his finger across my discarded plate, then smeared a bit of guacamole on his cheek and grinned. “See? I’m practically irresistible now.”


    “Yeah, um, not so much.” I wiped his face, then tossed the napkin on top of the plate on my desk.


    I leaned down, bringing my lips to his, and kissed him, happy to be able to forget about everything else for just a moment. He slid his hands from my waist, following the curve of my back, until his fingers slid into my hair. Slowly, he turned us over so he was stretched out on top of me, my head on the pillow. I melted into his kiss, wanting to forget everything else, and remembering how less than a week ago it had just been Frankie and me. No Mexico. No drama. No Seekers.


    No sister.


    And no Toby.


    Frankie pulled his head back, breaking our kiss way before I was ready. I pressed my lips back against his where they belonged, and laced my fingers behind his neck, pulling his head towards mine. He kissed me for a few more minutes, and I ran my fingers lazily up and down his torso, then through his hair, feeling the lean angles of his shoulders, the slight curve of his neck, keeping my hands on him at all times. After feeling disconnected from him for a little while now, then experiencing the fear of being kidnapped, I wanted to immerse myself in my safe place.


    Frankie moaned, then deepened our kiss. He pressed the weight of his body into mine, resting on his elbow, then ran one hand down the length of my side, gripping behind my thigh, then pulling my leg up and around him.


    Ha. I win.


    Smiling, as if he knew what I was thinking—because I swear he probably did—he pulled away once more.


    “Dollface,” he said, the word coming out as almost a groan. I was pleased to note he was a bit breathless, even though he was the one pulling away from me. “First of all, your mom’s in the other room.” He planted a small kiss on my bottom lip. “Second of all, your mom’s in the other room.”


    I sighed. He was right, again. This sucks.


    “When are you going to talk to her, anyway?” He extricated himself from my arms then stood beside the bed. I glared at him as he did so. “Oh, come on, don’t look at me like that. You know you want to talk to her. You’ve never ignored her this long.”


    That’s not why I‘m glaring.


    He leaned down to kiss me briefly, then ruffled my hair. What the hell? Talk about romance.


    “So?” He smoothed his shirt and jeans, then sat down at my desk chair.


    “So, what?”


    “When are you going to hear what your mom has to say?”


    “Tomorrow. I’m still not ready.”


    “I get that. But she’s really upset about this, Doll. I think she’s worried you won’t forgive her for keeping the truth from you.”


    “Of course I’ll forgive her. She’s my mom.”


    “I know that, and you know that, but right now, she’s out there pacing holes in the carpet and psyching herself out. So maybe you could just—”


    “No. Not yet, Frankie.”


    “Okay, I won’t force you. Want to tell me what you’re most worried about?”


    “No.” I climbed off the bed and approached him, then leaned in to kiss him again, but he rolled the chair out of my reach.


    I swung a fist at his chest. “Jerk!”


    He grabbed my hand before it connected with his body, pulling me into his lap to straddle him. He held my hands behind my back, and wouldn’t let me kiss him.


    “Stop, Ev. I’m serious. I want to talk to you, and we can’t do this”—he paused to nip at my bottom lip, then lowered his voice to a whisper—“while your mom is most likely lingering outside your bedroom door.”


    “Fine,” I said, unable to keep the disappointment from my voice.


    “I’m here when you’re ready to talk about it, you know? But I’m also here if you’re not.”


    “I know.”


    “There’s something else, though, isn’t there? Something about your dad?”


    Ah. So last night’s slip-up hadn’t been forgotten after all.


    I sighed, resting my forehead against his and wishing he’d let the subject go.


    “You can talk to me, you know? No matter what it is, Ev, we’ve always been able to talk about anything.” He rubbed my back and waited.


    “I’m the reason my dad died.”


    “What? Why would you think something like that?”


    “Toby told me.”


    Frankie tensed, his hands quitting their back and forth motions over my back. He wrapped his arms around me and drew me tighter to him.


    “That’s bullshit. Why would he say something like that to you?”


    “He wasn’t telling me so I’d be upset, but there were parts of that night that didn’t make sense, questions I had that he’d never answered. So I asked. And now I know the truth. I was supposed to die that night, Frankie. Not my dad.”


    “You? What do you mean?”


    “I guess that they hadn’t come here for just your soul. Mine was on the list, too.”


    “You’re kidding.”


    “No. Toby took me away from the house that night thinking he could protect me if he just changed the plans, changed fate. But it didn’t work. Someone else died in my place.”


    “Your dad.”


    “Yeah,” I whispered, tears beginning to slip out again.


    “It’s not your fault, Ever. You can’t believe that it is. Toby saved you. He kept you alive, and now you have to—”


    “Now I have to run, Frankie! Now I’m branded or something, and soul Seekers, or whatever, are after me. And I’m going to die when I’m nineteen anyway, if they don’t find me first, so what does it matter? What was the point in saving me if I’m just going to die this year anyway? What did it even matter?”


    “Don’t look at it that way. Your dad would never blame you for his death, and you can’t blame yourself either. You have to let this go.”


    I kissed him. He let me. I’d let it go by not talking about it anymore. He could just assume the subject had been dropped. I’d never forgive myself for the simple fact that had I died that day instead of my dad, he’d still be alive, and my mom would have only lost one person she loved.


    Now she was about to lose two.


    Frankie tangled a hand in my hair and rested the other in the dip between my hip and rib cage, underneath my shirt, skin to skin. His kiss was deep once more, penetrating, as though his mind spun with the concept that I should have died that night.


    Maybe he was soaking me in, tasting me, not because I should have died, but because I was going to in the very near future. This kiss felt like possession and goodbye all at once, and I didn’t know how to feel, how to respond, so I just kept kissing him back.


    He squeezed my side, his fingers digging hungrily into my flesh, and I wasn’t shy or embarrassed about his grip on my soft stomach. It felt so natural to be with Frankie. So comfortable. So safe.


    Briefly, my mind flitted to Toby. I’d never felt quite so natural with him. It was exciting and new, my first real relationship, and there was something dangerous and thrilling always lurking in the shadows. His touch was pure adrenaline to my system.


    I squeezed my eyes tighter to the memory of Toby sweeping through my mind all uninvited and unwelcomed. While I’m making out with Frankie. I really am a jerk.


    A tap at my window made us both freeze. My eyes popped open wide, as I pulled my mouth away from Frankie’s. His eyes held none of the shock I felt. Instead, I saw anger. His face tightened, the set of his jaw hard.


    He knew as well as I did who waited outside my window.


    Frankie stood, pushing me not-so-gently aside. He headed to my window and pulled back the curtains. Shit.


    Sure enough, Toby stood at my window, eyes wide. The expression on his face was as shocked as Frankie’s was angry. Clearly, he’d not been expecting anyone but me to come to the window, though why Toby was here I had no idea.


    Frankie slid the window up. The screen was still missing. I hadn’t realized. I just never got around to replacing it after Toby left.


    Toby’s eyes searched the room, landing on me and causing an intense heat to flood my cheeks. What a time for him to show up at my window! Luckily, we were both fully clothed. Not like Toby hadn’t seen it all before, but still—


    “What are you doing here? You can’t just knock on her window anymore, Toby.”


    Toby looked stunned, though he knew I was with Frankie, so he shouldn’t be shocked to find us together. He also shouldn’t think he could just waltz back into my life and start knocking on my window at night like he used to. It wasn’t okay.


    “Hey, I’m…” Toby looked at me as he spoke to Frankie. “I’m sorry, bro. I shouldn’t be here. I just wanted to see if she was doing okay, or…or if she needed anything.” He pulled his eyes away from mine and looked up at Frankie. “I’m sorry, man. I was way out of line in coming here like this.”


    “Yeah. You were. You can’t just come back into her life like nothing happened.”


    “I know, I—”


    “Just go, Toby,” I said. I was annoyed that they were talking about me and my life like I wasn’t even in the room, but I didn’t really have any other words to say. Frankie had pretty much covered the part I would have said already.


    And I’d never openly admit to the spark of joy I felt seeing Toby’s face at my window again.


    A few moments after Toby disappeared from sight, Frankie walked to the bedroom door. He turned the knob, then paused to look back at me. “You really should talk to your mom, Doll. Think about what she’s going through, not just how shocked you are by all of this.” He sighed, his eyes downcast as he left the room. “Good night, Ever.”
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    Ihated today.


    I’d been awake for all of ten seconds and I already really hated today.


    Today was ‘confront mom about not-actually-dead sister’ day for me, as well as ‘leave everyone you love and go into hiding’ day. Both of which totally sucked. Both of which involved conversations with people that I didn’t want to have. I had no idea what my mom would say to me about this huge lie she’d been harboring all my life, and God only knew what Toby would say when I told him I wanted him to collect on my soul’s branding. Or whatever.


    I couldn’t see either convo ending very happily, honestly.


    On top of what today meant for me, I awoke with this horrible sinking feeling in my gut and a desperate need to see Frankie. Something was off, and it wasn’t just Toby’s unwanted appearance in the middle of our make-out session last night. Though I can’t imagine much else cooling a guy’s sex drive quite as sufficiently as seeing the girl’s ex-boyfriend show up in the middle of making out.


    Yes, Ever, this is your life.


    I headed into the bathroom to brush my teeth, the sick feeling in my stomach refusing to abate. I’d tossed and turned all night. Hell, my mind tossed and turned all night. Toby and Frankie. Frankie and Toby. I’d become that girl again. I hated that girl. I swear I’d thought I was past all this, but now I wasn’t so sure. Toby’s sudden appearance back in my life had thrown my heart for a loop. Combine that with Frankie’s distance—real or perceived, I hadn’t yet figured out—and I was a regular pinball, bouncing back and forth between the two of them in my mind.


    Ugh. Ariadne was right.


    What was wrong with me? I had everything I wanted. I finally had Frankie. Toby was a brief part of my past. All subsequent thoughts of him should have remained there as well. I should have been focusing on this time with Frankie. Especially since I only had a limited amount of time until I’d have to tell Toby my plan and leave all of the people I loved behind forever.


    And I had to spend part of that time confronting my mom and the plethora of lies she’d been feeding me for the past eighteen years.


    I hated this ugly day and my ugly sister.


    Okay, fine. Ariadne wasn’t actually ugly, per se, but her heart was. If she even had one. My evil, conniving, merciless half-sister, just might be half-devil on her other side.


    Maybe Ted was the devil. Hmm.


    When I finished in the bathroom, I headed back into my room, pulling off my sleep shirt as I went. Frankie stood in front of my bed, a suitcase near his feet. His contacts had been replaced with his old, familiar black frames.


    “Shit! Frankie!”


    His eyes widened at my near-nakedness, and I scrambled to get my shirt back on. It wasn’t like he hadn’t seen it before, but for whatever reason, maybe just from being startled, we were both shocked by my exposed chest.


    “I’m sorry, Doll. I should have let you know I was in here. The door was open a bit, and I just…”


    There was something off about his voice. Holy crap, this was it. Maybe I should sit down. The initial shock of walking out topless slowly dissipated, as a sense of foreboding replaced it. Something was wrong. As much as I’d seen this coming, even before the trip to Mexico, I’d tried to convince myself I imagined the distance in his eyes. My heart crumpled now as I gauged his somber expression.


    I briefly wondered if he’d figured out my plan, if he knew I was going to leave him. If he knew I was saying goodbye to him soon so I could let Toby collect on my soul. I’d always joked about Frankie’s ability to follow along with my thoughts, but could he actually do it?


    I slowly approached him, somehow knowing as I did so that this would be the last time. What the hell? Where had that thought come from?


    He glanced down, and I followed his gaze to the object at his feet. I didn’t need the suitcase to tell me what was coming, though it made its point very well. Sitting next to Frankie’s black Converse, that unassuming navy blue suitcase spoke volumes. It told me everything I needed to know, so I knew what he was going to say before he even said it.


    Truthfully, suitcase or no suitcase, I’d known this moment was coming. Maybe I hadn’t admitted it to myself, but deep down I’d known. It’d only been a matter of time.


    I think maybe that was why I’d been able to come to my decision so easily in the first place.


    Leaving Frankie would be one of the hardest things I’d ever have to do. But if he left me, I’d have that much less to cling to when I went on the run with Toby, and eventually allowed him to turn in my soul for its increased value, instead of someone else.


    Frankie was leaving me.


    I sighed and leaned into him, wrapping my arms around his waist. He wrapped his long arms around me, pulling me tightly to him, smashing my face into his chest. I loved that chest. He was comfort and love and safety.


    Three things I no longer had a use for, really.


    “I have to leave for a while, Doll.”


    “I know.” The words came out muffled against his white t-shirt.


    “I figured you did. I just… I can’t stay here anymore. I shouldn’t have stayed all this time, but you needed me and…and I guess I needed you, too. I finally had you. Could finally hold you and kiss you. Could finally call you mine.” His words were wistful and sad, and my heart clenched in response. “But I don’t think this is where I’m supposed to be.”


    “Frankie, I—”


    “No, Ever, don’t. Please don’t say anything. I wouldn’t trade these last few months for anything in the world, but I can’t let you talk me into staying. One word from you and I’d probably never leave this house again. I’ve been given a second chance at life, and I stayed here longer than I should have. Even if it was only for a short time, I wouldn’t take it back. And I still love you, Ever, I always will. But—”


    “But you don’t love me like that anymore.”


    “I don’t really know. I do love you, so much, it’s just…it’s like there’s a piece of me missing. And I think I have to leave to figure out what it is.”


    My eyes tingled, the tears I’d been holding in threatening to flow. A sob escaped my lips as I realized we really were saying goodbye. I’d never been without him.


    Frankie pulled me even tighter. “Don’t cry, Ever. I love you. I will always love you. But I can’t keep you from following your heart, and I can’t keep myself from my own path either. I have to leave. And I think you know that you have to leave, too. You have to go with Toby. I can’t protect you from all of this.”


    I knew he couldn’t, but hearing his words mimic my thoughts made the statement all the more true.


    “Where will you go?”


    “I’m going to find my dad.”


    “Oh. So Chicago, then?” Really far away from me. I don’t know where I’d thought he’d go, but hearing that it would be so far away upset me. But he was right to leave. I hadn’t fully been his since Toby returned. Possibly even before then. I couldn’t tell. And he’d been pulling away from me for a little while now, too.


    “Yeah, he’s in Chicago, last I heard. I have an aunt there, so I’ll try her place first. I don’t know. I have to at least try.”


    “Are you sure? You don’t have to leave. You can—”


    My words were interrupted by his fingers on my chin. He pulled my face up to look me in the eyes and kissed me. His soft lips pressed to mine in a familiar, loving way, though he made no attempt to deepen the kiss, and there was no passion behind it.


    I’d been trying to fight it, trying to ignore the feeling, but the distant look in his eyes had been mirroring my own feelings with eerie precision. We’d been each other’s first friends. We’d been each other’s first loves. He would always be the first boy I gave my heart to. The first boy I gave myself to. It would always be Frankie, and no one could take that spot away from him.


    He stopped and pulled back, releasing my chin and kissing me quickly on the nose. His smile almost hid his pain, but I’d known Frankie too long for him to hide his emotions from me. And vice versa. Which was what brought us to this point. He’d known all along that my feelings were conflicted because he knew me. And I’d known he was pulling away from me for the same reason.


    “I know you better than you know yourself, Doll.” There he goes, reading my thoughts again. He took a long deep breath. “We’ve both tried to ignore this, tried to hold onto the idea that we were meant to be…but I think we both know the truth. You don’t belong with me, Ever. There’s just something that…isn’t there the way it should be.”


    I started to shake my head, wanting so badly to argue, even though his words rang true. I hadn’t stopped loving Toby, and I hadn’t stopped loving Frankie, but I could see in his eyes our love was of a different kind. It was forever. It was strong. It would be there always. No doubt. But it wasn’t the kind of love you devote your life to. It wasn’t deeply-rooted passion, or a can’t-live-without-it ache, regardless of how many times we’d been intimate.


    I would never stop loving Frankie for who he was to me, who he had always been. He was my life, my childhood, my memories. I couldn’t remember a memory without him in it. You don’t stop loving someone who is that connected to your life story.


    “It will always be you, Doll.”


    I smiled up at him; his uncanny ability to mirror my thoughts, just one more indication of how in tune we were with each other. It was also what made me realize right then that no matter where life took us, together or apart, Frankie would be in my heart forever, and I in his.


    “I love you, Franklyn Davis.”


    “I know.”


    He kissed me once more on the nose, then grabbed his suitcase. Without another word, he walked out the door. I briefly wondered how he was getting where he was going without a valid ID card or Driver’s License—since he was technically dead—and I thought about running after him and offering him a ride somewhere, but I knew he wouldn’t take it.


    I also knew he wouldn’t want to see me again after walking away. We had our goodbye, and that’s what Frankie wanted. I knew him well enough to know that much. I followed him as far as the front door and watched him walk down the street until he was no longer in view.


    As my first love walked out of my life, I wondered about our futures. With a countdown on my soul and the decision made to let Toby turn me in, I doubted our paths would ever reconvene.


    Would I see him again? Logically, I didn’t think so.


    But my heart swelled with a resounding yes.
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    Sometime later, I remained at the window, though Frankie was long gone. Tears still occasionally flowed, a varied combination of feelings fueling them. I was scared, and sad, and something inside me felt…content. Like everything had fallen into place as it was supposed to. Even though it meant Frankie had to leave, and that broke my heart, I knew it was right.


    I knew he’d find his dad—it was what he needed to do—and I would never keep him from that, so I had to focus on me now, and what I needed to do.


    My mom cleared her throat behind me, pulling me out of my thoughts. I guess this meant it was time to confront my demons. Pun intended.


    What the hell am I even going to say to her?


    I turned to look at her, noticing that her tear-streaked cheeks probably matched mine. She’d been crying—all night long by the look of her swollen eyes. Shit. All of my resolve slipped away after one look at her, and suddenly I was in her arms, crying right along with her. I’d always been such a baby when it came to my mom, especially since my dad’s death, and this time was no exception.


    I’d tried to be such a hard-ass, ignoring her all day and night, and here I was, crying in Mommy’s arms.


    “I’m so sorry, baby.” Her words were muffled into my hair. The one word held so much—sorry for Frankie’s sudden departure, sorry for the secrets Mom had kept from me, sorry for everything she and I had been through in our lives.


    “I know, Mom,” I sobbed, my words muffled as well.


    “I’m sorry about Frankie.”


    “He’s gone to find his dad,” I told her, in case she wasn’t aware.


    “I know, baby. I helped him get travel arrangements taken care of. I also called his Aunt. She’s expecting him.”


    “She is?” I wondered how that conversation went.


    “Yeah,” my mom said with a smile, “It wasn’t easy, but once she heard the entire story, she believed me. Or at least wanted to. And really, that’s all it takes. Her need for the story to be true made however farfetched it was pale in comparison to the idea that her dead nephew could be coming to see her soon. She’s going to be there waiting for him, and she promised to help him find his dad.”


    “Yeah. He’ll need all the help he can get in that department.” I remembered back to my conversations with his dad when I’d tried to convince him Frankie was a ghost in my home. It hadn’t gone well.


    “I know, honey. That’s why I had to do what I could to help him, and taking a chance on his aunt, and hoping she had some maternal heartstrings I could pull on—it was the only thing I could think of. Toby helped too, you know.”


    “What?” Toby?


    “Yeah, baby, he helped Frankie get a driver’s license with a new name. Stuff like that.”


    Oh. “Well, thank you, Mom.”


    “Are you okay?”


    “Yeah. I think we both knew this was coming. I just… I love him, I really do, but I don’t know if it’s the kind of love that moves you forward or holds you back. Does that make sense?”


    “More than you know. When did my little girl become so wise?”


    “I’m not wise, Mom.”


    “You are, baby. Have a little faith in yourself.”


    She pulled me to the couch and we sat down a few feet away from each other. Simultaneously, we tucked our feet up underneath us and turned to face one another, our actions proving to anyone outside of the two of us how very related we were.


    “Ever, honey, I’m so sorry for lying to you all these years. What can I tell you? What do you want to know? I’ll answer any questions you have.”


    My first question was why Ariadne of all people, but obviously I couldn’t ask that. And I didn’t want to make my mom feel bad about how shitty her other daughter was. It really wasn’t her fault, since she didn’t get to raise her and everything. I mean, for all my mom knew, she was…


    “Wait. Did you really think Estelle—I mean, Ariadne—was dead all these years? Or was that just part of the lie?” The questions came out slightly snarky, which wasn’t my intention, but there they were.


    Sadness smoothed my mother’s features, cloaking her in softness. She looked down at the ground, then squeezed my hand. She didn’t have to say anything; I knew the answer. She truly thought her daughter had been dead all these years. Wow. I thought back to my idea of Ted being the devil, and now it didn’t seem too far-fetched. How could he do that to her? How could he let her hurt like that all these years? Then I remembered something he said. ‘We developed a plan.’


    Oh my God. We.


    “Dad knew.”


    Tears welled up in my mom’s eyes again. “Yes. It would appear that he did.”


    So, Ted wasn’t the only one at fault here. “Oh, Mom, I’m so sorry.”


    “It’s okay, don’t you start apologizing to me. Daddy shouldn’t have been lying to me, and we shouldn’t have been lying to you. I’ve raised you to be honest, always, and here I was lying to you the entire time.” She looked down again. “I don’t even know where to begin.”


    “I hate her, Mom.” My hand flew over my mouth, but the words were already out.


    “Oh, honey, this isn’t her fault, you must understand that. Estel—Ariadne—is just as innocent as you are in all of this.”


    Innocent and Ariadne had no business being in the same room together, let alone the same sentence. They didn’t even share the same plane of existence.


    “But that’s just it, Mom. She’s anything but innocent. She’s horrible.”


    “Well, I know that she’s Toby’s ex-girlfriend, and that’s never a good way to start a relationship, but you have to give her a chance. We both do.”


    “I can’t, Mom. It’s more than who she is to Toby, who she was—that part doesn’t matter. What about what she did to Frankie? What she did to me?” My thoughts were all over the place. My mind raced in an effort to understand why my mom had so easily accepted this, how she’d so easily forgotten the fact that Ariadne was the reason I had less than a year left to live. “And now, with the Seekers…she’s the cause of all of this, Mom. And so much more. There’s so much you still don’t know. Stuff about Toby, and his mom.”


    “I know a bit more than you realize, but those things can wait. Right now I want to focus on us. I want us to be okay, Ever. I need us to be okay.”


    She squeezed my hands, watching me with wide, pleading eyes. A loud, pounding on the front door stopped our conversation dead in its tracks. My heart thumped in my chest as Toby’s frantic voice carried through the house.


    “Ever! Are you home? I need to talk to you! Please open up!”


    My mom quickly left my bedroom for the front door, and I followed her, stopping in the doorway to the living room as Toby rushed inside. He stopped just a few feet away from me, his wide eyes searching my face, then tightening as he probably noticed the dried tear streaks and redness around my eyes. I’m sure I was a mess.


    “I’m okay. What’s up?” I wasn’t completely okay. But I would be.


    “They’re almost here. The Seekers. Ever, we have to get you out of here.”


    “How do you know?”


    Toby scanned the empty room around me, and I realized with a shiver that he had a direct connection to the world of lost spirits and wandering ghosts.


    “They talk to you?” I whispered.


    “No, not really. Not always. But they’re agitated”—his eyes darted around my living room once more—“We have to keep moving. We’ve stayed in one place too long.”


    My mom pulled me to her in a strong embrace, then kissed me on the head and quickly pulled away. “Go with Toby, honey. You have to. I’ll find you soon.” She released me and headed to my room. “You have to pack some things. Come on. I’ll get started.”


    “What? Mom? Wait!” I looked at Toby. “What’s going on? She’s not even upset?” I shook my head, trying to clear my mind and make sense of everything.


    “Ted was here late last night, Ever. I think your mom knows more than you thought,” Toby answered, mimicking similar words my mom had spoken just a few seconds earlier. “And she’s right. Either way, you have to pack, and we have to go.”


    “What? I don’t understand. Where will we go?”


    It was what I had planned all along, to run away with Toby, but now that it was actually happening, I couldn’t control the shock…or the fear…that now gripped me.


    “There’s no time. If the Seekers are almost here, we have to go. We need more time to figure out how to beat the clock, and you have to stay hidden until we figure it out. As long as we keep moving, not staying in one place for too long…I can’t let them take you. You understand that, right? I’ve failed you so many times.”


    “No, I mean, I can’t leave yet. I still have to—”


    “Dammit, Ever!” Greg shouted as he entered the front door. “Just go with Toby, okay? You don’t have a choice right now, and we don’t have time for you to be stubborn!”


    Jessie entered behind Greg, her eyes rimmed with redness and tears.


    “Greg? Jessie? What are you guys doing here?”


    “I called them. I knew you’d want to say goodbye. But there’s not much time. Where’s Frankie?”


    “He’s gone.” As if you didn’t already know that…


    “Ever!” my mom shouted from my room. “Hurry up and come pack!”


    Jessie grabbed my hand, pulling me toward my room. “Come on, Ev!”


    I followed Jessie down the hall, meeting my hurried mother in my room. I heard Greg and Toby in the kitchen opening drawers and cabinets and talking in a hushed, urgent tone.


    My mom had two large duffle bags open, both of them overflowing with clothes. Jessie wasted no time running into my bathroom to collect my toiletries and makeup.


    As I watched the chaos around me, I realized I hadn’t even had a chance to unpack after the Mexico trip from hell.


    “Wait!”


    My mom and Jessie both turned to me, stunned by my outburst.


    “I haven’t even unpacked yet. And where am I going? Do you know? Because I sure don’t! I don’t even know what I’ll need!”


    A silly worry for a silly girl, but this was all I could muster. Everything was happening too fast, and it seemed like it happened around me, but I wasn’t actually a part of it. My life whipped around like a tornado, and I was helpless to stop it.


    Jessie stepped forward and took my face in her hands. “Ever, I love you, but you have to stop being stubborn, and you can’t worry about what you’ll wear at a time like this.” Says my fashionista best friend. “Your mom is packing everything you’ll need, and Toby will take care of the rest, okay? Greg says we’re going to meet up with you soon, if we can, but for now, you have to go alone.”


    “Jessie, how are you so calm? What do you know?”


    “I don’t know much more than you, if anything, but I trust Greg. And if he says you and Toby have to go, then I believe him.” She handed me jeans, a tank-top, and a hoodie, without meeting my eyes.


    She was hiding something.


    I opened my mouth to argue with her when she held an outfit in front of me and said, “Here, put this on so I can throw your jammies in one of those bags.”


    I did as I was told, pulling on jeans and a gray hoodie over a white tank-top, and Jessie handed my discarded pajamas to my mom, who in turn stuffed them into one of the duffels.


    “Honey?” My mom stood up and walked over to me with two bags that would barely close because of all the contents. “I promise you that I will find you guys soon. And I promise that when we meet again, we will talk about everything and I will tell you all that you wish know. But for now, you have to trust me. And you have to go with Toby.”


    She quickly kissed my cheek, then pulled back to look at me once more. I knew arguing with her—or any of them—would be useless.


    “Now, baby,” Mom whispered.


    I turned and headed down the hall, my pace quickening as I saw Toby’s expression, his eyes narrowed as he scanned the room around me, watching things—beings—I couldn’t see. He met me at the doorway to the living room and grabbed the bags from my hands. Jessie filled my now empty hands with my toiletries bag and a beach bag she’d filled with a jacket and whatever else she’d deemed necessary for my unknown travels.


    “We love you,” Jessie said as I flew out the door. “Stay safe! And Toby, if anything happens to my best friend, I will kill you myself.”


    “She won’t need to, James, because I’ll do it for her,” Greg said.


    When I glanced back at them, my mom looked more worried than I could remember ever seeing her before. Jessie rubbed my mom’s back, and Greg stood with his hand protectively gripping Jessie’s shoulder. My mom’s eyes were wide, and her forehead was creased, and I knew that with that determined, worried look in her eyes, if anything happened to me, she’d kill Toby before Jessie or Greg could think to do it.


    As I climbed into the Mustang, Mom inhaled a deep breath and squared her shoulders. With a curt nod, she told me everything would be okay.


    I hoped her strength would spread to me soon…because I felt anything but okay.
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    “Are you okay?” Toby asked.


    “Are you serious?”


    “No. I mean…never mind. That was a stupid question.”


    We’d been in the car for four or five hours. Toby had tried a few times to talk to me, but I’d only answered with one or two word responses, and the occasional pit stop request. A girl could only ride in silence for so long, though, and I was about at my limit.


    We were driving through Bakersfield or Barstow or some other brown, deserted place that started with a B, and I was starving. My stomach announced my hunger before I could speak up about it.


    “You’re hungry?” asked Captain Obvious.


    “Yes, obviously. Can we find a place to eat? Is it safe to stop and sit down?”


    “Um,” he stammered. His eyes flicked to the rearview mirror for about the nine-thousandth time since we’d left Orange. “I don’t think we’ve been followed, but you know a Seeker could be anywhere. We could be spotted if we stay in one place too long.”


    “You mentioned that, but what, we don’t even get to rest? Or eat? Toby, how long is that really going to work? Nothing but driving, until what, my birthday comes along or a Seeker finds me and kills me right here in the passenger seat of the Mustang?”


    “No, it’s not like that. We can stop to eat, and of course, there are these things called drive-throughs…heard of them?”—he grinned—“I just really want to get you out of state. Greg, Jessie, and your mom are trying to lead the Seekers in different directions while we head north. Greg and Jessie are heading back down into Mexico, and your mom and Ted are heading north like us, just a bit more inland. Ariadne is heading east with—”


    “Ariadne? Are you serious? She’s probably leading them right to us!”


    “No, she’s not. She’s actually helping us, Ever. I really believe her. Apparently we assumed incorrectly about her reason for being in Mexico. She wanted to warn you. That’s why she’d been there. She was looking for you.”


    “Yeah, right. To find me so she could turn me in herself.”


    Have they all lost their minds?


    “I know it seems that way, and even I had my doubts, believe me, but I think she’s sincerely trying to help. I don’t think she had any idea what she was doing when she brought Frankie back and promised to collect your soul instead.”


    “What? Are you freaking kidding me right now? Oh look,” I said in a mock-sweet voice, “I found some black magic, maybe I should play with it and cast some spells on my friends! Weee! Or, oh I know, look at this awesome looking gun, maybe I’ll go shoot it as if I don’t know what will happen when I aim it at someone’s face! There’s a plan!”


    “I know you won’t believe me, but I don’t think she truly meant to brand you, Ever. I think she acted in anger and jealousy and made a stupid, ignorant mistake.”


    “Oh, well, no big deal, right? I mean, it’s just my life on the line.”


    I didn’t want to argue with him anymore, especially not about what a completely horrid person his ex-girlfriend was. I pointed to a sign on the side of the freeway. “Barbeque. That’s where we’re eating.”


    “You want to eat in a town called ‘The Bathroom?’”


    “What?”


    “Look at the sign. Los Baños means the bathroom.”


    “Oh. Well, yeah. I guess I do. I want barbeque, and they’ve got the ‘World’s Best.’”


    Well, that’s what the sign said anyway, and I was tired of sitting in the car.


    Toby glanced over at me, so I squared my jaw and crossed my arms. On this, I would not back down. He shook his long bangs out of his face with a huff and turned on his blinker. Then he did something even more surprising: he exited the freeway. My pout worked. Amazing.


    My surprise was quickly replaced by excitement. I was about to have a belly full of brisket. Thank you, Los Bathrooms. I had to enjoy the little things, seeing as how I was marked for death and running for my life. No biggie.


    The city—if it could even be called a city—was small and dead. I wondered if I’d left the world of soul collectors and jumped right into the zombie apocalypse. Why not, right? Signs everywhere boasted world’s garlic capitol, or world’s largest artichokes. Frankly, I couldn’t imagine how anything could be grown in such a brown, dead-looking place.


    Hog Heaven BBQ was almost as empty as the town itself, but the restaurant was open, and I could smell the smoked meat from the parking lot next door. Toby was fidgety and nervous, his eyes darting all around as we walked inside. Though seeing him behave in such a paranoid manner made my stomach sink, I tried to ignore it, knowing he could see things I couldn’t see. I wondered briefly why I’d never noticed him scanning the area around him so much…were the ghosts so agitated, as he put it, that they behaved in a way he’d never seen before?


    I’d ask him about that later. I mean, we were just stopping for a quick dinner and would be on the road again in under an hour. What could go wrong?


    We entered an old western-style restaurant with wooden everything—tables, floor, walls—and a dinky little salad bar was the focal point of the room. But I wasn’t there for the salad bar, and I figured no one else ever visited for that reason either. Lassos and cowboy paraphernalia decorated the walls, and an ancient man worked behind the counter. His skin was as leathery as the old saddle that hung in one corner, but his smile was sincere and the sparkle in his eye told me he loved his little restaurant. The pictures on the wall, with him and about every celebrity you could think of, told me this was in fact his restaurant.


    When we approached him, he began cutting off small bites of meat for us to sample. I didn’t know if he was just lonely and excited to see customers, or if this was how he treated every guest, but I definitely didn’t care. The second that sample of brisket hit my taste buds, I instantly knew I’d never want to eat barbeque anywhere else again.


    “Ohhh mah gohd,” I said around a mouthful of heaven. I smiled at Toby, and he just shook his head. Then the old man handed him a hunk of meat and I watched as his face lit up the same way I imagine mine had. His eyes closed, and I smiled widely as he experienced the same heaven-sent goodness that I savored. We sampled some chicken and ribs as well, but both ordered the brisket. I don’t know why Cowboy Grandpa even made that other stuff—I couldn’t imagine anyone ever skipped the brisket.


    We ate in happy silence, and for a second, as short-lived as it was, I pretended we were just on vacation.


    Absently, I focused on Toby as he ate, and I didn’t realize I stared at him until he winked at me. Of course, my cheeks heated up in response.


    “I’ve missed you.”


    I smiled and looked down at my nearly-empty plate. All that was left was a huge hunk of white onion, and frankly, I’m not really sure why that had been on my plate in the first place. I ignored Toby’s statement, which was cowardly of me, yes, but I wasn’t ready to acknowledge him yet. At least not as anything more than the person driving me to Timbuktu and trying to keep me alive.


    “You’re blushing.”


    “Duh.”


    “Are you going to eat that?”


    I looked up at him quickly, my lips curling into a scowl. “Eew, no way…why, do you want it?”


    “Um, no. I think I’ll pass.”


    I looked down at his plate and noticed his onion was the only thing that remained as well.


    “What’s up with the onion?” I asked.


    “I have no idea. But I’m glad you made me stop here. That was ridiculous.”


    “I know, right? Best brisket ever. I’m stuffed.”


    “Good. ‘Cause we have to go. We should keep moving until it’s time to rest.” He stood, then took our trays back to the counter, and upon returning to the booth, he extended his hand to help me up. I placed my hand in his, and he pulled me to my feet. He looked down at me, his eyes lingering a bit longer than necessary, making my heart pick up its once-steady pace.


    My skin prickled, and I wondered if this was a new reaction to Toby. Something like the excitement I used to feel, only slightly stronger and a bit…off. Maybe this was my body warning me I was too close. Danger, Will Robinson! Danger!


    Toby stepped closer, and I held my breath as words spiraled through my mind, none of them willing to form an intelligible sentence. Before I could think any further on my ridiculous reaction to Toby’s closeness, or come up with something witty to say regarding his unwelcomed familiarity—or even figure out what my hand was still doing in his—Toby’s gaze shot behind me, to the front door of the restaurant.


    “Shit. We’ve got company,” he whispered low enough that only I could hear him.


    I started to turn around, but he pulled me to him so I was unable to look behind me. I didn’t have time to question him. In one quick movement, my back was pressed against the wall behind our booth. On one side of me, the mounted digital jukebox pressed into my shoulder—the newest bit of technology in a restaurant that hadn’t been redecorated since Wyatt Earp was still king of the Wild West—and on the other side of me, the length of Toby’s body pressed against mine.


    I froze. Who thinks of Wyatt Earp at a time like this? Toby’s face was pressed into my neck, his breath doing funny things to my skin and causing my heart to jump up and down like a freaking trampoline had been installed in my chest. I closed my eyes, unable to see anything past him anyway, and frankly, I needed to compose myself. I was torn between running my hands through Toby’s hair, or pushing him back and slapping him across his face for pressing up against me like this, without any invitation from me.


    Then I remembered his words. Just seconds before he’d crushed me into the tiny crevice between the booth and the jukebox, he’d said we had company.


    Seekers.


    This intimate moment between us wasn’t intimate at all, thank God. Toby was simply trying to hide us from whoever had just entered the restaurant. Well then. I guess I could let it slide, just this once…oh, who was I kidding? The close contact with his body—all long and lean—was making my mind feel like mush and my heart skip around like a broken record…just as it always had before.


    Wyatt Earp could have walked in that door and had a shootout with the ancient cowboy behind the counter, and I wouldn’t have known the difference because all I could think of was the way Toby smelled, and the strength in the body that now covered me protectively.


    Toby pulled his head back a few inches, and his eyes were dark and slightly hooded. His gaze fell to my lips, then flicked back up to lock with mine.


    “Don’t kill me,” he whispered.


    Then his lips were on mine, and I almost gasped into his mouth. I stood frozen as his mouth gently moved over mine, and warning bells shrieked within my brain. Stop! This is wrong. All wrong! What is he doing? Toby couldn’t just waltz into my life and kiss me again like nothing had happened between us. He’d have to be out of his mind to think I’d be okay with this!


    Toby deepened the kiss slowly, as if waiting for me to respond with some indication of yes or no, when all I could do was stand there like an idiot and listen to the wise little voice in my head screaming at me to stop.


    My lips woke up from their stupor before the rest of me did, completely on their own and definitely without permission, but as our mouths moved together, every single nerve-ending in my body responded, waking up as if they’d been dormant for months. My hands found their way to his chest, and my lips moved in sync with his.


    All without my permission. I swear.


    Toby responded to me by deepening the kiss even further, and his fingers squeezed my hip. I hadn’t even noticed his hand there because I’d been so focused on not kissing him. Damn it all, who am I kidding?


    As we kissed for a few long moments, I realized that when we were alone like this, it was like no time had passed.


    I recognized something in that kiss, something that had been off between Frankie and me. We never lacked for love or friendship, or even intimacy…but this fire was never present between us.


    Frankie was right. Something had been missing.


    And this was it.


    When Toby broke the kiss, pulling back a few inches again, his eyes were wide and dark, smoldering with the surprise and hunger that I’d just felt. His chest rose and fell as quickly as mine did, and I realized he was out of breath as well. His mouth twitched, and he opened and closed it a few times as if trying to find something to say, but in the end he opted for that amused smirk I knew so well.


    “So, I take it you’re not going to kill me?” he whispered.


    My mouth dropped open, but I realized I had no response. What could I say when I’d responded to his attack so eagerly? He winked at me, and slowly looked around the restaurant. His body was still pressed against mine and the pressure and closeness of it made me feel all sorts of things—all of them good, some of them familiar, and none of them fear. But as I watched him survey the dining room, I realized fear was the only thing I should be feeling.


    A Seeker had found us, and I had no idea how close it was or if it was still here waiting, and here I am, a ball of mushy, weakened limbs, my chaotic brain analyzing what was missing between Frankie and me. Idiot!


    “I don’t feel it anymore, and we have to get out of here now, but I don’t want to be ambushed at the door. Let’s go toward the bathroom and see if there’s a back door, or a window, or something we can use.”


    “What do you mean, you don’t feel it? Like, cold air or sulfur smells, or something?”


    “Did you feel cold around Frankie?”


    “No. But that ghost at the Queen Mary made me feel cold.”


    “She wanted you to feel cold. It’s just like when you see them, Ev. They want to be seen. A Seeker doesn’t want to give off any clues about its presence because it’s the hunter, not the hunted. So it usually won’t. I don’t know why I could sense this one coming, but I don’t want you to think you can rely on something to warn you of their presence, okay?”


    “Okay,” I said with a shrug.


    “And sulfur is only an indication of a demon presence.”


    “What?”


    “I’m kidding. Demons aren’t real…at least, not in the way you’re thinking. Sulfur, cold spots, it’s all television stuff. Hollywood’s finest. Yes, these signs are based on truths—I’ll give you that much—but it’s nothing I want you to be tricked into believing, because the truth of the matter is that they can show up at any time, without any warning at all. Or, depending on who you’re dealing with and what kind of mood they’re in, your mirror could ice over and crack from sudden intense cold.”


    “That’s ridiculous. So, your saying Seekers can do all the things I’ve seen in movies, but probably won’t—unless they feel like it, but that depends on the Seeker—so basically I can rely on nothing?”


    “Basically, yes. Sorry”—Toby cringed—“and it’s not just Seekers. All ghosts can do those things and more, but probably won’t. Unless—”


    “Unless they’re in a playful mood. I get it.”


    “Okay. Now, let’s see if we can get out of here without drawing attention to ourselves.”


    I nodded and allowed him to lead me to the back of the restaurant. I received a very knowing wink from the old man behind the counter when I glanced over at him, and I heated up from embarrassment. I hadn’t even thought about the fact that he’d probably seen the entire intimate moment between Toby and me. Hell, I’d been so floored by Toby kissing me that I’d been thinking about Wyatt freaking Earp! Talk about turning my brain to mush!


    There were no windows in the bathrooms, and no side door that we could see, because that would have been far too easy. There was probably a door in the back through the kitchen, but that didn’t seem like the best way to not draw attention to ourselves. Toby and I made our way to the front door, and then outside, bracing for the worst. Well, I was bracing for the worst. He seemed as cool and confident as ever.


    Which worked out fine because we weren’t met with anything once outside, and we made it to the car without incident. Toby quickly opened my door, then locked and shut it behind me after I sat down inside. As he made his way to his side of the car, I felt the hairs on the back of my neck stand up as if someone ran an icy finger up my spine.


    “Hmmm,” a slightly-familiar gravelly voice said from the back seat.


    I whipped around to see the same Seeker from the hotel room in Mexico. I scooted back, so I was almost off the seat, my shoulder blades pressed against the glove box. I heard Toby’s key slide into the lock on the driver’s side, but the latch wouldn’t turn.


    “Shit! Ever!” Toby bent to look in the window, eyes going wide as he spotted the ghostly Seeker in the back seat.


    “I’ll be but only a moment,” the Seeker said to the window. As he spoke, the glass iced over, right before my eyes.


    Toby continued to jiggle the handle and punch the door of his car. “You stay away from her!”


    “Parlor tricks, my dear. Simple parlor tricks, nothing more.”


    “You were listening to us?”


    He waved his hand in the air, dismissing my question. “You’re not very hard to find, Eleanor. I’m surprised I am the only one who’s located you thus far. And twice even.”


    “Well, here you are. What are you going to do with me?”


    His ghostly mouth turned up at the corners, deepening his predatory grin. He rubbed his thumb and forefinger over his chin, contemplating an answer.


    “What am I going to do with you? I like you, Eleanor. You’ve got spunk. Here’s what I’m going to do…”


    He disappeared at the same second that Toby finally got the door open. Toby flew into the car, reaching across for me—to pull me out his side of the car, I guessed—but I stopped him.


    “Toby! He’s gone! Look!”


    “What?” His dark eyes searched the back seat, then turned back to me, searching my face. “Are you okay? What did he say?”


    “Yeah, I’m fine,” I lied. I shook, but I couldn’t ignore what the Seeker said. “He said he likes me.”


    “What?”


    “He said, ‘I like you, Eleanor. You’ve got spunk.’”


    “Spunk?”


    “Yep.”


    “Weird.”


    “Yep.”


    “And then he left?” Toby asked.


    “Yep.”


    “Just like that?”


    I nodded. “Are you going to get in and close the door?”


    Toby shook his head as if shaking away confusion, and got all the way into his seat, closing the door behind him. He buckled his seatbelt, then turned in the seat to face me. He tilted his head to one side, as his lips curved up a bit on one side.


    “You do have spunk.”


    “Thanks?”


    “And you let me kiss you.”


    I looked down at my hands clenched in my lap. “I did.”


    “You did. Why?”


    “We were in danger. I didn’t have a choice.”


    “You kissed me back.”


    “I did.”


    “Why?” He reached out for me, settling his fingers on my chin, then pulled my face up. Those sapphire eyes were mere inches from mine.


    I swallowed hard, my throat suddenly feeling swollen and my heart racing in my chest.


    “Why did you kiss me back, Ever?”


    “Because I wanted to.”


    “Good answer.” His fingers moved slowly from my chin to my cheek, spreading sensation through my face as they made their way to my hair. He brought his other hand up to my cheek, so both hands cupped my face. His eyes bore into mine, and I watched his mouth as he licked his lips.


    “Don’t kill me,” he whispered.


    His lips found mine, though this time I was much less caught off guard, since I’d heard the warning before and this time knew what it meant. I’d also been watching his eyes look from my eyes to my lips and back again, which was more warning than anything else he could have done or said.


    I kissed him back, sighing as the feelings I used to have for Toby—or apparently still had—rushed to the surface. I felt little sparks of excitement all over my body, like a blanket of heat and electricity coated me. He pulled back way before I was ready to stop kissing him.


    I exhaled a breath, much louder than I’d like. Damn it all. I have no self-control.


    “We should get going,” he said as he glanced at his watch. “We need a place to stay for the night, and I’d like to call Greg and Ted to see if they have any idea why this Seeker just let you go like that. It was very…out of character.”


    “Okay,” I said as I settled back into my seat and looked out the window. I couldn’t shake the smile from my face, even though my mind still tried to reason against letting Toby kiss me.


    I couldn’t let that happen again. It was too soon after saying goodbye to Frankie, and there was far too much history between Toby and me to just pretend issues didn’t exist. We’d been through too much, and I couldn’t see a relationship between us working out anyway. He’d lied to me. He’d caused so much drama in my life, in my family’s life.


    But, had he? I wondered. I mean, really? Hadn’t it been Ted who started all of this, twenty-something years ago? Before I was even born? Was any of it Toby’s fault at all?


    It didn’t matter. He wouldn’t be kissing me again. I couldn’t allow that.


    “Thanks for letting me kiss you again,” Toby whispered.


    I sighed. If he only knew that was exactly what I currently battled myself over.
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    I’d always thought Northern California would be fancy and wealthy and green. Like, big forests on cliffs overlooking the ocean, green. But we ended up in a small Best Western in Sacramento, and the landscape was just as brown as Los Bathrooms had been. The area seemed much more populated, I’d give it that, but it wasn’t the beachy, oceanfront landscape that I’d imagined. I mentioned as much to Toby, eliciting barely-restrained laughter from him.


    “You do understand that we’re inland, right? California is huge.”


    “Yeah, I get that. I just always thought it was green up here. Like forests and stuff.”


    “Well, that’s more Oregon and Washington. California is mostly brown.”


    It was just after nine o’clock, and I wasn’t really tired. I’d stretched out on one of the double beds, watching random old television reruns, and feeling antsy. I got up and decided to change into my pajamas. At least it would give me something to do so I could feel less anxious for a few brief moments. The inactivity was torture. My limbs felt restless and achy, and my stomach turned. I couldn’t sit still.


    While I changed my clothes and brushed my teeth, I heard Toby make a few phone calls. I found myself listening to his voice, though I wasn’t actually registering his words. As I finished up my routine, I realized what was going on with me, and why my stomach flip-flopped all over the place. Aside from the fact that I was on the run, which would make anyone nervous, I was in a hotel room with Toby.


    Which would make any girl nervous. I shook my head at my reflection. Silly girl.


    I was relieved to find the comfy shirt and pastel striped flannel pants I’d had on earlier, not some lacy thing Jessie snuck in by accident—or possibly not by accident at all, knowing Jess.


    I exited the bathroom, trying to appear as cool as possible, though when Toby’s eyes roamed freely up and down my body as I made my way to the other side of the room, I felt anything but cool. Nervous and awkward, yes. But cool? Not so much.


    I slid in between the sheets so he’d stop looking at me in my jammies, and tried to focus on the television screen.


    He cleared his throat before he spoke.


    “Well, it seems like no one knows why that Seeker did what he did. Or, they’re not telling me something. Either way, I think there’s more to this than we know.”


    “Huh. I’d say Google it, but that got me nowhere.”


    “What do you mean that got you nowhere?”


    Whoops. Better to just be honest, I guessed. “I Googled you.”


    “I’m sorry,” he said with a laugh, “did you just say you Googled me?”


    “Stop laughing! I didn’t know what else to do! You’d just told me you were a freaking soul collector, Toby! What did you expect?”


    “Um. Not that, I guess…so, what did you find?” His laughter bordered on annoying.


    “Nothing.”


    “Hmm. Well that’s surprising.”


    “Really?” I turned to look at him.


    “No.” More laughter. “Not surprising at all.”


    “Jerk!” I threw a pillow at him, which he caught and used to prop himself up on his double bed. I’d probably not get it back now either. Hmph. Fine. I could make do with one crappy pillow anyway.


    “We’re meeting up with your mom and Ted tomorrow night.”


    “Really? Where?”


    “Portland.”


    “Portland? Oregon?” I wondered how long it would take to get there. Then I wondered where we’d be headed to after that.


    “Yes, that’s the correct Portland.” His eyes still sparkled with amusement.


    “So, is there an end goal in all this? A stopping point?”


    “Aside from keeping you alive? Ted knows a guy in Seattle who we’re going to see. Maybe he’ll have some answers. That’s what Ted’s hoping anyway.”


    “Ted and my mom”—I shook my head—“I still can’t wrap my mind around them…them being together at some point. It’s…it’s just so gross.”


    “I know, babe. And I can imagine how shocked you are about Ari and everything, but I don’t know, something about the way your mom and Ted acted around each other…it just felt—”


    “Natural?” I couldn’t believe I voiced the word aloud.


    Toby cringed. “Yeah. Sorry.”


    “No, it’s okay. I saw it, too. It was like…” I paused. I didn’t want to finish that sentence, or the thought that preceded it. I didn’t want to admit that seeing my mom and Ted together felt like two halves becoming a whole. The way they looked at one another, and their body language… “Everything looked so natural between them,” I admitted not just to Toby, but to myself as well.


    “I’m sorry, Ever. I know that must be hard for you to see. It’s only been a few months since your dad—”


    “Oh, well. Moving on, right? Out with the old!”


    “I know you don’t mean that.”


    “I know.”


    “Let’s watch a movie, want to?”


    “Sure.” I welcomed the change of subject, as well as the lack of talking that a movie would provide. I knew what I’d seen between my mom and Ted, knew how naturally they fit together even after all this time, and even after she’d loved my dad for so long, but that didn’t mean I was ready to accept it, or even acknowledge it any more than I already had. It was all just too much. And too weird.


    Weird like being holed up in a hotel room with my ex-boyfriend. Whom I’d just kissed today.


    Twice.


    Moving on!


    Toby selected a fairly new movie—one of those “still in theaters” choices that you know is still in, like, one small theater somewhere in BFE Texas, just so they can get away with calling it that and charging people more. When the movie began, Toby went to his duffle, pulling off his shirt and then folding it up and placing it on top of his bag. He grabbed his toothbrush and headed for the bathroom, never looking at me again, which thankfully kept him from seeing my no doubt bright red cheeks.


    Holy cow, that boy is in shape.


    When he walked out of the bathroom a few moments later, I kept my eyes focused on the screen. I had no idea what the actors were saying or doing, and if Toby asked me what he’d missed, I’d have absolutely nothing to tell him. I was too busy being frozen in place since I’d watched him remove his shirt, secretly observing each muscle in his torso stretch and pull as he did so.


    He walked in front of the television once, twice, making focusing on the movie even more challenging. When he passed by a third time, I looked up to find him smirking. He’s doing this on purpose! I rolled my eyes, then brought my gaze back to the screen. I wouldn’t let him get a reaction out of me, cocky bastard.


    He slid under the covers of his double bed, still shirtless. I ignored him completely. If completely meant ignoring him while thinking of nothing but him and his half-nakedness under the sheets.


    Holy hell.


    As we lay there in our matching double beds, ugly floral comforters and all, I was acutely aware of Toby’s presence, and completely unaware of what was going on in the movie he’d just paid $9.95 to watch. As I occasionally snuck sideways glances at him, I tried to ignore the fact that I could imagine exactly the place on his hips where his low-slung jeans rested, as well as the image I could perfectly picture of the v-shaped muscle extending from that very place where his jeans met his waist.


    Yeah, I could ignore all that. No problem.


    “You should pay attention to the movie,” he said. “You might miss something.”


    Oh hell. I’d been staring at him and he’d caught me. He kept his eyes glued to the screen, and that damn smirk glued to his pretty face.


    “You can come over here and watch the movie with me, if you’d like.”


    He still hadn’t looked over at me, and his lips twitched as if this was the funniest thing ever. My mouth twitched too, but not because I was going to laugh. I was half-tempted to call him names and was just about to when he lifted that damn sheet and patted the bed next to him. Sure enough, his jeans were resting exactly where I’d pictured them, the top button undone.


    “I’m fine where I am, thanks.”


    I turned back to the television—Gah! What are we even watching?—and tried to pretend I wasn’t completely frazzled by this whole situation. And, seriously, what the hell? I was supposed to be running for my life. I should have been terrified! Not blushing like a silly girl and unable to focus on anything but my ex-boyfriend lying casually in the bed next to mine.


    “Suit yourself,” he said.


    His bed creaked under his weight as he moved. The covers rustled as he pushed them off and stood. I closed my eyes…as if that would make him not do what he was about to do.


    “Scootch.”


    No no no no no.


    He lifted the bedding and climbed into bed with me, even though I hadn’t even moved to make room for him. He had some nerve!


    “You’re not going to make room, are you?”


    I didn’t say anything. I must have looked quite foolish, standing my ground with my freaking eyes squeezed shut.


    The bed bowed under the weight of him and I clenched my teeth, squeezing my eyes shut harder. Make it stop!


    “Are you going to open your eyes, at least?”


    Oh hell. Fine.


    He was right there, though why I was shocked by that I have no idea, since the bed was only a little bit bigger than a twin, and I’d felt him slide in next to me. I scooted over to make more room for him, a bit reluctantly, of course.


    I was doing as well with reluctance as I had been with ignoring Toby.


    He smiled at me and lifted his arm so I could slide under it. About eight thousand different warning bells went off in my brain at once, beeping alarms, screeching tires, flashing lights, but I scooted toward him and rested my head on his chest anyway. He brought his arm back down around me and settled in.


    And I seriously have no idea what the hell we were watching because I could think of nothing else but him, and what it felt like to be back in his presence, with my face on his chest.


    I fell asleep in a strange hotel room somewhere in Northern California, in the safety of the arms of the one guy I’d wanted so badly to be over, though I clearly never would be.


    Toby’s lips brushed against my forehead briefly as I drifted off, and he sighed contentedly beneath me.


    I may have sighed as well.
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    “Rise and shine, Sleeping Beauty.”


    “Hmm.”


    I stretched my legs, curling and uncurling my toes, then began to stretch my arms, eventually moving to my neck and shoulders, when I realized my pillow was moving with me.


    Good Lord. I froze.


    My pillow moved again as Toby laughed, the rumbling sound in my ears coming from deep in his chest, and I realized he’d felt me tense up. I squeezed my eyes shut harder and grumbled, “You’re laughing at me again.”


    “I can’t help it. You just froze up like if you moved even an inch I’d bite you or something.”


    Well, if the shoe fits…


    “What time is it? It feels like I only fell asleep an hour ago.”


    “Well, it was slightly more than an hour.”


    I opened one eye and realized the only light in the room came from the small lamp on the bedside table. The curtains were drawn, but not even a sliver of morning sun crept in.


    “Ugh,” I groaned.


    “Aw, it’s not so bad. We’ll get to see the sunrise.”


    “I don’t want to see the sunrise.”


    “Come ‘ere.” Toby pulled my face up by my chin and looked down at me, his eyes slightly heavy from sleep, and his mouth quirked in that usual smirk of his.


    I smiled back at him, unable to stop myself.


    “Good morning, Miss Van Ruysdael.”


    “Good morning, Mr. James,” I said with a pout.


    He held my gaze for a few long seconds, then his fingers moved to my mouth, tracing my bottom lip gently, before moving to tuck some unruly hair behind my ear.


    “You slept well?”


    I glared at him.


    “I mean, aside from having to get up before the sun?”


    “I did.”


    “No bad dreams?”


    “No.” That was a strange question, but even stranger—I hadn’t had any dreams at all, actually. My nightmares had ceased months ago, replaced by dreams about Toby that were way past PG, but last night I’d slept soundly. I couldn’t remember any snippets of a dream at all.


    Toby’s lips twitched.


    “Why? Did I talk in my sleep or something?”


    The twitching smirk pulled into a full-blown grin. “Maybe. You may have said a name a few times.”


    “A name?” Oh dear God, please don’t let it be the name I think it is.


    “Yeah,” he said, as his fingers grazed my lip again. “I think you missed me.”


    “Oh my God.” My face slammed into his chest, and then I slid down to the side of him to bury my face in the pillows.


    “Stop,” he said while laughing at my expense. “Come on, it was sweet! Don’t be embarrassed.”


    “Oh my God,” I groaned again, my voice muffled by the pillow. “Just leave me alone, Toby. I’m never getting out of this bed again.”


    “Then I’ll stay here with you,” he said matter-of-factly. He slid farther down into the covers and curled up around me.


    Oh, hell no. This is not happening. I jumped up out of the bed and grabbed my duffle bag to head into the bathroom and shower. I didn’t look at him as I made my way across the room, but I didn’t need to see him to know he found this entire situation hilarious.


    “You’re a jerk, you know that?”


    “Me? What did I do?”


    He continued laughing even after I’d closed the door. I looked at myself in the mirror, prepared to give my subconscious a really good scolding. Come on! I was saying his name in my sleep? Seriously? What could be worse?


    Then, adding insult to injury, I noticed the dried drool on my chin.


    That. That could be worse.


    Good grief.


    After showering, then waiting for the redness to fade from my skin—whether caused by scalding water or my embarrassment—I exited the bathroom, ready to take on the world.


    Judging by the bags all packed up and waiting by the door, however, it appeared I’d be running from the world, not taking it on.


    “Where to now?” I asked.


    Toby sat at the small table, quickly typing away into his phone. He stood when he heard my voice, then set his phone down and crossed the room. He reached for my face, then delicately ran a finger down my cheek, letting his hand fall back to his side.


    “I know we’re not together, and even if that was a possibility, you’d want to move slowly…but, man, I really want to kiss you right now.”


    My cheeks flushed again. No, no no. I wasn’t going to allow any of that. I just about jumped out of my skin when Toby’s phone beeped and vibrated all over the table.


    Toby tilted his head, then closed his eyes and sighed as he turned away from me to answer the call.


    Saved by the bell.


    Move slowly, he’d said. I didn’t know how I felt about that, about any of it. Was there a possibility of something happening between us again? Was I even open to that idea after everything that happened before?


    Was there something more than just a small reconnected spark between us? A fleeting touch of attraction?


    Was I running from the world with my ex-boyfriend at my side, or someone more? I mean, I knew Toby loved me, but what about me, my feelings? What about Frankie?


    Frankie left me, I know, but still. What if he—


    “Right,” he snapped, pulling my attention away from my frantic analyzing, which was fine by me. The last thing I wanted to do was ponder the whys and what ifs of my relationship with Toby freaking James.


    Relationship? Ugh.


    “We’ll meet you there, then. Got it. Yes. I got it.” He shoved the phone into his jeans pocket, then grabbed his wallet and keys. He turned to me, the tension in his face melting away. “Ready to hit the road, babe?”


    “Do I have a choice?”


    Toby cringed. “Nope. Sorry.”


    “Well then, I’d love to hit the road.”


    “Good answer. I have a little surprise for you anyway, so if you’d refused…” Toby opened the hotel room door, grabbed the bags in one hand, and with the other hand waved me out in front of him, bending over at the waist in a grand gesture. “Your chariot awaits.”


    Once we were out of the hotel parking lot, we refueled, grabbed some bottled water at the gas station mini mart, then headed back toward I-5 northbound. Oregon was north of us—I knew that much. I briefly wondered if Interstate 5 would take us all the way there.


    “McDonald’s okay for breakfast?”


    “Sure. Are they open this early?”


    Toby shook his head. “It’s really not that early, Ever. Look at all the other people out and about.”


    I didn’t really care what time these crazy people thought they should wake up. I didn’t want to be awake while it was still dark out, but I didn’t say anything. No use complaining when I was already out of bed and on the road.


    We drove through the McDonald’s drive thru and ordered breakfast, but when they handed Toby the bags, he didn’t pass them to me, but instead, set them in the back seat.


    “Wait a minute. You’re going to starve me of sleep and food?”


    “Relax. We’re almost there.”


    “Where?”


    Toby looked past me out the window, staring at the horizon, then brought his gaze back to the road. “Perfect.”


    I tried to see what he saw, whatever he thought was so perfect about the desolate, flat highway ahead of us, but I just wasn’t seeing the appeal.


    Toby turned his blinker on, then veered off at the next exit. The road was empty of any buildings—no fast food or gas stations, and definitely no people. Had I been with anyone else, I’d probably be nervous, but I trusted Toby not to take me off into the wilderness and skin me alive.


    I think.


    I looked over at him and caught the slightest smile forming on his lips. “What are you up to?” I asked.


    “You’ll see.”


    “Are we still heading to Oregon?”


    “Yes. Soon.”


    Hmm. So cryptic with his one word answers, but the small grin on his face gave me pause. I’d let him have his fun. I crossed my arms and watched as the scenery became much more green than brown.


    After driving for a few minutes, Toby pulled the Mustang off the road, then parked it in the dirt.


    “What are we doing?”


    “Come on. Grab the food.”


    I did as I was told, reaching around to grab the bags of food from behind my seat, then fumbled a bit as I tried to pick up the drinks as well. When I finally managed to get everything into my hands, I climbed out of the car.


    Toby stood in front of the Mustang with a huge smile on his face. He’d laid out a red plaid blanket on the hood of the car and gestured for me to climb up.


    “You want me to sit…on the Mustang?”


    “I laid a blanket down. She’ll be fine.”


    “What are you up to?” I asked, as he took the food and drinks out of my hand.


    “You’ll see.”


    After making sure I was settled, Toby climbed up to sit next to me, then handed me my food and orange juice.


    After a few minutes of eating silently, Toby elbowed me gently so I looked up at him. He smiled down at me and raised his eyebrows, then tilted his head toward the mountains in the east.


    When I followed his gaze toward the horizon, I gasped. I’d been so busy destroying my sausage breakfast sandwich and hash browns, that I hadn’t even noticed the beauty in front of me.


    The sky was vibrant lavender, mixed with shades of orange and red, as the sun peeked over the faraway ridge. Without another soul for miles, and the highway empty of any traffic or buildings, this was like our own private show.


    We sat on the hood of the Mustang for a long few minutes in silence, shoulder to shoulder, and witnessed the most beautiful sunrise I’d ever seen.


    After a little while, Toby spoke, “Well? Did you like the surprise?”


    “Yes. Wow. I’ve never seen anything like that.”


    “I know. It’s never the same in Orange. Even when you find an open area like Irvine Park, or up on Santiago Canyon Road, it just never looks quite like it does in the desert. Those places are still too populated.”


    Toby was a sunrise expert? Who knew? “It was beautiful. Thank you. And thank you for breakfast.”


    “You’re welcome.” He held my gaze for a few long moments, then took a deep breath. “Well, if you’re ready, I guess we should probably hit the road.”


    I sighed. Back to running. Even stopping for nature’s beauty was cut short by the hopeless predicament I was in. How would I even beat this? How would my life ever be the same? I felt myself slump as the weight of everything hit me again. Would I ever be able to pause for a sunrise again?


    Toby slid off the hood, then reached his hand out to help me climb down. “Ready?”


    I slipped my hand into his strong grip, and he smiled. He squeezed my fingers and whispered, “You can do it.”


    I realized I could. He was probably talking about getting off the hood of the car, but I’d been thinking about running for my life. Everything had changed in such a short timeframe, but I realized as he watched me expectantly that I could do it.


    I’ve got this, I told myself.


    “I’m ready.”
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    “Who were you talking to at the hotel earlier? Ted?”


    We’d been in the car for about an hour or so, riding mostly in silence. I didn’t know what Toby focused on during that time, but I imagined he worried about what the next few days would bring us as much as I did.


    “Yes. Your mom and Ted haven’t stopped driving yet—taking turns until they need to switch for sleep—but with the ass-backward way they’re taking, they should arrive a day or two after we do, not tonight like I’d originally thought, and now we’re headed straight into Seattle, not Portland.”


    “Geez. How far out of the way did they go?”


    “Not sure. He hasn’t told me. I haven’t asked.”


    Toby’s clipped response reminded me of how snappy he’d been on the phone. He was obviously mad at Ted, and I figured I knew why, but since we’d ridden in mostly silence yesterday, I was feeling a bit chatty today.


    “So. Why are you mad at Ted?”


    Toby snapped his head over to look at me, his eyebrows raised so much they disappeared under his bangs. “You’re kidding me, right? Have you forgotten what he did?”


    “To me, Toby. This all happened to me. To my family.”


    Toby’s mouth opened and closed, then his eyebrows slowly slid back down to their usual place, and he brought his gaze back to the road without saying another word.


    I turned my attention to the world passing by my passenger side window, even though not much was visible under the early morning sliver of light. Minutes passed, and my brief chatty feeling dissipated. Why had he looked at me like that? Surprised at first, but then he’d seemed so…destroyed. Was I wrong? Was it not me, my mom, and even Ariadne that were totally thrown by these recent developments? Had I somehow missed something huge that involved Toby?


    Aside from being forced to babysit you?


    In my selfishness, I overlooked the fact that his life now consisted of running away, keeping me safe, and driving toward an area of the United States that he’d once wanted desperately to leave. The Pacific Northwest. Of course he was mad. He had to drop everything to cart me around. Who wouldn’t be pissed?


    “You’re mad because Ted ruined your life.”


    “You’re kidding me, right?”


    Toby slowed down and pulled to the side of the near-empty highway. He grabbed my hands, pulling them to his lap, so I turned toward him. He focused his dark eyes intently on mine and leaned forward.


    “Listen to me, and listen good. No one ruined my life, Ever. You are my life. I haven’t been the same since we parted ways, and I realize now that I never will be. There’s a huge gaping space in my chest when you’re not around. So, whether you want this to work”—he waved our clasped hands between us—“or whether you even want to try, I know now that I have to be in your life, in one form or another.”


    Wow. Um… What was I supposed to say to that?


    “And if you’ll allow it”—he reached up, tucking a long dark strand of hair behind my ear, then brought his hand back down over our entwined fingers—“I want to try to be your boyfriend again. But if that’s not what you want, I’ll be your friend. However you’ll have me.”


    I sucked in a breath, struggling to process this declaration and the meaning behind his words. He wanted to be my boyfriend again, and that brought back such chaotic feelings. Feelings of love and excitement, but also of disappointment and—


    “Will you have me?”


    I focused on his bottom lip, realizing that he chewed on it as he awaited my response.


    The air felt charged as I pondered the question, as though the air itself was on edge, waiting for my answer. A feeling like someone holding a balloon just above the fine hair on my arms slowly covered my body, and every hair stood on end. It was both strange and comforting at once, and my stomach flip-flopped in response to the feeling, or possibly in response to what I knew was coming.


    Toby’s gaze didn’t waiver, and as he held my focus, my pulse accelerated. Butterflies danced and twirled in my belly.


    Would I have him?


    Yes.


    As a babysitter? A friend?


    Or as a boyfriend?


    I nodded, unable to think of an appropriate response for the boy who just poured his heart out to me, not completely ready to commit to anything specific. Toby’s face split into a grin—so much more than the usual half-smile he was known for. I smiled in response, unable to help myself. I wasn’t ready to be his girlfriend again, but I wasn’t about to say goodbye to him either. And deep down, something in my heart just knew. Knew that this was right. That he was right. That I was exactly where I was supposed to be, with whom I was supposed to be with.


    “Can I kiss you again?”


    No! my conscience warned, but the voice was subtle, growing easier to ignore as time passed by. I nodded again, though it may have been more of a jerking movement than an actual nod. I just wanted his lips on mine and for the strange charge in the air around us to either ignite or disappear.


    Toby wasted no time pulling me toward him. With both hands in my hair, he brought my lips to his and kissed me in an all-consuming way that made me want to melt into him.


    “Well, well, isn’t this interesting.”


    The now-familiar voice startled us apart, and I pushed myself back against the car door as much as I could. The Seeker sat in the center of the back seat, exactly where he’d been the last time he’d surprised me in the Mustang. Toby turned in his seat, trying to cover me but unable to do so in the cramped car.


    The old ghost laughed a gravelly laugh, and I was surprised to hear a hint of honest amusement in the sound. When he finished, he turned toward Toby, ignoring me completely.


    “What have you gotten yourself into, Collector?”


    “Who do you work for, Seeker?”


    The Seeker clucked his tongue. “Tsk-tsk, Collector. It is quite rude to respond to a question with a question. But, not to worry, I see with my own two eyes what you’ve gotten yourself into. Falling in love with a Mark. Can’t say I haven’t heard of this before, but it is quite rare. And for good reason. You know the score, boy, yet you allow yourself to feel for her. Why?”


    “That’s none of your business. What do you want? Who do you work for?”


    “Who I work for doesn’t matter. As you can see, I’m not turning her in.”


    Toby chanced a glance back at me, and his eyebrows drew down in thought. I shrugged, unable to answer the question in his eyes. I mean, shouldn’t Toby be the one answering my questions?


    We both turned our attention back to the Seeker.


    “Eleanor. I told you I liked you, and I meant it. Clearly, your character is not in question here or lover boy wouldn’t risk”—he paused, and the vague outline of his eyebrows rose over his blurred forehead—“my, my, was I wrong? Have you decided to keep her for yourself?”


    Keep me for himself? What does that mean?


    “Hmm,” the Seeker continued in his raspy drawl. “I’ll make you a deal.”


    “No.”


    Geez, didn’t he at least want to know what the deal was before he answered? I did.


    The Seeker turned toward Toby. “I’m sorry. No?”


    “No. I don’t negotiate with Seekers.”


    “Oh, yes, the silly pride of a Collector. You really think you’re better than me, boy?”


    Toby’s jaw clenched, but he didn’t respond.


    “Indeed. Well then”—he brought his gaze to mine and leaned into the front seat—“Eleanor, here’s the deal: I will allow you to continue on your way—for now—but as soon as you hit the Oregon/Washington border, I will collect you myself and turn you in. However, should you find a way to talk some sense into your boyfriend here, I would be willing to forgo this deal for a much more…mutually beneficial arrangement. Don’t delay; I won’t renege on my promise.”


    As the final word hit the air, the Seeker vanished, and with him the charged feeling I’d sensed in the air before Toby and I kissed. It hadn’t been a spark between us at all, but an indication that our Seeker wanted us to know he was near. Silly girl.
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    “Dammit!” Toby’s fist connected with the steering wheel, snapping me out of my thoughts. I hadn’t even noticed him turn around to face the front of the car.


    “What does he want from you?”


    “You can’t guess?” he snapped.


    “Um, no. What is it?”


    “He wants his life back, Ever. I give him his life back, and he leaves you alone.”


    “Oh.”


    Well, what could the harm be in that? I mean, Frankie got his life back, no problem. Had Ariadne not been such a vindictive bitch, I wouldn’t be in danger and Frankie would just be enjoying his second chance at life. So, if this Seeker got his life back, he’d leave us alone and that would be one less Seeker to worry about. And frankly, he’s the only one who’d found us so far, so maybe there weren’t many after me. Right?


    Right. “Well, okay, so what if—?”


    “No,” Toby snapped. “It’s out of the question. I’m not discussing this with you, and I don’t make deals with Seekers. Let’s just keep moving.”


    “That’s it? You’re just not going to discuss it with me? Are you serious?”


    “There’s nothing to discuss,” Toby said as he pulled the Mustang back onto the highway. “I can’t do it, Ever. I can’t take the risk, and he’s just one of many Seekers. I can’t likely give them all their lives back.”


    “But, I don’t understand. He’s the only one who’s even managed to track us. Why can’t you at least talk to him about it?”


    “Ever! Think about what you’re asking me here! What if he’s a serial killer? Or a rapist? What if he was a pedophile when he was alive? We have no idea who he was or what his story is. I can’t just go around giving random ghosts their lives back. I’m not God!”


    “That didn’t stop Ariadne,” I mumbled toward the passing scenery. I didn’t like the way Toby was so freaked out about this, and his reluctance to talk it over was irritating.


    “I’m not Ariadne!”


    I didn’t say another word, though snarky comments floated through my mind from time to time. We rode in silence, again, for a number of hours. Toby didn’t move much, save for switching his iPod song list around every so often. First, we heard a long mix of The Misfits—which I assumed was his angry music—then he switched it over to a mix of Tom Petty songs, then a few old favorites by The Black Keys—reminding me of when we were together before—then a little of the Alabama Shakes.


    I’d been relieved to find a couple books in my luggage, something my mom must have remembered and stuffed away for me. I was grateful for her ability to know what I’d need even when I’d had no idea how to prepare for this trip. Although, she was probably thinking about downtime in hotel rooms when she packed the books, not awkward car rides with my grumpy ex-boyfriend.


    “I’m sorry I snapped at you.”


    I tilted my head up and looked at Toby. “Okay.”


    “Okay?” he asked.


    “Yeah, what do you want me to say?”


    “That you forgive me.”


    “You didn’t ask for forgiveness.”


    “Well, then, Ever…will you please forgive me for snapping at you?”


    “Will you please not do that again? You were kind of a jerk, you know.”


    “I do. And I won’t snap at you again. This is just really…stressful. I know this is stressful for you, so I don’t have to explain, but it is for me, too.”


    “I know it is. But why can’t we just talk about it? This is the shit that used to drive me so crazy with you. You had so many secrets and always kept me in the dark. You said you wouldn’t do that anymore, remember?”


    “You’re right. I did say that. And I meant it. I guess it’s just easier for me to keep you in the dark, to protect you. Old habits and all that.”


    “Stop it. Talk to me. We’re in this together, aren’t we? I have to be able to trust you, and I can’t do that if I think you’re going to shut down every time things get too scary for poor defenseless Ever.”


    Toby turned to me, his eyebrows drawn down over his eyes. “Poor defenseless Ever? Is that how you think I treat you?”


    I raised one eyebrow. “Seriously?”


    “Wow, um, that sucks. I’m sorry. I don’t think of you that way.” He glanced at me again, then back to the road before us. “I think you’re strong, one of the strongest girls I’ve ever met.”


    Well, that may be a stretch. I brought my attention back to my book and read the same line about fifteen times. Damn. I hate when I can’t focus. I looked out the window as we approached the first sign of humanity in a long while.


    “You hungry?” Toby asked. “I have to stop for gas anyway. Want to eat?”


    I glanced at the clock as my stomach growled. We’d been in the car for almost four hours. “Sure. I could eat.” And pee. I could definitely use a bathroom break.


    “Central Weed,’” I read aloud as we exited the freeway. “I don’t get it.”


    “That’s the name of the town.”


    “What’s the name of the town?”


    “Weed.”


    “Weed? Like, pot?”


    “Doubtful,” Toby said with a smirk. “But that would be less unfortunate than being named after a plant group everybody hates, don’t you think?”


    “Um. It’s a toss-up,” I answered as I gazed back out the window. At some point during the drive from Sacramento, the scenery had changed. I’d either been too focused on reading or too focused on being mad at Toby to notice that the brown desert of Sacramento—and most of Southern California, who was I kidding?—had slowly given way to pine trees.


    “‘Weed Like to Welcome You,’” I read as we entered the small town. “Wow. That’s terrible.”


    Toby laughed. “Terribly clever.”


    “Oh, look! A souvenir shop! What do you think they sell there? Weed or weeds?”


    “Ha. She’s got jokes. What do you want to eat?”


    We passed a Shell station on our right, then a Laundromat on the left. An old motel painted in southwest pastels. A liquor store. A Chevron.


    “I don’t think we have a lot of choice in the matter. I have yet to see even one food option.”


    “Well,” Toby said. “I’d be prone to agree with you, had I not been here before.”


    “You’ve actually been here before? This tiny town in the middle of nowhere? Why?”


    “Driving down from Seattle.”


    “Oh. Yeah. Because you’re not from Montana.”


    He smiled a weak half-smile. “Yeah.”


    “Okay,” I said with a deep breath, changing the subject. “Where to then, captain?”


    Toby slowed down in front of a Subway, but instead of turning into the parking lot like I thought he’d been about to do, he flipped a U-turn. He drove back to the motel we’d just passed, pulling into a parking space in front of the Hi-Lo Café.


    “Um—”


    “Don’t knock it till you try it,” he said as he stepped out of the Mustang.


    Okay. But if I get food poisoning…


    Toby made it to my side of the car before I even finished my thought, opening my door for me and reaching out. I looked up at him as I placed my hand in his. His dark gaze held mine, and a shiver of anticipation scurried its way across my skin. How could I still feel so much from just the simple touch of his hand?


    We made our way into the Hi-Lo Café, hand in hand. I figured I should let go of his hand, but something blocked the instruction from my brain to my fingers. They remained locked with Toby’s.


    A woman named Gracie Lynn led us to a green vinyl booth with a burgundy tabletop, and as I glanced around I realized that neither the restaurant—nor Gracie Lynn—had been updated since the early 80’s. Her hair was a frizzy mess atop her head, held there by a neon scrunchie, and her eye shadow was so perfectly pastel that she could have jumped straight out of a 1976 Cover Girl advertisement.


    Our menus were newspapers. The coffee cups on the table were mismatched. I examined mine for old lipstick stains, but didn’t find any, then I scrunched up my nose and looked at Toby.


    “Just trust me,” he whispered.


    “Fine. What would you suggest I eat?”


    “Well, I’ve only been here for breakfast, but judging by the biscuits and gravy here, everything will be amazing.”


    “Hmm, and cause a coronary by the look of things,” I said under my breath as I watched a plate of greasy food pass by in Gracie Lynn’s arms. My stomach growled, clearly undeterred by the heart attack I was about to have from eating at the Hi-Lo Café. I reviewed the menu for a few minutes before making my decision. Screw it. When in Rome.


    “You kids ready to order?” Gracie Lynn asked.


    Toby waved his hand for me to go ahead.


    “I’ll have the patty melt, please.”


    Toby choked on his coffee, his eyes wide.


    “Fries or mashed potatoes, dear?”


    “Mmm…fries, please. And a chocolate malt.”


    Toby ordered a hamburger and coleslaw, then looked at me with his head tilted sideways and his eyebrows raised. When our server was out of earshot, he coughed to get my attention.


    “What?” I asked.


    “About that coronary you mentioned…”


    “Shut it. I’m hungry. And you only live once, right?”


    Toby shook his head and put his hands up, palms out. “No, no, I’m not knocking it. I love the way you eat.”


    “I’m sorry?” What the hell was that supposed to mean?


    “I mean, I love that you just eat what you want. Some girls are just so…”


    “I eat salads, too, you know. I just figured, ‘When in Rome,’ right?”


    “Right.”


    A little while later, Gracie Lynn returned with our massive plates of food. Holy crap. As she set mine down in front of me, my eyes just about bulged out of my head. My patty melt was four inches high, and greasy, just-out-of-the-fryer French fries covered an entire two-thirds of my plate. Toby’s order was no better. His hamburger was mountainous, with a patty at least an inch and a half thick—even the coleslaw was a heaping amount, enough to feed a small family. Our gazes met, then Toby licked his lips and picked up his burger.


    “For this, I will gladly suffer a coronary.”


    “Speaking of coronaries,” a gravelly voice said behind me. I flipped my head around, staring right into the translucent face of our Seeker. He snapped his fingers. “Such a pity.”


    A customer shrieked on the other side of the restaurant. I turned my head in that direction and saw Gracie Lynn lying on the ground in the far corner of the restaurant. Motionless. I watched the people around her rush to her side, then everyone began to slow, moving in relaxed motion and dragging every second out to a painfully sluggish pace. I knew I was imagining it, that my mind wasn’t processing the unfolding scene correctly, but I couldn’t help but want to scream at them to do something!


    “Oh my God,” I whimpered. I brought my gaze back to the Seeker. “Did you…?” I couldn’t finish the question. I already knew the answer.


    “Don’t be sad, sweet Eleanor, she had it coming. Look at the weight she was carrying around. That’s no good for the old ticker,” he said as he tapped the air around the area where his heart would have been. “Let’s just say I…sped up the process a bit.”


    Tears filled my eyes. I looked back toward the commotion in the far corner of the Hi-Lo Café. People surrounded our waitress on the floor; one man hovered over her, counting, while a woman pressed down on her chest, trying to revive her heart. Another man shouted into an old phone attached to the wall. Gracie Lynn was unresponsive, her blue-lined eyes open and gazing toward the door, unseeing. That poor woman…


    “I want you to know that I’m serious. I also want you to understand that I am no average Seeker. Consider my offer, for it is far better than any you will receive. I highly doubt my colleagues will be as generous as I am when they find you, especially with what that Soul Brand of yours means for them.”


    He disappeared, and I turned back to Toby, who at some point had moved to sit next to me. I jumped, shocked by his sudden closeness. His arms were around me—I hadn’t noticed that either.


    “Toby,” I sniveled as I pressed my face into his chest. He tightened his arms around me as I cried. That poor woman was dead, and it was my fault. “How?” I sobbed.


    Toby shook his head and shushed me. “We can’t talk about it now. Not here. We have to go, Ev. Come on.” He pulled me out of the booth slowly, guiding me toward the front door.


    I pushed him away. “I have to use the bathroom first.”


    He scanned the restaurant, his gaze drifting over the people surrounding the dead woman on the floor, then pointed to the far corner. “There,” he said. “Be quick. We really need to get out of here.”


    I nodded, then made my way to the bathroom as quickly as possible, but not so quick that it looked like I was running from anything. Once inside, I locked the main door and turned to face the two empty stalls, my back against the cold door. My hunger gone, my stomach churned with nausea and emptiness.


    What am I going to do?
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    I finished splashing my face with cold water, then inhaled a deep breath as I unlatched and opened the door. Time to run again—


    “Hey,” said a guy standing just outside the door of the bathroom.


    I jumped, the sound of the boy’s voice startling me as I exited. I rounded on him, my hands defensively in front of me; though, what I would have done with them I have no idea. Really, I probably looked more foolish than threatening.


    He cemented that thought as he glanced to my hands, smirked, then brought his green gaze back to mine. “Whoa, kiddo, I’m not here to hurt you,” he said, raising his hands, palms out. “I just want to talk to you about what happened in there.” He glanced past me to the main dining room of the Hi-Lo Café.


    He took a step toward me, and I chanced taking my eyes off him to glance to the restaurant behind me, quickly searching the room for Toby—who was nowhere to be found.


    “Your boyfriend’s out back—Toby, right? I had a flat tire and he had a jack,” the stranger said, taking another step forward, hands still extended in surrender. “Follow me, and I’ll take you to him.”


    My pulse accelerated. I searched his eyes, scanned his face—young-ish guy, maybe early twenties, shaggy dark brown hair, green eyes; he wore a hoodie from a sports team I’d never heard of, and the hood was pulled up over his head. He had an earring in one ear, an amber-colored stone, or—


    “Oomph—” I tried to shout, but his hand cut off the sound. I’d been so focused on studying his appearance, that I missed his lightning fast movements. With ease, he flipped me around, one hand smothering my mouth, and the other hand around my neck, holding me against his torso. He angled his knee out, buckling my legs one at a time, while still holding onto me. I faced the restaurant now, and though my screams were too muffled for anyone to hear above the chaos of the melee surrounding our former waitress and the quickly approaching sirens outside, I prayed that just one person would look up and see me being dragged out of here.


    “Now, now, kiddo, we can do this—”


    The easy way or the hard way, I thought along with his words. How cliché could this guy be, anyway?


    “—but I’m not here to hurt you. I didn’t lie about that. How this goes is ultimately up to you; you get that, right?”


    I didn’t respond. I’d stopped trying to scream and focused only on my breathing, the air flowing in and out of my nose in fast, heavy breaths.


    “You stopped screaming, and you’re not fighting back,” he said as he dragged me through the back exit of the café. “I’m assuming this means you want to come willingly and work with me. Good girl.”


    His breathing remained even, as if I weighed no more than a feather. I hoped the cars on the street would see me and stop, or call for help, but this guy had his van parked in such a way that the entire street was blocked from my view.


    We approached the van, and I waited for the perfect moment to try to run. The sun was high in the sky, broad daylight, and though the town we were in wasn’t big, it wasn’t abandoned either. By the growing volume of the sirens, the cops were almost here. I just had to get away from this guy and make it to the front of the restaurant.


    I could do that. And I was going to at least try.


    The guy removed his arm from around my neck, holding me with only the hand pressed over my mouth, then rapped twice on the van door.


    I didn’t even think—just slammed my elbow into his gut and pulled free of his grip. I started to run in the direction of the street and the front of the restaurant, hoping I’d find Toby, when something slammed into my back, knocking me to the ground.


    I crashed into the asphalt, knocking the wind from my lungs, and gravel tearing the skin of my cheek as I slid to a stop. I cried out, but the kidnapper covered my mouth with his hand, so much so that he hindered my breathing. I stilled beneath him, beginning to panic because his hand almost covered my nostrils.


    “Come on, Ever, I don’t want to hurt you. Don’t make me.” His voice was gruff, the words almost a growl, and his mouth much too close to my ear. “Can we try this again?”


    I nodded, tears streaming from my eyes as my lungs burned, desperate for air. At least I’d been unconscious the last time someone kidnapped me, so I didn’t have to feel this fear racing through my body. As he stood, pulling me up with him, I realized he’d addressed me by name. He knew who I was. This wasn’t random.


    Of course it isn’t random, you idiot, my subconscious snarled. I was being kidnapped. Again. For the second time in as many weeks…which had to have been a record. My palms began sweating, and my heart thudded rapidly, the sound almost deafening in my ears. Collecting my soul was one thing—death would come easy then, I hoped. But what else could this guy do to me before he turned me in for my Soul Brand?


    The options were endless, and the thought of rape and torture caused me to whimper as fresh tears spilled from my eyes.


    The van door had been opened while I tried to escape, and two more guys stood by the door, both of them around the same age as my captor. All three were relatively normal, relatively attractive guys, dressed like college kids, and completely innocent looking—which meant absolutely nothing for me because even the nicest looking guys could be serial killers or rapists. The one closest to the door shook his head as he watched my captor drag me back to the van and then push me inside. I hit the hard metal floor with a thump, landing on my side, bruising my hip and probably my elbow as well.


    I shouted as pain shot out from the places on my body that crashed into the van’s floor. I quickly turned over, about to scream for help, but my captor and his buddy were crouched right beside me, blocking the door as it slid closed.


    “Oh, man, what’d you do to your face?” the other guy asked.


    I reached up to touch my cheek, cringing when I ran my fingertips over the road rash that stretched from my eye to my chin, covering the entire right side. I brought my hand back down, finding a layer of blood and dirt coating my fingers.


    “You should be more careful,” other guy said, his lips in a cruel smile.


    “Enough, J,” my captor said.


    “Relax, Q. She’s fine.”


    J and Q, huh? I tried to store that in my memory, though I didn’t know what use the information would be. I had no last names. I hadn’t seen a license plate. I didn’t even know the make or model of the creepy kidnapper van. The driver’s side door slammed shut, bringing my attention to the black-haired kid in the front. His dark eyes met mine briefly in the rearview mirror, then his gaze returned to the road before him.


    “Who are you?” I asked.


    “That’s on a need-to-know basis, sugar tits.”


    “Enough,” Q—my captor—snapped.


    The other guy—J—threw his hands up, then winked at me before moving to the passenger seat up front.


    Q turned to me. “Sorry about that, Ever. J’s kind of an asshole.”


    “Why do you hang out with him?”


    He raised an eyebrow and tilted his head to the side. “I don’t hang out with him. We work together. Trust me: I wouldn’t have friends like that guy.”


    “I heard that, ass munch,” J called from the front seat. “I wouldn’t be friends with you either.”


    Q rolled his eyes, then brought his attention back to me. “Look, I’m sorry about your face. I meant what I said—I wasn’t sent here to hurt you.”


    “Just to kidnap me, though, right? Because kidnapping is okay?”


    “I’m not in the business of messing up girls’ faces, is all.”


    “How noble of you.”


    Q shrugged but didn’t say anything else, so I asked again. “Who are you guys?”


    “Well, I’m Q, you’ve met J, and that handsome guy driving is Ridley.”


    “Ridley?” I asked, a bit shocked by the more than initial I’d just been given, and on top of that, the strangeness of his name. “Is that, like, his last name or something?”


    “Yeah,” Q answered. “First. Last. Middle. You name it, cause that’s all there is.”


    I glanced back up at the rearview mirror, and those obsidian eyes met mine once more, slightly crinkled at the edges. “Ridley,” I whispered, filing the name away in my mind, then shrugged. Whatever.


    “So what’s Q stand for?”


    “Uh-uh, that’s not part of the deal. You don’t get to know anything about us. Sorry.”


    “Okay,” I said, hoping I could find out more if I kept him talking. “But you know me, obviously, right?”


    “Let’s see… I know you’re Ever Van Ruysdael—short for Eleanor”—I cringed—“and your boyfriend back there is Toby James—”


    “He’s not my—”


    Q raised his hand and shook his head. “No worries. Your relationship—or lack thereof—is not my business. Now, what else? Your best friend died a little over two years ago, in a car accident; your best girlfriend is with Gregor Hayes”—Hayes? How had I never known Greg’s last name?—“and Ariadne—”


    “Damn, I love that chick,” J said from the front seat, interrupting Q’s brief history report.


    Ridley reached across, quickly punching J in the bicep.


    “—Ariadne has brought your friend back to life, branding your pretty little soul in the process. Now, Toby is trying to get you to safety, which I’m guessing means somewhere in Seattle where this all began, though I’m not one-hundred percent sure about that part. Judging from the fact that you’re still intact, no Seekers have located you yet. How am I doing so far?”


    I didn’t respond. He obviously didn’t know about my creepy old Seeker friend, so I wasn’t about to give him any information.


    “Cat got your tongue?”


    I glared at him.


    “Well, unfortunately for Toby, he failed.”


    “You mean unfortunately for me.”


    “That just depends on how you look at it, now doesn’t it? See, what if the people who hired me are the good guys? Did you ever think of that?”


    “Good guys who kidnap girls?”


    “Details.”


    “Forgive me if I seem less than enthused,” I said, hoping I sounded less afraid than I felt. “This is, after all, the second time I’ve been taken against my will since Ariadne branded me.”


    Q’s eyebrows shot up into his hairline. “Oh?”


    “Yeah. And supposedly, those were also the good guys, so.” I rubbed my aching elbow.


    J turned around in his seat, his hands gripping the headrest, and his light eyes locked on mine. His smile exposed slightly crooked canines. “Don’t worry, sweet tits. We’re definitely not the good guys. Q was just trying to make you feel better.”


    “J,” Q warned.


    “Shut the hell up, J,” Ridley said, speaking for the first time, his voice a cigarette-stained rasp. “Actually, both of you need to shut your traps.”


    With that, J turned around, and Q repositioned against the door of the van, making himself comfortable with his legs stretched out toward me and his arms crossed over his chest, not saying another word. Clearly, someone was running this show, and it wasn’t Q or J.


    “We’re not good or bad,” Ridley said, pulling my focus back to the front of the van, to his dark eyes in the rearview mirror. “We’re just the delivery guys. Consider us your own personal U.P.S. service.”


    I sighed, then leaned back against the wall of the van, rubbing my elbow some more, and hoping for a chance to escape at the next place we stopped.


    The longer I examined Q, his gaze locked on mine, and his posture relaxed, I realized something. Somehow, even though this group of misfit frat boys had kidnapped me, I wasn’t frightened of them. Call me crazy, but I just didn’t feel any terror deep in my gut like I probably should have. And if I played my cards right, I thought I could probably outrun them the next time we stopped.


    I hoped.
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    Opportunity never knocked.


    Aside from having no idea where we were—Ridley had maneuvered the van through mountain roads with nothing to see from the back of the van but trees through the front window—by the time the van slowed to a stop, J had climbed into the back to help Q restrain me. Apparently one captor wasn’t enough to keep me from running. Which was kind of silly when I thought about it—I wasn’t very big, or very strong, but I’d gotten the slip on Q—however short lived it had been. Good for me.


    Of course, I was still kidnapped, still in the clutches of Tweedle Dum, Tweedle Dee, and Captain U.P.S. up there, and still on the run for my life. Or my soul. Or something. So, good for me didn’t really apply.


    “There’s nowhere to run up here, kiddo,” Q said. “So please don’t even try. Your face is pretty messed up from earlier, and I don’t want it to get worse.”


    “Thanks for caring,” I grumbled. Was this guy serious? Who else would end up with a sympathetic kidnapper? “You do know it’s your fault my face hit the pavement, right?”


    “Only because you ran. I asked you not to.”


    The back doors opened wide, revealing Ridley draped in shadow. Sun poked through the trees in little rays, but the canopy of pine and redwood was high here, blocking most of the sunlight.


    Ridley’s dark gaze was unsettling, though his forced smile was most likely an attempt not to appear creepy. His face was hard, the planes of his cheekbones and jaw well-defined. Had he not been so masculine, his full lips and labret piercing would have been a touch feminine. He was dark and brooding, and if he hadn’t been the ringleader in my most recent kidnapping, I’d go as far as to say he wasn’t nearly as terrifying as he wanted to be.


    But, he kidnapped me, so.


    Ridley stepped aside as I climbed out of the van with Q and J flanking me. They each wrapped a hand around my elbows, guiding me toward the cabin. I scanned the exterior and surrounding area for anything distinguishing. If I managed to escape, I wanted to be able to guide the cops…or Toby and Ted…anyone…back here. Unfortunately, like the less-than informative names of my kidnappers, and the unmarked black van, there was nothing that would distinguish this cabin from any others—wood siding and roof, large front steps, large wooden double doors, no address or indicators of any kind, no—


    My breath hitched as the doors swung open, the light from inside silhouetting a woman standing in the doorway. With one hand on her hip—


    Oh, hell no. I’d know that stance anywhere. My stomach sank as my jaw slammed tight, my teeth clenching in response to her presence.


    “Oh, look! My favorite sister is here! Well done, boys.”


    Ariadne strolled to the edge of the deck, stopping at the top step. Her Cheshire cat smile pulled her red lips wide, revealing those perfectly white teeth. Her yellow eyes sparkled with mischief. She winked, her long black lashes briefly fanning her cheek.


    I didn’t think I’d ever hate her more than I already did, but she was determined to prove me wrong.


    “You kidnapped me?” I shrieked, breaking free of my momentary stupor. “What the hell is wrong with you?”


    “Calm down, Eleanor,” she said—calmly, as though this wasn’t a kidnapping. “It was for your own good, hon.” She began to descend the steps, and her gaze flicked over my face. “What the hell, you guys? Who did that to her face? Jayson, if this was your doing—”


    “Relax, babe,” Ridley drawled, his voice its usual hoarse calm. “It wasn’t J. The chick ran. Q stopped her.” Ridley shrugged, then stepped up to where Ariadne stood on the stairs.


    Her eyes tightened as he approached, then he leaned in and—


    “Eeew,” I whispered as their lips met. I turned away. Gross.


    “Asshole,” J whispered.


    “Shhh,” Q snapped.


    I looked first at Q, then to J, who shrugged sheepishly then lowered his gaze to the ground, kicking at the dirt with the toe of his boot.


    “Look, Ari,” Q began, “I told her I didn’t want to hurt her. She didn’t give me a—”


    “Enough,” Ariadne snapped. She left Ridley and walked to my side, then grabbed my chin between her fingers and thumb. Turning my face side to side, she clucked her tongue. “Oh, Ever, hon…your face.”


    “Like you care,” I snapped, pulling my chin out of her grasp. “And anyway, I’m fine.”


    Her yellow-green eyes glinted. “Of course you are. So brave these days, aren’t you? You’re welcome.”


    I scoffed. “Excuse me?”


    “Well, I think we can both agree that before I came along, you were a weak little girl pining over a ghost. Now look at you. You’re on the run, you’ve been kidnapped twice—even put up a fight”—she glanced at Q—“and you’re not even a virgin anymore. All because of me. But, no matter. You don’t have to thank me. Your silence is thanks enough.” She waved a hand in the air, then turned around and strolled back up the steps. “Come along, kids. And Q, if you hurt her again, you’ll have me to deal with.”


    Ridley smiled, then followed Ariadne inside.


    Q and J began to lead me, but I dug my feet into the dirt. “Wait. Are you guys serious? Why do you listen to her? Why do you do what she says?”


    J shrugged, so I looked at Q. After Ridley, it was clear that Q was next in line as far as authority around here. J was just a hapless, lovesick puppy, from what I could see.


    “It’s just a job, kiddo. Ari pays well.”


    I didn’t know what to say. Eventually I closed my mouth, so as not to catch flies, then Dumb and Dumber pushed me inside. At least I knew who I was dealing with now, and could be better prepared to hatch an escape plan. I mean, what harm could Ariadne possibly cause? It wasn’t like she could mark my soul any more than it already was.


    I snorted at that thought, then shook my head when Q glanced back at me with his eyebrows raised.


    Inside, the cabin was warm and homey, fully decorated in exactly the way I’d picture a cabin in the woods. A wooden ladder stood to one side of the couch, draped with various quilts and Navajo-style blankets. The couch was large and overstuffed, with a plaid blanket draped over one side. A fire burned in the fireplace, even though the time of year was completely wrong for a fire. I raised an eyebrow and looked at Ariadne.


    “What? I like the ambiance,” she said with a shrug. “Plus, it gets cold up here at night. Anyway, are you hungry?”


    “Well, actually, I was about to eat at”—I paused, remembering why I hadn’t been able to eat my patty melt at the Hi-Lo Café, and it wasn’t because Q kidnapped me. Gracie Lynn’s wide, dead eyes floated through my mind, and I shuddered.


    “What?” Ariadne asked, her voice impatient.


    “The Seeker…”


    “What about Seekers? Did they find you?” Ariadne approached me, pulling my elbow out of J’s hand. “Ugh, Jayson, she’s not a prisoner.”


    I glanced back at Jayson as Ariadne pulled me to the couch to sit down. Not a prisoner, huh? Then why the hell had she kidnapped me?


    “I thought none of the Seekers had found you?” Q asked.


    “I never said that. Where’s Toby?”


    “Ooh, good question, Eleanor. Rid, how’d you get her away from Tobias?”


    “He’s in his trunk,” Ridley answered, his lips pulling up at the corners.


    “What?” Ariadne and I shrieked at the same time.


    “What the hell, Ridley! Go get him!” Ariadne snapped.


    “Relax, babe. He’s not going to suffocate. And Trey’s bringing him now anyway.”


    “You let Trey drive Toby’s Mustang?” Ariadne asked, her voice rising in pitch and shrieking on the last word. She brought her gaze to me, her eyes wide. “He’s going to kill me.”


    I shook my head, flabbergasted. “You’re kidding me, right?” I asked, shocked at how crazy she was. “You branded my soul, Ariadne, whatever that means. People are hunting me. Then, you have your hired goons kidnap me and lock Toby in his own trunk, and you think the fact that one of them drove his car is what’s going to seal the deal for your death warrant?”


    “He doesn’t let anyone drive that car, Eleanor. You should know that.”


    “I’ve driven it.”


    “What? You’re lying.”


    I shrugged. Maybe I was. She didn’t need to know.


    Ariadne’s eyes narrowed, then she brushed it off with a wave of her hand in the air. “Anyway, we didn’t really kidnap you, and Ridley hates Toby, so the trunk part was just for fun. A little revenge on my ex-boyfriend from my new boyfriend. No biggie.”


    “You’re truly psychotic; you know that, right?”


    “Aw, Evvy, that’s the sweetest thing you’ve ever said to me.”


    “Here they are now,” Ridley said, interrupting the most absurd conversation I’d ever been a part of. “See? No harm no foul.”


    Just as the words left Ridley’s mouth, I glanced out the large window and watched Toby’s classic Mustang come sliding through the clearing in the trees, dust flying behind it like a tornado shooting out from the exhaust pipe. The driver—Trey—slammed on the brakes, bringing the car to a screeching, and sideways, halt in front of the steps. I flew off the couch and out the door, then ran down the front stairs.
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    “Open it!” I shouted at no one in particular, my finger extended toward the trunk of the Mustang.


    The driver opened his door and climbed out, his head hanging down and making his dirty blond hair drape across his eyes. He had an ear bud in each ear, and he fiddled with an iPod in one hand while his other hand jiggled the car keys. He was really tall, though with his head and shoulders drooping downward, he appeared smaller. Built like a runner—long and lean—he was probably well over six feet tall when not hunched over. He didn’t even notice me standing behind the car in a panic.


    The passenger door opened, and I gasped.


    “Toby!” I shouted, then ran around the car and flew into his open arms. “You’re not in the trunk!”


    Toby pulled back to look down at me, his lips pulled into a scowl. “No, I’m not in the”—he softened slightly when he saw my cheek, then his eyes widened—“what the hell did they do to you?” With one swoop of his arm, he positioned me behind him as he rounded to face Ariadne and her boys.


    “It wasn’t me, Toby,” Ariadne said, her hands up in the air. “I never told them to hurt her. What do you take me for?” She smiled, then winked. “Don’t answer that, lover.”


    “Ridley?” Toby growled.


    Ridley smirked, then shook his head from side to side with one eyebrow raised.


    I turned to my right as Trey came to stand beside me, leaning against Toby’s car—as if he wasn’t one of Ariadne’s hired goons. He crossed his arms over his chest, hindering my view of the shirt he was wearing—with a picture of Bigfoot on it. Bigfoot. Only Bigfoot wasn’t stomping through the forest like I’d imagine he’d be doing, if he existed in the first place…he was riding a bicycle across the moon like E.T. did.


    Trey wouldn’t bring his gaze to mine, even as I openly stared at him, which, combined with his hunched shoulders, his blatant avoidance made him appear slightly awkward.


    Or, maybe it was his strange choice in t-shirts.


    “Trey,” Toby said, bringing my attention to Toby, who hadn’t taken his gaze off Ridley, Quinn and Jayson.


    “Trey,” Toby said again, slightly louder this time.


    I elbowed Trey, finally getting his attention. His big blue eyes met mine, so I nodded in Toby’s direction, and Trey’s eyes followed. He barely acknowledged Toby’s extended hand before returning to whatever was so intriguing on his iPod, but when he tossed Toby his keys they landed perfectly in Toby’s hand, indicating Trey was anything but awkward. He glanced up briefly one more time and his blue eyes met my gaze again. He was cute. For a guy who liked Bigfoot and may or may not be on our side. The jury was still out on that one.


    “Which one of you hurt her?” Toby said, bringing my focus back to the group of people who stood before us.


    Ariadne didn’t seem scared, but then, she’d just orchestrated a kidnapping, so she was clearly more deranged than I’d originally thought. Ridley stood beside her, smirking, his piercing glinting in a small shaft of sunlight poking through the pines. Quinn and Jayson remained still, their gazes both locked on Toby. Funny how they weren’t so tough when they didn’t think my boyfriend was locked in his trunk.


    I mean, um, not my boyfriend.


    “Who are these two?” Toby asked, nodding toward Quinn and Jayson.


    Ariadne looked at the two guys, then waved her hand in the air. “No one, Tobias. Errand boys.”


    “Excuse me?” Quinn snapped, bringing his narrowed gaze to Ariadne. He glared at her then turned to Ridley. “You owe me two hundred bucks.”


    “Oh, please,” Ariadne drawled. “You delivered damaged goods, Quinn. You get nothing.”


    “I’m sorry, what?” Quinn stepped forward, his gaze narrowed. “You’ll pay me, Ari.”


    “After what you did to her face?” Ariadne snapped, glancing at Toby with a sly smile. She knew exactly what she was doing letting Toby know who was responsible for the road rash covering the right side of my face.


    Toby tensed, so I placed a hand on his shoulder, trying to get his attention. After he didn’t respond, I tightened my grip, and he finally relaxed—slightly—then turned his head to glance at me standing behind him. I maneuvered myself to stand beside him instead, suddenly realizing I’d allowed him to make me his damsel again. I really needed to stop allowing people to push me into that role, now that I was on the run for my life.


    “It wasn’t his fault, Toby. He told me not to run,” I said, shrugging. “So I ran.”


    Toby’s deep blue gaze bore into mine. “He kidnapped you, Ever.”


    “I know. And you’re right. That is his fault. And his,” I said, pointing to Jayson. “And his,” I said, moving my finger down the line to Ridley. “But mostly hers.” I looked away from Toby, focusing on Ariadne’s golden eyes. “And frankly, I just want to get the hell away from here and from her, and from all of this. Okay?”


    “We’re not just going to let this slide, babe.” Toby grabbed my chin and brought my gaze back to his. “They kidnapped you,” he said slowly, nodding as if willing me to understand the gravity of the situation.


    “I know,” I said, matching his slow pace. “But hey,” I said flippantly, “it’s not like it was the first time, right?” Budum chhh.


    His mouth fell open.


    “Oh, Tobias,” Ariadne purred as she approached us. Her red-tipped fingers grazed my arm. “It was supposed to be a little joke.”


    I scoffed. “A joke?”


    “Don’t be such a baby, sis. You weren’t supposed to get hurt.”


    “But I did get hurt,” I growled.


    “I know. And I’m sorry.” She reached out to touch my cheek, but Toby’s arm flew up and he grabbed her wrist, keeping her hand a few inches away from my face. She pulled out of his grasp and turned away from us, walking back to stand beside Ridley. “As someone who values her face, I can understand how upsetting that must be—especially when you already have something less than stellar to work with.”—she winked—“There’s Neosporin and Band-Aids upstairs in the medicine cabinet.” Ariadne stared at me, waiting. “Well? Go on now. Tend to your face.”


    I turned to Toby. “Can we just go?”


    He nodded, then tossed the keys back to Trey—the guy never even looked up at Toby but caught the keys and walked to the other side of the car. Toby reached down to open the door for me.


    “Wait,” I said, placing my hand over his. “With him?”


    Toby smiled. “Yeah, babe, about that”—he glanced up at Trey, then back to me—“Sorry I never told you.”


    “Told me what, exactly?”


    “That’s my baby brother.”


    Shocked, I glanced to Trey, who shrugged as he disappeared, climbing into the car.


    “Your what?” Ariadne shrieked.


    Toby’s smile grew ten sizes. He leaned down, brushed a kiss against my lips, then turned to face the rest of the group.


    “Oh, shoot. I must have failed to tell you that little tidbit of info, too.” Toby turned back to me, then nodded toward the car as he opened the door for me and turned his head back to Ariadne. “So that’s Trey. My baby brother. You hired him to kidnap Ever and oh, I don’t know, keep me locked up in my own trunk, but here’s the best part… I’d already sent him to keep an eye on you. How’s that for irony, Ari?”


    Ariadne’s mouth opened, then closed a few times, and her eyes blazed with anger. I watched from the backseat of Toby’s Mustang, unable to keep the smile off my face.


    “I’m assuming your boy toy there got the drop on me…he seems like the sucker punch type…and I’m pissed about that. Without Ridley’s cowardice”—Toby paused when Ridley sneered at him—“without his cowardice,” Toby repeated with emphasis, “your errand boys would have never made it out of the parking lot, and my girl’s face wouldn’t be all scratched up. But seeing that look on your face right now, Ari? That makes the sting a bit more bearable. Doesn’t it, Ever?”


    I nodded, though he wasn’t looking at me to see the movement. His gaze was still locked in a silent battle with Ariadne’s golden eyes.


    “We’re leaving, Princess. Stay away from me, and if you know what’s good for you, you’ll stay the hell away from Ever.”


    Toby turned to climb into the front seat, smiling at me as he did so. I smiled back—


    “Oh, Eleanor?” Ariadne called, her voice shrill. “You don’t want to leave before I tell you how to get out of this, do you?”


    Toby froze, his dark gaze locked on mine.


    My stomach sank.


    “Either you have to die, or Frankie has to die…but one of you has to relive that car accident; otherwise, your soul will be branded until someone turns you in. I’ll let you decide what to do.”
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    Toby’s left hand froze on the headrest, his other hand holding onto the door. He was half in, half out of the car, completely immobile by Ariadne’s words. I stared straight ahead, focusing on his fingers curled around the seat. My stomach felt hollow. Like my chest. No words formed in my mind. I tried so hard to focus on Toby’s hand. So hard…


    The vision of Frankie’s overturned Chevy flooded my mind, clouding my thoughts with curling tendrils of black smoke and all too familiar fumes. Toby’s fingers, his car, everything melted away. Liquid trickled down the rocks of the nearby stream, gas flowed from the tank, crickets resumed their nightly chorus, creating a cacophony of noises I’d never forget, never be able to not relate to this scene. The scent of gasoline tickled my nose. The pungent fragrance of burnt rubber wafted up from the tires—one of them still spinning around and around in the air, the grating sound unlike anything I’d heard before or since.


    Frankie’s body to my left, his voice on my right…


    “I’m scared, Frankie. Will you stay with me?”


    “Always.”


    “Ever?” Toby’s voice broke through the memory, but I couldn’t focus on him. My mind still surrounded me with the car accident, as if I was there, living that moment all over again. Toby touched my face, his hand cupping my cheek, anchoring me, pulling me back to him. “Ever, look at me.”


    I brought my gaze to his, so close. He’d pulled the seat forward and leaned into the backseat, his head level with mine.


    “Are you okay?”


    I nodded as the present day world soaked in around me. Forest. Trees. Toby. His car. I glanced to the driver’s seat. That guy. Who is that guy? I glanced back to Toby, then outside to the right. Ariadne stood with three guys. The odor of gasoline vanished as I recalled their names; Jayson, Quinn, Ridley. Then I turned my head back to look at Trey in the front seat. Toby’s brother. Toby has a brother.


    “You have a brother.”


    “I do. Are you okay?”


    “I’m okay.” I nodded, then licked my lips, my mouth feeling parched. “Let me out.”


    Toby has a brother, and I have to relive the worst night of my life.


    I inhaled a deep breath as I climbed out of the car on shaky legs. Recalling those moments I spent at the bottom of the ravine on Ortega Highway had shocked my system, but only momentarily. I needed to hear what else Ariadne had to say.


    She stood at the bottom of the steps, holding Ridley’s hand, her eyes focused on me. She grinned—a satisfied, evil smile. Officially the worst sister a girl could ask for.


    “Well now,” Ariadne said. “That’s better. Why don’t we all head inside for a chat? It’ll be dark in a couple hours anyway, and you really don’t want to maneuver through these mountain roads at night if you don’t know them—you never know what could happen.”


    My chest tightened as Ariadne winked, then she and Ridley climbed the steps and went inside, Quinn and Jayson following. She was truly a hateful bitc—


    “Ev?” Toby leaned down, bringing his lips to my ear. “We’ll stay as little or as long as you want. Don’t worry about the drive, okay? I’m not afraid of driving on these roads.”


    I nodded, pushing more images of the car accident out of my mind, then began walking toward the cabin with Toby.


    “Tobes?”


    We turned around to face Trey, who leaned against the Mustang, his arms crossed over the roof.


    “Want me to stay here with the car ready, or come inside?”


    “May as well come inside, buddy.”


    Trey nodded, then shoved his ear bud back into his ear and followed behind us, hands in his pockets.


    “You have a brother,” I whispered again, looking up at Toby.


    “I do. I’m sorry I didn’t tell you. I would have, eventually, but—”


    “It’s okay. I’m kind of excited to get to know him.”


    “You’ll love him.”


    I glanced back at Trey and smiled, though he still focused on his iPod. I watched him maneuver around rocks and take the steps two at a time without even glancing up to check his path. I shook my head as we entered the cabin’s living room and took a seat.


    “Hungry?” Ariadne asked.


    “No,” I said. “Get to the point, Ariadne.”


    She sighed, then sat down beside Ridley in an oversized chair.


    “Look. It’s no secret I don’t like you”—her narrowed eyes met mine—“And it’s no secret that I went after Toby when I knew he was yours.”


    I raised my eyebrows but said nothing.


    “What? I don’t lose, okay?”


    Didn’t, I thought. You didn’t lose. Now you do.


    Obviously.


    As if following my thoughts, Toby placed his hand over my hand that rested on my thigh, and laced his fingers through mine. I glanced at him, but didn’t move my hand, I could probably stop whatever was building—or rebuilding—between us…but I honestly didn’t want to.


    “Anyway,” she continued, glaring at Toby’s hand on mine—I wondered how Ridley felt about the way she still pined for Toby, or if he even knew. “I gave Frankie his life back, as you already know, but I never meant to—”


    “Don’t, Ari,” Toby warned. “Don’t tell us you never meant to hurt Ever. Or hurt me.”


    “Oh, honey, I would never say that. I absolutely meant to hurt you. Both of you”—she paused, her gaze flicking between Toby and me—“what I never meant to do was place a Soul Brand on her.”


    “Are you serious?” I asked, having trouble believing I was in this mess by accident.


    “Ari,” Toby growled. “Please don’t expect me to believe you didn’t know what you were doing when you branded Ever’s soul. What do you take me for?”


    Ariadne shrugged. “I swear, you guys. I had no idea. I was just trying to scare her.”


    “With a Soul Brand?” Toby shouted, leaping from the couch.


    Ridley stood up quickly, matching Toby’s stance and mirroring his aggression. “Sit down, bro.”


    Toby stepped forward, his shins knocking into the wooden coffee table.


    “Toby,” I whispered. This is not the time for a fight. “Come on, sit down.” I reached for his hand, wrapping my fingers around his clenched fist. “I want to hear the rest of Ariadne’s explanation.”


    He turned to look down at me, his blue-black eyes blazing.


    I nodded, then lightly tugged at his hand. He sat, leaning forward slightly and resting his elbows on his knees. The tension remained in the rigid lines of his shoulders and back.


    “Go ahead, Ari. Tell us how you accidentally Soul Branded my girlfriend out of spite.”


    “Girlfriend?” Ariadne questioned, one eyebrow raised. “Anyway, it’s like I already said: I didn’t know what I was doing—”


    “You expect me to believe you didn’t know about—?”


    “Uh-uh,” she said, cutting Toby’s retort off with a wag of her finger. “I knew all about Soul Brands. I just didn’t know how to create one, or that I even had the power to do so.”


    Toby flew off the couch once more. “The hell you didn’t! You’re a direct descendant of an Original!”


    “Huh?” An original? Once again, Ever was out of the loop.


    Toby turned back to me, then sat down beside me once more. “She’s Ted Stone’s daughter, which makes her—”


    “Half,” I clarified for him. “She’s only half Ted Stone’s daughter.” Something I’d never forget, because unfortunately, Ariadne was also half of Annabelle Van Ruysdael.


    “Yes, half. Which, if we’re being honest, is supposed to be impossible for an Original.”


    “Too bad it wasn’t,” I muttered.


    “Love you too, sis.”


    I glared at her, then focused on Toby once more. “Original?”


    “She’s a direct descendant of an Original soul collector, even if only by half, and regardless of how impossible that should be.”


    I nodded, growing impatient. I just wanted him to get to the point so we could figure out exactly what I had to do to break the curse. Or Soul Brand. Or whatever the hell.


    “She’s more powerful than the rest of us, aside from Ted and other Originals, of course, because she was born a collector, not made into one.”


    “Like you?”


    “Exactly.”


    Ariadne huffed. “That’s all true, but I swear I didn’t know how to brand her, or even that I had the ability to do so. I thought it was something”—she shrugged—“something only my dad could do. Or others like him. Originals.”


    “I don’t believe you, Ariadne.”


    “I don’t really care, Tobias. And that doesn’t actually matter now, does it? Ever is branded, and the fact remains that in order to un-brand her, she either has to allow one of us to turn her in and collect, or she has to relive that night.”


    “But—”


    “Or it could be Frankie, honey”—she grinned—“if you don’t want to give up your future with Toby.” Her smile dripped with malice, Ariadne obviously finding pleasure in my pain.


    “God, why do you hate me so much?” I whispered the words, accidentally thinking aloud.


    Ariadne jumped up from her chair. “Why do I hate you so much? For real? Let me count the ways!” She raised her hand and extended a finger with each point she made. “One: you’re pathetic and constantly in need of saving. Ugh, gag me. Two: you can’t think for your damn self. Three: you have Toby wrapped around your finger, as if having Frankie so far up your butt wasn’t sufficient. Four: you have absolutely no idea how beautiful you are, which makes you all that more attractive, and frankly, it’s infuriating. Five: you’ve had eighteen years with my mother and I’ve had nothing!” She slammed her hand over her mouth, as if she’d never meant to say that.


    “You can’t be serious,” I muttered, feeling slightly sympathetic, but mostly defensive. “That’s not my fault.”


    “Well, it’s not mine!” She sank back down beside Ridley, without saying another word.


    After a few minutes of heavy silence, I spoke up, “So now what? Do I really have to relive that night? That seems so unfair—”


    “Ever, honey, you’re Soul Branded. What did you think I would do, just wipe it off like an old grass stain on the knee of your favorite jeans?”


    “So what does that mean, exactly?” I asked, ignoring the fact that nasty Ariadne had returned. Get to the point. When she didn’t answer, I turned to Toby, who sighed and gazed down at his hands in his lap.


    “Frankie isn’t supposed to be alive, Ever. Giving him a second chance at life was…unnatural. You have to see that. We aren’t supposed to just bring souls back on a whim”—he paused, looking up to glare at Ariadne—“but it could have, and likely would have, been ignored—”


    “Until I drew attention to it by branding you. Accidentally, of course.”


    I stood, ready to get the heck out of dodge. “Brilliant. Your accident means my death. Or Frankie’s. I hope you’re proud of yourself.”


    “Honey, I am always proud of myself.”
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    “I can’t believe we’re staying here, Ever. I really think we should get on the road.” Toby stood at the window, scanning the forest below—the first time he’d paused his pacing since we came upstairs to this guest bedroom an hour ago.


    “I know. And I agree with you, but I can’t shake Ariadne’s comments about the mountain roads at night. Please understand.”


    He turned to face me, a small frown tugging at his lips. “I do. I just want to keep you safe…and staying here for too long—”


    “Just for a little while, okay? We’ll get some sleep, then head out first thing in the morning. Please, Toby, I don’t want to go out there if the roads are difficult to navigate in the dark.”


    “Okay.” He sighed as he resumed his pacing.


    “So, my mom…and Ted…that should have never happened? Like, physically, I mean?” I pulled my knees up and wrapped my arms around my legs. The enormous canopy bed I sat on called to me, but I wanted to stay awake a little longer, learn as much as I could.


    “Yeah, see, Ted isn’t supposed to be able to have kids. There’s a group of Originals, and they have to make their family—their employees, really, since none of us consider ourselves related to them. I mean, Ted’s the furthest thing from a father in my book, and I’ve had the worst of the worst. Ariadne is a fluke, I guess.” He ran his hands through his hair as he passed by the bed once more. “I don’t know. It doesn’t make any sense. I mean, I wonder if there are more like her, more descendants of the Original collectors.”


    He wasn’t even talking to me anymore, just thinking aloud.


    “I mean, hell, if there are more…more like Ari…what would this mean for Collectors? What would this—?”


    “Toby?”


    He turned, his hand frozen in his hair. His eyes widened, as if he suddenly remembered I was in the room with him. “Sorry. I’m rambling, aren’t I?”


    I smiled and nodded, then patted the bed beside me. “Why don’t you come sit down? Your pacing is making me crazy.”


    Toby scanned the bed, then looked me over. His hand fell to his side, and his chest puffed out as he inhaled a deep breath. His dark gaze locked on mine.


    I swallowed, suddenly feeling like I couldn’t breathe, the air thick and heavy.


    He scanned the bed, looked around the room, then settled back into the chair in the corner.


    Gee, thanks, I thought, trying not to take it personally. I mean, I got that he was trying to be respectful, not push any boundaries between us, but wow, what a rejection.


    “I can’t go back to the accident, Toby,” I said, attempting to extinguish the odd feeling between us. Maybe more talking would ease the thick tension in the room.


    “I know. I wouldn’t let you anyway.”


    “Excuse me? You wouldn’t let me?” I tried to focus on the offensive nature of that statement, instead of the way his protectiveness made me feel so warm inside.


    “Ever”—his dark gaze held mine—“I won’t lose you again. I mean, I know you’re not mine, and…well, maybe you never will be. I messed up. So many times I messed things up with you. But I won’t lose you twice. And I especially won’t let you jump into that ravine to—”


    “Wait. What did you just say?”


    Toby’s eyes widened, then he looked away from me. “I thought you knew; thought you understood. You have to relive that night…you have to…someone has to—”


    “Oh my God. I actually have to jump to my death?”


    “Or Frankie has to. That’s the only way to get rid of the Soul Brand.”


    “That doesn’t make any sense! If I die where Frankie died, how does that make any difference at all? I’ll be dead! Who cares about an effing Soul Brand if I’m dead, Toby?” I jumped off the bed—my turn to pace tracks in the wood flooring. “If I die, whether because a collector turned me in for extra brownie points, or because I swan dived into an effing ravine, what’s the difference?”


    “I don’t know how to explain it, Ever. It’s just the way it is. You can either relive that night and take Frankie’s place, or Frankie can relive that night and die the way fate intended, or a collector can turn you in. Those are the options.”


    “So basically—if we’re being honest here—there really is no way to reverse a Soul Brand. Because whether I die or Frankie dies…someone is going to die. We can’t both come out of this alive.”


    He nodded.


    That’s it? You have nothing to say? I screamed at him in my head. Perfect. My life became better and better by the second.


    I shook my head. “I’m not face-diving into a ravine, Toby.”


    “I’m so relieved to hear you say that. I’ll—”


    “I’m not finished. I’m not going to allow Frankie to do it either. I can’t even begin to tell you what that night was like. What we went through”—I paused, trying to rein in the tears. I pushed the grief down, covering it with my anger and hoping it would hold—“and as adamant as you are about not losing me twice, I am a thousand times more adamant about not losing Frankie. I will not”—I held a finger up in the air to silence him when his mouth opened—“I will not allow Frankie to go through that again. I refuse.”


    Toby rose, then walked to where I stood shaking in the middle of the room. “Ever, please think about what you’re saying. Frankie would never want—”


    “No, Toby.” I pulled free from his hands on my face. “You don’t get to tell me what Frankie would want, or what I want, or even what you want. This is my decision. I am the one who’s branded. No one else. Just me. This is my decision to make.”


    Toby looked down, then nodded once. I knew him well enough to know the gears turned inside his head right now and he’d continue hatching a plan for my rescuing until he managed to save me from myself, but this wasn’t up to him. I wasn’t his to save.


    I returned to the bed, then sat down atop the covers. I inhaled a few deep breaths, calming myself, and accepted my original decision all over again. Really, nothing had changed. I’d set out on this journey, pretending to be on the run with Toby, but really, I’d just been biding my time until I had to let him turn me over to whoever he had to turn me over to so he could collect on my marked soul. Now, it was either me dying in that ravine, or me dying when Toby turned me over to an Original, or whomever he had to see to collect on my soul’s value. That latter option had to be better than jumping into a ravine at the bottom of Ortega Highway, and it was absolutely better than watching Frankie die a second time.


    When I said goodbye to my mom, Jessie and Frankie, I knew deep down it was the last time. I’d had hope for a different outcome, but deep down I knew.


    So this was it. My last days on Earth.


    I looked up at Toby, who stood frozen in the middle of the room where I’d left him. He was working on his plan, so devious… I had to appreciate the lengths he thought he was about to go to, whatever they may be. I couldn’t deny he loved me and that when it came to saving me I knew he’d do what he could.


    Hell, I wouldn’t be surprised if he called Frankie and my mom and got everyone else involved in saving poor little Ever. But this was my mess to clean up. I may not have started it, but I would finish it.


    “Are you cold?” Toby asked, breaking my thoughts. “Do you want me to…?” He motioned toward the fireplace in our guest room.


    I nodded.


    Toby lit the fire, then turned around to face me. He took two steps toward the bed, then paused, his gaze flicking over my face once more. “I can sleep in Trey’s room. If you want. I mean, if you’re mad at me, or…if you’re uncomf—”


    “I don’t want to be alone, Toby. What if that Seeker comes? Or a different one? One that won’t just let us go this time…”


    “Okay.” He took another step forward, then sat down on the other side of the bed, his back to me and his shoulders rigid.


    My pulse began to race. Something about his sudden uncertainty was intriguing. This confident, often arrogant, guy who seemed to always know exactly what he wanted and how to get it was…what, nervous?


    He’d referred to me as ‘his girl’ more than once. He’d called me ‘babe,’ as if nothing had changed between us. He’d kissed me. Three times. And now, in a bedroom alone, in some cabin in Northern California, in the middle of a forest I’d likely never be able to find my way in or out of again, now he chose to be unsure of himself?


    Time to stop those gears from turning inside his head. I didn’t have much time left—holy crap, I never thought I’d say that and actually mean it—and I refused to spend my last few days, weeks, or hell, possibly moments, watching Toby brainstorm.


    “Toby?”


    He turned his head around stiffly, barely moving his body. His gaze found mine, intense and dark, and I sucked in a quick breath. God, he was beautiful.


    “Come here, please.”


    His eyes widened, just briefly, then he reached down, pulled off his boots, and crawled up onto the bed. On all fours, he watched me, waiting for me to change my mind. I reached out, placed my hand on his cheek, and mustered every last bit of bravery I could find within myself. I pushed up with my free hand, then, keeping my gaze locked with his, I closed the distance between us.


    When my lips met his, he relaxed, and the familiar, confident Toby returned. He placed his hands on either side of my neck, thankfully avoiding the raw skin of my cheek, then deepened the kiss, his tongue slipping out to taste my lips, then parting them. His teeth grazed my bottom lip, then his lips molded over mine once more, and his tongue entered my mouth.


    He pressed into me, slowly lowering me down to the pillows and resting on his elbows above me. He kissed me relentlessly, making up for the months we’d been apart. He kissed me the way only Toby could kiss me—with confidence and hunger, possessiveness and comfort. As safe as Frankie made me feel, Toby made me feel alive, electrified…excited. Heat swam through my veins as I wrapped my arms around Toby’s shoulders, holding him to me.


    If Frankie was security and love, Toby was rawness and vitality. No wonder I’d loved them both for so long…in such completely different ways.


    I ran my hands down his back, then slid them up underneath his faded black t-shirt. I remembered with perfect clarity how solid his body was, how each muscle was defined, and the ridges that lined his chest called to me now. I pulled his shirt up over his back, sliding my fingertips along his skin as I did so. He sat up on his knees to help me pull the shirt over his head, and my breath caught in my throat when my gaze landed on the dark-lined angel wing tattoo spawning his entire left side. I knew what it was now, how he’d received it, what he lost because of it. I traced the tip of the wing from the top of his shoulder, down his chest, then stopped where the wing ended beneath his rib cage. He didn’t breathe as I pushed up on one elbow to kiss the bottommost tip of the longest feather.


    “I’m sorry this happened to you,” I whispered.


    Toby let his breath out in a sigh, then grabbed my face and pulled me up to him, both of us now kneeling. He covered my mouth with his, then drew me close to him with one arm around my waist, the other hand cupping the base of my head. He pulled back briefly, breaking the kiss, his dark blue eyes searching mine.


    “Do you know how incredible you are? I’m not sorry about what happened to me. It brought me to you.”


    Wetness pooled in my eyes, but before I could think of a response, his mouth was on mine once more. I relaxed into his arms, pressed against his hard body, and let all worries of the future and mistakes of the past fade away.
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    Sunshine poured in through the sheer curtains, flooding the room with morning light. Waking up on my back, I stretched—my legs tangling with Toby’s as I did so. My eyes flew open, and I grinned as heat rushed to my cheeks. I froze, waiting to see if he stirred, if he was awake. When he didn’t move, I slowly turned toward him. He slept flat on his stomach, his right arm and leg draped over me, and his face half hidden beneath a pillow. I studied his face, so soft and innocent while he slept, the usual hard, worried expression gone for the time being. He was so peaceful.


    I felt peaceful.


    I curled up beside him, snuggling closer until his arm tightened around me, and his leg pulled me closer into the curl of his body.


    “Mmm,” he sighed. “Good morning.”


    “Good morning,” I whispered back, my face pressed into his bare chest. I ran my fingertips up and down his side. “I don’t want to get up.”


    “Then don’t.” He pressed his nose into the top of my head, then squeezed me even tighter. “You let me kiss you again.”


    I giggled. “That I did.”


    “I’m glad. I like kissing you.”


    I smiled, then closed my eyes and wished my life was normal…wished this was a normal day where all I had to worry about was what to wear to class, where Jessie and I would eat lunch, and which resident advisor was hottest. But, oh no, that wasn’t my life. My life was sand in an hourglass and just about done.


    I sighed, not realizing I had until Toby leaned up on his elbow to look at me.


    “What is it?”


    I raised one eyebrow. “What isn’t it?”


    He smirked. “Yeah. That was a lame question.” He ran his thumb over my bottom lip, then his smirk pulled into a smile. “I have a plan.”


    “Dammit!” I sat up, turning around to face him and crossing my legs. “I knew you’d hatch some crazy plan, Toby, but I meant what I said. I’m not letting Frankie die again, and I’m not jumping into that freaking ravine. End of story.”


    “What about option three?”


    I tilted my head. “What do you mean, option three?”


    “What if we made them think we were going to turn you in, but we convince them to allow us to wait until the very last minute?”


    “Okay,” I said, wary of his plan messing up mine. “Then what?”


    “I don’t know, but at least I’ll have more time to figure something out. Like, maybe if Ted and the other Originals could help us delay this, give us at least until your nineteenth birthday like Ariadne—”


    I sighed. “Toby…we don’t need more time. I want you to turn me in,” I said, not meeting his gaze. “I want you to use my soul to lessen your sentence. I want it to be you.”


    “Ever.”


    I didn’t look up at him. I knew he’d disagree with this part of my plan, but he didn’t have to agree with it—he just had to stay out of my way when I acted on it, and that was something I’d figure out when the time came.


    “Look at me.” He sat up and reached for me, placing his thumb and forefinger on my chin. “You’re so stubborn,” he whispered, shaking his head. “I’m not turning you over to anyone, and I’m sure as shit not claiming the value on your soul. God, I can’t believe you’d even think that was an option.”


    That option has been my plan all along.


    “We’ll find a way to delay this, and will figure it out. I’m not losing you. I meant that.”


    “Rise and shine, sleepyheads!” Ariadne’s voice preceded the door to our room flying wide open.


    We both jumped, startled by the loudness of her voice, and her sudden presence in the room.


    “Shit, Ari,” Toby growled. “Knock next time!”


    “Aw, so sorry, Tobias. Were you guys being…intimate?” The word dripped with sarcasm, and her lip curled up in disgust. “Also, my house, my rules. I don’t have to knock.”


    “Good morning, Ariadne,” I said with a yawn. “You weren’t interrupting anything. Of course, had you come in last night…” I trailed off, surprised by my own rudeness. Although, the widening of her eyes was worth saying something so bitchy and out of character for me.


    “T. M. I., Eleanor. T. M. freaking I,” she growled.


    “Wait,” Toby chimed in. “Did you just say this was your house? I highly doubt that.”


    Ariadne’s smile grew. “Possession is nine-tenths of the law,” she said with a shrug. “Squatters rights and all that.”


    “Oh my God,” I muttered, shaking my head. “Who lives here?”


    “Does it matter? They’re not here now, are they?”


    My mouth dropped open, and I looked to Toby for some sort of explanation.


    He rolled his eyes, clearly not shocked that Ariadne would stoop to breaking and entering.


    I opened my mouth, then closed it. Then opened it again…but words failed me. I flopped back onto the bed.


    “What’s your plan, Ari?” Toby stood, then stretched, drawing the attention of both girls in the room.


    “Damn, Toby. You look just as good as I remember.”


    “Back off, sis.”


    Ariadne winked. “Relax, little girl. I’m with Ridley now.”


    “Then you should start acting like it.”


    “Well, well, isn’t that the pot calling the kettle?”


    My jaw tightened in response to her words.


    “I mean, really, Ever, who is your boyfriend these days, anyway? I could have sworn it was Frankie, but look at you two…were you guys having sex in here?”


    “We haven’t…I didn’t…we weren’t…”


    “Ugh. Stop stammering, Eleanor—”


    “Ari,” Toby warned, as he grabbed a change of clothes from his duffle bag. “That’s enough. What’s your plan? You got us into this mess, so I assume you’re working on a way to fix it.”


    “I already told you how to fix it. Ever has to die. Or Frankie can—it’s really not up to me.”


    I jumped from the bed, fuming, and strode to where she still stood in the doorway. “Am I really supposed to believe that you care nothing about me? That you found out we’re actually sisters, and that means nothing?”


    Ariadne’s eyes widened for the slightest of seconds, so quick I almost missed the action, then she narrowed her gaze. “Just because our dads fucked the same woman does not make us sisters.”


    I heard the smack of skin on skin as I slapped my hand across her face before I even realized I’d moved.


    Her palm flew up to her cheek, a look of horror pulling her blazing eyes wide.


    Toby jumped between us, and Trey appeared out of nowhere to restrain Ariadne—who looked like she was about to rip me to shreds.


    “You bitch,” she snarled. “Get out! Get out of here right now! I don’t care what happens to you, you useless little girl! Do you hear me?” Trey pulled her out of the room, tugging until her fingers released the door jamb—“Out! You too, Tobias! We’re done here! Ugh! Get your hands off of—”


    Toby slammed the bedroom door, cutting off Ariadne’s rant. “So, you want to get going then?” he asked, barely able to restrain his smile.


    “This isn’t funny.”


    “Oh, I beg to differ. The look on her face—”


    “Toby,” I moaned. “Be serious. She just kicked us out, and I made her an even bigger enemy than she was before. What are we going to do now?”


    Toby took my hands in his, amusement still tugging at his lips. “We’re going to leave. We’ll get back on the road, continue on our way, like we planned before Ari complicated our lives once again. We’re still set to meet up with your mom and Ted, so that’s what we’ll do.”


    “Just pretend this never happened?”


    “Yes. But not the part where you let me kiss you and then slept in my arms.”


    Damn my red cheeks. I felt them heat up, then watched Toby’s gaze flick from cheek to cheek, then back to my eyes. He smiled, then bent to brush his lips across mine. “Let’s get ready to kick rocks.”


    “Kick rocks?”


    “Yeah, you know, bail.”


    I shook my head. “Okay, just don’t say kick rocks again.”


    He bent to quickly kiss me once more. “Fine. Anything for you.”


    “Mhmm,” I said, rolling my eyes. “I’m going to shower. Give me twenty minutes and I’ll be ready to kick rocks.”
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    An hour or so later, we were packed into Toby’s Mustang, with Trey in the back, heading north on our original route once again.


    “How’s your face feeling today?”


    “How’s your face feeling today?”


    I ran my fingertips over the road rash, then glanced at Toby. “It’s fine. I think it looks worse than it feels.”


    “It looks like shit.”


    I whipped my head around to glare at Trey, who just shrugged.


    “Um, thanks a lot?”


    “Sorry, babe. I should have warned you—Trey says whatever’s on his mind.” Toby shrugged. “No filter.”


    I quickly glanced back at Trey, who smiled, then focused on the book in his hands.


    “But it doesn’t hurt too bad?” Toby asked.


    “Nah.” I shrugged. It could have been worse, I guess, and I figure that had I been kidnapped for real, things could have been way worse than some road rash. “I can’t believe she had me kidnapped! I mean, ugh, who does that?”


    Toby shook his head. “I can’t even begin to try to understand that chick, or why she does what she does.”


    Because she’s an effing psychopath, that’s why.


    “She’s a nutjob, Tobes. Seems simple enough to me.”


    I glanced back and flashed a smile at Trey. I liked him already. His shirt choice today was something I didn’t quite understand. Not that I’d understood the bicycling Bigfoot, but still. a melting Rubik’s Cube. Melting? Nope. Definitely didn’t get it.


    Once we made it out of the winding mountain roads and back onto Interstate 5, my stomach growled. We were just northwest of Weed—the Hi-Lo Café long behind us—and I realized I couldn’t remember the last time I’d actually eaten a square meal. We’d snacked a bit last night, but Ariadne didn’t have much more than crackers and cheese and some Gatorade she’d sent her lackeys to the store for. Before that, I’d been about to eat my patty melt when the Seeker came and killed that poor waitress, then I was faux-kidnapped by my asshole sister, who probably goes down in history as worst sister on Earth. Maybe I’ll get her a coffee mug.


    “Hungry?” Toby placed his hand on my thigh and squeezed. “We haven’t had much to eat.”


    “That’s for sure. Does she always eat appetizers for dinner?”


    “Yeah, pretty much.”


    No wonder she’s so skinny.


    “That’s probably why she looks malnourished,” Trey stated matter-of-factly. “I’m starved. I want wings.”


    I grinned. Couldn’t even help myself. “Wings sound good.”


    “All right, guys, wings it is.” Toby glanced at the time on his cell phone. “We should be in Medford, Oregon in about an hour. Can you make it that far?” He glanced at me.


    “Yeah, I’ll make it”—I pulled out a ream of crackers and a bag of red grapes, then smiled—“Plus, I robbed Ariadne on our way out the door.”
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    Eleven hours and two restaurant stops later, we arrived in—and drove right through—Portland, even though Trey had practically begged Toby to stop for Voodoo Donuts and a trip to Powell’s bookstore. Truthfully, I’d been a bit interested in stopping for some sightseeing as well, but Toby was right: we had more important things to focus on and there’d be plenty of time for exploring the world later on…after he saved me, of course.


    I didn’t tell him that would never happen. Best to keep my agenda to myself, let him think I’d given up on my plan to let him turn me in.


    The sun had set a couple hours ago, and I fought to stay awake. Toby, however, was becoming more and more fidgety. I wondered if he was just uncomfortable being back here, back in this area he’d tried so hard to leave in his past, when I remembered—


    “Oh, shit. What happens when we hit the border? The Seeker said he’d take my soul as soon as we crossed over into—”


    “No.” Toby glanced at me, his brows drawn down over his eyes. “I’ll talk to him. I won’t make a deal with him, but if I can just make him think I’ll make the deal…”


    That doesn’t seem like a very good plan.


    “That plan is bullshit, bro,” Trey chimed in from the backseat.


    I nodded. Took the words right out of my mouth, Trey.


    We rode in silence for another thirty minutes or so, but as we neared the Washington/Oregon border, I couldn’t be quiet any longer, and I could barely sit still. My nerves were shot.


    “Tell me about your mom,” I whispered, trying not to wake Trey who’d fallen asleep.


    Toby glanced back at his brother, then at me, then refocused on the road ahead.


    “She was amazing. Strong and confident, and so real…like Trey. She’d just say whatever she was feeling; tell you exactly how it was. She didn’t mince words, or sugarcoat things.”


    I smiled, thinking about what Toby must have gotten from his mom. His confidence, most likely, and his directness.


    I glanced at a green freeway sign as we passed…one mile left. I inhaled a deep breath, and Toby reached for my hand and squeezed.


    “She taught me I could be whomever I wanted, whatever I wanted. But that was before…”


    I waited, watching his jaw move as he processed whatever he was thinking about.


    “See, my dad became hard to deal with. He started drinking, gambling, using…the whole nine yards. Textbook deadbeat dad shit, you know?”


    I nodded, but he didn’t look at me for a response, so I remained silent. Half a mile left.


    “I began to see a decline in her. Like someone was chipping away at her edges, if that makes sense. She didn’t shine as much. Didn’t seem as…happy. Or strong. She’d sleep in late some days, and I’d have to get Trey ready for school. Our dad would be out all night, coming home early in the morning. If he came home at all.”


    Quarter mile left.


    Trey stirred in the backseat, and Toby and I both glanced back there to see if he was awake. We drove beneath a large streetlight, and when the golden glow passed over Trey’s face, his eyes still appeared closed. When he didn’t move again, we turned forward, catching one another’s gazes in the process. Toby smiled, close-lipped, and I reached out to place my hand over his on the gearshift.


    I didn’t want to press him, but I wanted to know how she died.


    “This went on for years—him spiraling further and further, and her breaking a little bit more with each bit of savings he wasted, each night he didn’t come home. So, when my dad left, I guess I just thought she’d get better, you know? Thought she’d snap out of it and find herself again.” He sighed, then glanced over to me, meeting my gaze briefly. “She didn’t. She never found herself again.”


    I held my breath as we crossed over a bridge, officially passing into Washington State.


    “She found the bottom of a bottle of pills easily enough.”


    I gasped both from the shock of passing over the border and absolutely nothing happening and from Trey speaking up as we did. He’d been awake after all.


    Toby briefly closed his eyes. “I’m sorry, buddy. I thought you were asleep.”


    “Yeah, well. I’m not.”


    I dared look into the backseat to gauge Trey’s expression, but his eyes were closed again, and after a moment, each ear bud was securely tucked into his ears.


    “I’m sorry, Toby. I didn’t mean for you to upset your brother, I just—”


    “It’s not your fault, Ever. I should have known he’d wake up. He’s never been a heavy sleeper.”


    “We’re in Washington,” I whispered, as if saying the words too loudly would call the Seeker to us. Toby had to feel the sweat covering my hand, but as embarrassing as it was, I didn’t dare let go.


    He nodded, scanning the world around us as he continued driving toward Seattle.


    I didn’t know what else to say. We were in Washington, yet the Seeker hadn’t come to collect my soul. I exhaled a long breath. What did that mean? I shook my head, deciding to go back to Toby’s story, passing the time by learning more about the enigma sitting beside me.


    I’d learned that Toby’s mom had killed herself—downing a bottle of pills, of all things—leaving two boys who’d already been abandoned by their father completely alone. I knew Toby had been about seventeen when his mom died, but Trey…


    “How old is Trey?”


    “Twenty. We’re two years apart. He was fifteen when Mom died. I’d been doing my best to protect him from the worst of it—lying for my dad, making up stories about my mom so he’d think she just wasn’t feeling well, or had worked really hard on her latest photography assignment, stuff like that. So, when dad left, he was shocked. But when Mom…”


    He didn’t have to say anything more; I got the gist. I yawned, a huge yawn that made by eyes water.


    “Come here,” Toby said, placing a jacket between us on the bit of carpeting that separated the front seats. He pulled me over so I could lay my head on his lap. “The cool thing about not having a center console.”


    I nodded, snuggling up to him and closing my eyes to rest for a minute. The stress of the day and the last stretch of the trip weighed heavily on me, and I felt like I hadn’t slept in days.


    “Don’t let go of me,” I whispered.


    Toby tightened his grip on my shoulder. I knew he’d have to eventually remove his hand so he could shift, but in the meantime, I felt like him holding onto me would keep the Seeker from snatching my soul while I slept.


    “Get some sleep, babe. I’ll wake you when we get there.”
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    “Eleanor.”


    His breath tickled my ear, blowing wisps of my black hair across the skin of my cheek.


    “Eleanor,” the raspy voice repeated. “Wake up, Eleanor.”


    I sat up, rigid with fear; he’d come for me after all. I searched the car around me, scanning Trey sleeping in the backseat, and Toby still driving, one hand on the wheel and one arm wrapped around my shoulder. I still lay curled up, my head in his lap, but I watched myself sleeping from over here, outside of my body… I looked down at myself once more, sitting beside myself. But not. But…


    What the hell?


    “Am I dreaming?” I asked no one in particular.


    “Yes and no,” the Seeker whispered. I turned my head to the backseat again to see him sitting beside Trey. Well, floating, really.


    “Are you here to collect my soul?”


    “Have you changed the collector’s mind?”


    I shook my head.


    “Then I must collect your soul, my dear. I made a promise—”


    “Wait.”


    “Yes?” he asked, leaning toward the front seat.


    “What if you made your deal with me instead?”


    “A little girl? What could you possibly give me?”


    “I don’t know yet. But if you’ll just give me more—”


    “Time?” he asked, a smile curling the corners of his mouth.


    “Yes,” I snapped, feeling indignant. “Give me more time. I’ll figure something out. Just please don’t take me yet.”


    He tilted his head to the side, analyzing me.


    “Oh, I do like you, Eleanor,” he said, nodding. “I very much do.”


    And then he was gone again.
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    “Babe?” Toby shook my shoulder, pulling me out of a deep sleep. “Wake up. We’re almost there.”


    “Hmm?” I opened my eyes, trying to get my bearings, but everything seemed sideways. As I focused, I remembered I lay with my head in Toby’s lap, so I sat up, my surroundings righting themselves again. “Where are we?”


    “North Seattle. This isn’t where Trey and I are from, exactly; our house was closer to Downtown.”


    “Well, that’s great, seeing as I have no idea where we are in regards to downtown.”


    “Easy there, sassy pants. Wake up on the wrong side of the bed? We’re about twenty minutes north of downtown.”


    Toby maneuvered the car down a few streets, until the road eventually narrowed into two tight lanes. Trees surrounded us on every side, shielding most of the houses, though I occasionally caught glimpses of porch lights or decks that stretched along the exterior of the homes. We stopped before a small one story with what looked like gray wood siding and a blue single car garage door that matched the blue entry door. He pulled the Mustang in front of the garage, parallel parking between Ted’s SUV and another car I didn’t recognize along the front length of the house.


    “Guess our little stop-over in Ariadne town gave my mom and Ted a bit of time to get here, huh?”


    I tried to sound cool with it, but my stomach currently lingered at about knee level. My mom and Ted. I didn’t think I’d ever wrap my mind around what they may have meant to each other once upon a time.


    Or worse, what they might mean to each other still.


    “You okay with this? I mean, being here, with them?”


    I turned to face Toby. “Do I have a choice?”


    He smiled sadly. “No. I’m sorry.” He leaned over, taking my face in his hands. “But hey, at least you have me to lean on, right?” He winked as his lips quirked into a smirk, and that arrogant Toby I’d grown to know so well held my gaze, the look in his dark eyes daring me to kiss him.


    I shook my head, then leaned forward, stopping just centimeters away from his mouth. I raised an eyebrow and licked my lips, daring him right back.


    “Bro. Let me out of the car before you mack on your chick.”


    I pulled back, turning to Trey in the backseat. “Sorry, Trey.”


    He shrugged. I pushed the door open, slid out, then pulled the seat forward and stepped aside so Trey could climb out. By way of thanks, he may have grunted. Couldn’t be sure though.


    “Let’s get this shit-show started,” he murmured, then he pulled his ear buds out of his ears and shoved them and his iPod into his jeans pocket.


    Toby met me on my side of the car, our bags in his hands. I’d clearly been sent on this trip with way more than he’d brought along. That’s what you get when Jessie and Mom pack for you. Not that any of us even knew what to pack, or where I was headed.


    “Do I get that kiss now?”


    I glanced behind me to see if Trey was waiting, but he appeared to have gone inside already.


    “Quickly,” Toby whispered. “Your mom will be running out here to see you in five, four, three—”


    I stood on my tiptoes and wrapped my arms around his neck, then pressed my lips to his in a quick peck. His eyes narrowed a bit, but I smiled and winked, turning around just as my mom sailed out the front door.


    “Two, one,” I whispered.


    “Baby!”


    “Hey, Mom,” I called, running to meet her.


    She threw her arms around me, squeezing me half to death. After a good long hug, she pulled back, gripping my shoulders and holding me at arms’ length. “Are you okay? I know you’ve seen Seekers, and—”


    “Just one.”


    “Just one what? One Seeker?”


    “Yeah. The same one keeps showing up.”


    “And he lets you go every time?”


    “Yeah, he wants—”


    “What I want…” he purred in his gravelly voice, as his ethereal form manifested beside us. “Is to cut a deal. It’s as simple as that.”


    Mom and I snapped our heads to the side, suddenly face to face with my creepy old Seeker.


    “He’s not going to strike a deal with you.” I stated as strongly as possible, playing up my adamancy so he’d know not to let my mom know I’d offered to be the one making the deal.


    The Seeker’s eyebrows rose. I hoped my mom didn’t catch the movement.


    I glanced over my shoulder, wondering where Toby had disappeared to. He must have gone inside while my mom was hugging me to death.


    “Teddy!”


    I looked up at my mom when she yelled for Ted, her eyes wide. She reached for me without taking her gaze from the Seeker, then pulled me to her side.


    “Mom,” I tried to say in my most comforting voice. “He’s not going to hurt us.”


    “He’s here to collect your soul, Ever.”


    “On the contrary,” the Seeker drawled in his familiar, raspy voice. “I’d like nothing more than to strike a deal so that I don’t have to collect her soul, Madame.” He bent slightly at the waist, actually bowing before my mom.


    I raised my eyebrows. A polite ghoul, huh? Who knew?


    Toby and Ted flew through the front door, flanked by a mid-forties couple I didn’t recognize. The man had short dark hair, salt and pepper along the sides and down into his beard. The woman’s fiery hair hung in long ringlets down her back, and her green eyes narrowed in on me as she approached. She winked, then turned her attention to the Seeker.


    “Stand back, Samuel,” the woman said as she approached the Seeker.


    Ted stood beside my mom, partly in front of her—a protective stance I recognized all too well. A stance Toby currently mimicked.


    Ugh. I pushed past Toby, standing between the Seeker—Samuel, apparently—and my mom, Ted, Toby and the two people I had yet to meet. I faced them, my back to the Seeker.


    “Ah, Cora Williams, my old friend. The years have treated you well, dear.”


    “Time for you to go, Samuel. You know you can’t stay here. This is a safe house—you won’t be collecting any souls here tonight.”


    “Look guys,” I spoke up. “He’s not here to collect my soul. If he was, he would have done so already. Back when he found us the first time. In Mexico”—my mom’s eyes widened—“or the time after that. Or the time after that. He’s had plenty of opportunities to take me, and he hasn’t”—I shrugged—“I’m not what he’s after.”


    The adults ignored me, all sets of eyes locked on the Seeker behind me.


    “Name your price, Samuel,” Ted demanded. “As you and I both know you haven’t come without a proposition.”


    I turned to face the Seeker, annoyed that no one listened to me. I smiled a weak smile and shrugged. There wasn’t much more I could say or do at this moment.


    “The branded one knows what I want.”


    His chilling voice remained, icy tendrils on the breeze, long after his form disappeared.
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    “Let’s go inside,” Ted said, placing a hand on my back and one on my mother’s, assuming the role of leader.


    I didn’t like him, and I definitely didn’t like him touching me. I feigned needing to tie my chucks in order to bend down and allow him to pass, but when I glanced up at him, he smirked at me as he led my mom inside.


    “Ev, come on, honey. I don’t want you staying out here in case that…thing comes back.”


    “He can find me inside, too, Mom.”


    “Actually,” Cora said. “Not in this house, honey.” She grinned, then strode back inside.


    “Just come on. Humor your poor mom, will ya?”


    When we were alone again, I turned to Toby. “How have you been able to work with that guy for so long? Ted gives me the creeps.”


    “That’s an extra-special talent of his.”


    “Well, he’s good at it. No denying that.”


    “What did the Seeker mean when he specifically said you’d know what he wants? That was weird, right? I mean, he should have said me, right? I’m the one who knows what he wants.”


    I shrugged. “Yeah, totally weird.”


    “Come on”—Toby pulled me forward, a large smile pulling at his lips—“I want to show you something.”


    Toby led me through the front door, then the living room and kitchen, down a set of interior stairs, barely giving me time to glance around at the interior or stop to officially meet the owners of the home.


    “Where are you taking me, the basement?”


    “Shh, you’ll see.”


    “You know this is how horror movies start, right?”


    He laughed, which didn’t make me feel better. We continued through another family area with a large flat screen television on one wall, and a pool table in the middle of the room. An oversized L-shaped couch lined one corner and wall, and pub-style artwork hung from various spots in the room.


    Toby slid the sliding glass doors open, then pulled me outside—


    “Wow,” I gasped, suddenly breathless.


    Moonlight shone down on a massive body of water—the ocean?—the silvery light dancing and shimmering off the crest of each tiny ripple of a wave. Toby squeezed my hand, then led me down the grass yard and onto a wooden deck overlooking the water. I glanced up behind me, realizing with awe that the small, unassuming one-story we’d arrived at was actually a sprawling two-story home. The main floor was upstairs where we’d entered, and a large deck hung off the back, complete with patio set and chaises and large floor-to-ceiling windows. The lower floor, where we were now had two sets of sliding glass doors, a massive barbeque setup and bar, and this large grass area that led straight to a private dock.


    I focused on the dock and water before us, then looked up at Toby whose eyes were wide, waiting for my reaction.


    “Wow,” I whispered. “This place is amazing.”


    “I thought you’d like it.” He waved his arm out at the water. “This is Pontiac Bay, part of Lake Washington. It’s cold as hell during the winter, but for a few months of the summertime—okay, maybe not a few months—it gets just warm enough to swim in without dying of hypothermia.”


    “Did you grow up coming here?”


    “Yeah. Our dad used to bring us when we were young, but then it became mostly just Trey and me visiting our friends’ families.”


    “How do you know the people that live here? Through Ted?”


    “Yeah. I didn’t know anyone who lived on the water like this when I was a kid. I mean, Bill Gates, but that doesn’t—”


    “You know Bill Gates?” I asked, unable to hide my shock.


    “Nah, I was just kidding. But he does live here. Or did.”


    “Ass.”


    Toby turned to pull me into his arms, his dark gaze on mine. “In a perfect world, we’d be vacationing here, so I could take you boating and swimming at Alki Beach and show you the best parts of Seattle.”


    “In a perfect world”—I sighed—“so, what’s next? Why are we here?”


    “The people who live here, that other couple you saw outside? They’re Originals like Ted.”


    “Both of them?”


    “Yeah. It’s not usually something they do—get together with other Originals—but as far as I know, Louis and Cora have been around since the beginning of time, and together even longer than that.”


    “Well,” Cora called from the balcony above us. “I’m not quite that old, Tobias James.”


    Toby squeezed his eyes shut, then looked up at the fire-haired woman standing above us. “Sorry, Cora, that’s not what I meant, I mean, you don’t look old or—”


    “Stop right there before you say something to offend me,” she said, her voice light. I could barely make out her smile in the moonlight. “Why don’t you bring our special guest upstairs so we can properly introduce ourselves and start discussing our options?”


    “Be right up.”


    Toby leaned down to kiss me, his lips pressing gently into mine, as his arms tightened around me.


    “Good grief, this again?” Trey asked.


    I jumped away from Toby and turned in the direction of Trey’s voice. I hadn’t seen him before, but there he was, sitting on the dock with his legs hanging over the side.


    “Can’t you get a room, bro?”


    “This wouldn’t be an issue if you weren’t a shady lurker over there, Trey. And, what the hell, how cold is that water, anyway?”


    “Cold enough.”


    I glanced up to Toby, who shrugged, then turned to head inside, leading me along beside him.


    “So…what’s she like? Cora, I mean. She seems nice enough.”


    “Oh, yeah, they’re nothing like Ted,” Toby whispered, leaning down close to my ear. “Though don’t let him know I said so.”


    I made the motion of zipping my lips.


    “Ah, there you two are,” Ted called as we made it back upstairs to the main level of the house. “We have some things to discuss.”


    “Actually, Ted, we were about to go speak with Cora.”


    “Perfect. We all need to be in on developing a plan to save Ev—”


    “Excuse me for interrupting,” I said, stopping in the doorway of the kitchen and turning back around to face Ted where he still sat on the couch in the front room. “But do you really have to be involved? I mean, no offense, but it was your daughter who branded my soul, then followed me to Mexico, and more recently…kidnapped me.”


    “What?” my mom shrieked, jumping up from the couch. “You were kidnapped again?”


    “Yes,” I said, cringing. “Sorry, Mom.” Damn, I really need to think before I speak.


    “And, it was…are you sure it was Estelle? I mean, Ariadne?”


    My stomach churned at the sound of my dead sister’s name. Somehow, I still hadn’t rectified that Ariadne and Estelle were one in the same. It was near impossible to do so when I’d spent my entire life imagining my dead sister as some sparkly, kind-hearted princess with nothing but kindness and love to bestow upon the world.


    Clearly, I watched too much television.


    “Yes, Mrs. Van Ruysdael,” Toby answered for me. “Ariadne had her boyfriend and his merry band of losers kidnap Ever and stuff me in my trunk—”


    “Oh my God,” my mom gasped. “She was supposed to help you guys.”


    I glanced to Ted, gauging his reaction. His expression was dark and unreadable, but his eyes narrowed, and a muscle worked in his jaw.


    “Luckily for us,” Toby continued. “I’d already sent someone to keep an eye on Ariadne, so the second he could do so, he got me out of the trunk and we went after Ever.”


    My mom shook her head from side to side, her eyes wide. “I don’t believe it…” It was more a statement of disbelief than an accusation. “She was supposed to find you guys and help you. We thought you’d be able to work together. I just can’t believe this.”


    “Well, believe it, Mom. My sister is a total asshole.”


    “Eleanor!”


    “Sorry, Mom.” I glanced up to Toby, pleading with my eyes. “Can we get down to business, please? I’d love to know what they have in mind.” Not that it matters.


    “Yeah, me, too. Let’s figure out what to do next, since clearly Ari’s misdeeds are in the past, and we need to plan for the future.”


    Cora and Louis entered the room, carrying trays of food and glasses of what looked like iced tea, then made their way to the large sitting area in the center.


    “Come,” Cora said. “Have a seat and eat something. Where’s your brother, Tobias?”


    “He’s not involved in this.”


    Cora glanced up, one eyebrow raised. “Suit yourself. I’ll set some food aside for him later.”


    After everyone took their seats around the oversized coffee table, drinks in hand and mouths full of crackers and blue cheese, preserves and various nuts, Cora set her glass down and cleared her throat.


    “Ever, honey, I’m not sure how much you know about me, but I know a lot about you. Much more than you realize.”


    I stopped chewing the walnuts. Oh?


    “I’ve known about your family since the day Ted found out Annabelle was pregnant with your sister, and I’ve been involved ever since.”


    “What?” my mom asked.


    Cora smiled apologetically. “Yes, Annabelle, Ted called us that day—his elation was laced with such heady distress—we couldn’t help but get involved. We did what we could to assist Ted in leaving you when that seemed, unfortunately, like the only viable option. Then, years later, we did what we could to help him and your late husband with transferring your daughter to Ted’s care.”


    My mom didn’t say anything…I wondered what she even could say. She rubbed her lips together, as though she had just applied lip gloss, then sniffed and nodded.


    “Now, here we are again, not even twenty years later, finding one of our own in need of help once more.”


    “One of your own?” I asked.


    “Yes, Ever. See, you’re no ordinary girl. Your soul isn’t just branded, it is the only Soul Brand we’ve seen in hundreds of years.”


    “You’re how old?” I asked, shocked at the words as they left my mouth, and apparently ignoring the gravity of what she’d actually said.


    My mom gasped. Cora tilted her head. I swallowed the sudden lump in my throat.


    “I’m sorry, I…”


    “No, honey, its fine. We look great for our age”—she winked—“but what’s important is you, and we not only need to prevent your soul from desperate collectors and their hired ghouls, but we must figure out why you’ve been able to bear the brand, and what it means to our people.”


    “Your people?” I asked, confusion making me feel slower than usual.


    Toby laced his fingers through mine, then squeezed, but didn’t say anything. I briefly wondered if he felt as confused as I did.


    My mom cleared her throat, then leaned forward, resting her elbows on her knees. “Are you telling me that…that my daughter…no, both my daughters”—her eyes widened with the words—“…have, supernatural powers?”


    “Not so much powers; more like abilities. Ariadne, being the direct descendent of an Original, has exceptional abilities. She can see souls that most people and even some collectors cannot; she can bend wills and change a person’s perception”—I glanced at Toby, realizing that must be why he and Greg had been so obsessed with her—“and, most recently, we’ve learned the most shocking thing of all: she can cast a Soul Brand. Which brings me to Ever. Something makes her stand out from other humans. Something unique. Special. Something we haven’t seen in—”


    “Hundreds of years,” Toby finished for her, waving his free hand in the air. “That’s great and all, but what does it mean for Ever? Is she in more danger? Less danger? What?”


    “More,” Louis stated, speaking up for the first time.


    “More?” I asked, feeling slightly offended. Seriously? More danger? What could be worse than an entire race of undead ghouls wanting to collect my soul because the value was somehow higher than other souls?


    “The Seekers are after Ever to collect her soul,” Toby began, “to turn it into the Collectors who hired them, who want it for themselves because of its upped value, correct?”—Louis and Cora nodded in unison—“Now, she can either allow that to happen, or die…or allow her best friend to die, which she’s already made astoundingly clear that she will not allow…so what could be worse? What danger is she in, really?”


    Cora and Louis exchanged a look, then the two of them glanced at Ted, before looking directly at me. After a few long seconds, I felt if as each gaze in the room focused on me, as if trying to actually see the Soul Brand hidden inside my body. My skin began to crawl.


    “What?” I asked, finally annoyed enough to speak up. “What are you looking at?”


    “Ever”—it was Cora who spoke first—“your soul is not just worth more to people with long lists of assignments. It is something far worse than that, something that has prohibited us from even attempting a Soul Brand in centuries.”


    I inhaled a deep breath, biting my tongue to keep from snapping at her to get on with it.


    “Go on,” my mom urged, obviously on the edge of her seat.


    “Ever’s soul is dangerous. If it gets into the wrong hands—”


    “Hold on a minute,” Toby said, standing. “Have you met this girl? She’s got the biggest heart I’ve ever known. She wouldn’t hurt a fly. A fucking fly. There isn’t a cell in her entire being that could be perceived as dangerous.”


    “Sit down, son,” Ted demanded.


    Toby’s head snapped to the side, his blue eyes blazing. “Not your son, Ted.”


    “Sit down.”


    “Toby,” Cora pleaded. “You’ll want to sit down, honey.”


    Toby sat beside me, taking my hands in both of his, then turned to me, searching my face with his gaze.


    “Tell us,” he said, not taking his eyes off mine.


    “If a Collector captures her soul,” Louis explained. “They will have the power to become a Reaper.”


    “What?” Toby snapped. “Are you kidding me?”


    “What is it?” I asked, not following and growing increasingly annoyed. “What’s the fucking big deal?” I cringed. “Sorry, Mom.”


    “A long time ago,” Cora continued, “there were twenty-two Original Soul Collectors. We had a job to do, and well, as far as I knew, all of us were content in our callings.”


    “I thought so, too, Cora,” Louis added. “We all did.”


    “But one of us wasn’t happy. One of us thought he was better suited for reaping—”


    “And what exactly does that mean? Isn’t that the same as what you all do?”


    “No, babe,” Toby stated. “We find lost or reluctant souls—our assignments, so to speak—get to them however we can, then send them on. When they reach the crossroads, they’re met by either a Reaper or a Healer, depending.”


    “On?” I swear, sometimes I think I must be the slowest person on Earth.


    “Which direction they’re headed?” Toby pointed up, then down.


    “Oh.”


    “Yes,” Cora continued. “So, our brother—”


    “Wait. You’re all related?” I dropped my gaze to the way Louis rested his hand on Cora’s leg. Um, eeew.


    “Oh no, not like that. They used to refer to our group as a brotherhood, before feminism was a thing”—she winked—“sometimes I catch myself caught up in the old ways.”


    I nodded, still wary of their relations. Ah hell, I was wary of all of this.


    “Frederick wanted to reap, so he made a deal with Lucifer and got his wish.”


    “Lucifer? Like, the actual devil?” I couldn’t believe my ears.


    “Yes. And when the devil makes a deal, there is always fine print. Much like our Seeker friend, Samuel. If he’s here to make a deal, we need to figure out why and what he wants, because the fine print is what’s important, not the deal itself—”


    “He wants me to restore his life,” Toby chimed in, halting Cora’s explanation.


    “Ah,” Louis said, nodding. “That makes sense.”


    “But what could the fine print be in that? And how would it even work, anyway? How can he guarantee her safety once I’ve upheld my end of the deal?”


    “You’re a smart boy, Tobias. This is precisely why I sent Ariadne for you in the first place. There is no guarantee, which is why we don’t make deals with Seekers, and why Annabelle and I trust that you will keep your head on straight and protect Ever at all costs.”


    Hmm. I really didn’t like the way he referred to my mom and him as though they were a couple again. I narrowed my eyes at Ted, but I don’t think he noticed, or possibly he just didn’t care.


    Not to mention that I’d be the one making the deal with the Seeker, and I didn’t need Toby’s protecting.


    “So,” I said, bringing us back to the topic at hand. “The brother, or Frederick, made a deal with the devil and became a reaper, right? What was the catch?”


    “From then on, any collector that ingested the soul of a branded individual would gain power beyond their control—”


    “Wait. Why would the devil want to give them so much power?” I was lost. Again.


    “Because power beyond your control, is exactly that: beyond your control. A collector who becomes a reaper by ingesting a Soul Brand becomes so powerful, that it will be the demise of him, and possibly others. If it is an Original…the stakes are even higher, and the choice leads straight to Hell.”


    Louis cleared his throat. “Only after hell on earth for our kind. Wars between Reapers and Collectors, Seekers, souls, Healers…wars that make human affairs seem like child’s play.”
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    “What do you guys mean by ingesting my soul? That sounds so…”


    Impossible. It sounded completely impossible. And insane.


    “Ev, come on, honey. I don’t want you staying out here in case that…thing comes back.”


    I pulled my legs up onto the chair, staring out onto the black water of Lake Washington. The two of us had been outside for an hour or so, alone, and I still struggled to process what I’d learned. My mom had decided she’d camp out on the couch in the game room tonight, though at the moment, she played pool with Trey—or pretended to, since every time I glanced at the house, her gaze was on me.


    I’d been given strict instructions to never go outside alone, since the house itself was apparently a safe place for me. They’d all been given strict instructions to hover. Or at least, that’s how it appeared.


    “It’s exactly what you’re picturing, I imagine. He…or she…would have to drink from you, have to suck your soul into their own body—”


    “Eeew, like, what, like from my blood?”


    “No. Not like that. More like through a kiss—open mouthed.”


    “Oh, well hey, not to worry. I’m not kissing that creepy Seeker anytime soon.”


    “It’s not Seekers we have to worry about, Ever. It’s other Collectors. Like me.”


    My eyes widened. “You?” I pulled my hoodie tighter around me.


    Toby stopped pacing across the yard and strode toward me, kneeling down in front of the chair I sat in. “No. Never me. I would never take anything from you, Ever. And I won’t let anyone else either. My point was that it wasn’t the Seekers we needed to worry about all along; it was other collectors. I think that the only reason we’ve managed to evade them so far is that they don’t travel as quickly or as easily as spirits. That Seeker can get to us whenever he wants, especially the longer we stay in one place. Collectors are basically human, so they’re limited to human means of travel and tracking. Once they become Reapers, however, these rules and human restrictions no longer apply. We’re really lucky.”


    I raised my eyebrows. “Lucky?”


    “You know what I mean.”


    “This is all fucking crazy,” I whispered, not realizing I’d said the words aloud until I caught Toby’s smirk.


    “What?” I asked.


    “You’re really on a roll today.”


    “What’s that supposed to mean?”


    “You’re cussing like a sailor.”


    “So?”


    “I like it.”


    I gaped at him. I slapped my mouth shut and shook my head, but he just smiled, clearly amused by my colorful choice of words.


    “I’ve cussed before, you know.” Brilliant, witty response that was.


    “Yeah. I think I can recall one time, Ev.”


    “So!”


    “So nothing. I’m just saying I like it.” He shrugged.


    “Well, whatever. This is crazy. I mean, have you really thought about what you guys are telling me? I mean, all of it. Soul collectors, Seekers, ghouls… Reapers? God, Satan… I mean, what doesn’t exist in your world?”


    “Your world too, babe. We live in the same world.” He said the words slowly as though I was confused. I wasn’t. “Everything we’re talking about here has always existed, people just don’t know about it. But none of the stuff you see in movies, none of that is real.”


    “I’ve seen Reapers in movies.”


    “True, but they’re not how Hollywood portrays them. And there aren’t any of those other things like vampires and goblins or whatever.”


    “Werewolves?” I asked, slightly joking.


    “No. Disappointed?”


    “No. Fairies?”


    “Definitely not.”


    “Great. So nothing cool like fairies who grant wishes, or Goblin Kings who live inside mazes…just soul collectors who want to drink me. Awesome. I think I could have gone my whole life without knowing this stuff.”


    “I’ll pretend you didn’t say that because then you wouldn’t know me,” Toby said, running his hands up and down my goose-bumped arms. “The fact of the matter is, if what Cora says is true, and there’s something…special about you, then you would have eventually been sucked into all this anyway. But, bonus—”


    “I got you.”


    He grinned, his dark eyes sparkling in the silver moonlight, then pushed up into a squat so he could kiss me. When he pulled back, his smile had vanished.


    “No one is going to drink you, Ever. You know that, right? You know I’ll protect you?”


    I nodded, my brain already trying to formulate Plan B. “You think my mom is okay about all this? I mean, it’s got to be a lot to take in for someone who just learned—”


    “Want to know what I think? I think she knew about Ted all along. Maybe not about his connection to your sister vanishing, or the involvement with your dad keeping that info from her, but I think she knew what Ted was—is.”


    “Yeah, I kinda think so too. Which means, again, that I was the last one to know.” I sighed. Figures.


    “She was probably just trying to protect you, Ever.”


    “You know how tiring that is?” I held his gaze.


    “What?”


    “Being protected. Having everyone around you constantly think you need saving, guarding, and, like, I can’t just fend for myself because even if given the chance, someone will step in and save me before I can even try to handle a situation on my own!”


    I stood, frustrated by the fact that I was constantly under someone’s protection. Not anymore, I reminded myself. Not anymore.


    “I’m tired,” I said, unfairly angry at Toby. “Where are we—I mean, where am I—sleeping?”


    Toby stood, then reached for me, but when I swayed to the side, away from his grasp, he shoved his hands into his pockets and headed for the house.


    “Follow me.”


    We entered the game room and when I turned to head for the stairs, Toby grabbed my elbow. “Not so fast, gorgeous.” He pulled me through a door beneath the stairwell, into a room I hadn’t even realized was here. Our duffels were already on the bed.


    Toby reached for his, then pointed to another door inside the room. “There’s the bathroom. I’ll sleep out here on the couches with Trey, and your mom can sleep in here with you. But if you need me…for anything aside from saving… I’m just right out here, okay?”


    I nodded, feeling guilty for brushing him off. It wasn’t his fault I apparently gave off weakness pheromones that made everyone around me want to shield me from the world. He closed the door and I plopped down on the bed, stretching my limbs as far as they would go. I glanced to the side, where a small oak bedside table held an alarm clock, a set of new toothbrushes and various other sundries, a pitcher of water and two cups, and a large reading lamp.


    I sighed, pouring myself some water and regretting pushing Toby away. He probably wanted to shower and freshen up just as badly as I did, and he’d probably want to stretch out on a big bed instead of cramping his back sleeping on a couch with his brother—in a room that had such large windows that the moonlight seemed almost to shine like the sun.


    I’d take a shower, then tell him to come in. There was no reason he should sleep out there instead of with me. I mean, it was clear we were doing something here, that something was happening again between us, and I should have known better than anyone that fighting my feelings was a lost cause. And a waste of time in a world where I had no idea how much time I even had left.


    I needed to talk to Samuel, see what he’d say about all this. I wondered if I could somehow force my soul into Toby. Would that make him all-powerful, or would it not count because he didn’t ingest my soul willingly, greedily? Could he just like, I don’t know, keep it for a while? Like housesitting my soul? I chuckled at the thought, glad I still had my humor at this point in my life.


    When I finished showering, I dressed in my skully pants and tank top—then brushed my teeth, threw my hair into a knot-bun-thing on top of my head, and opened the small hidden door. My mom wasn’t in the room, but Toby and Trey were in the middle of a pool game, so I silently watched for a few minutes, finding myself smiling when Trey beat Toby at the end.


    “Well played, little buddy.”


    Trey racked the balls as I exited the tiny bedroom, approaching them at the pool table. Toby caught me from the corner of his eye, then turned and gave a low whistle. I shook my head, blush heating my cheeks.


    Trey raised one eyebrow but didn’t say anything. Good thing, too, because being insulted about my wardrobe by the guy with a melting 80’s game on his t-shirt would have been a new low for me.


    “You can shower now, if you want,” I said, suddenly feeling shy. The way Toby stared at me… I mean, geez, they were flannel freaking pajama pants for Pete’s sake.


    “I’ll go eat,” Trey mumbled, then left the room quicker than either of us could respond, taking the stairs two at a time. Strange guy.


    “Where’s my mom?”


    “Upstairs with Ted. Want me to call her down here?”


    “No.”


    Toby crossed the room, stopping just half a foot away from me. “You mad at me?”


    “No.”


    “Are you sure? I mean, I wouldn’t want to upset you by trying to keep you safe or anything. I had no idea that me wanting to keep you out of harm’s way could be so…offensive.”


    I rolled my eyes as I shook my head, fighting a smile. His familiar smirk drew my attention to his lips. “Just go shower. You smell.”


    His eyebrows shot up into his hairline. “Oh, I highly doubt that.” He picked me up, and in one fell swoop had me tossed upside-down over his shoulder, kicking and screaming.


    “Toby!”


    “Shhh,” he whispered, laughing quietly as he hauled me into the bedroom. “Wouldn’t want them to hear you and come down here to…gasp…protect you!”


    He tossed me onto the bed, then pulled his shirt up over his head. Standing before me, naked from the waist up, and his dark jeans slung dangerously low on his hips, he grinned at me, then smelled each of his pits.


    “Eeew!”


    “I don’t think I smell bad at all…do you?” He jumped onto the bed, then climbed on top of me, tickling my side with one hand, and trying to get me to smell his armpit with the other armed stretched up over my head.


    “Ah! Get off! You’re disgusting!” I squirmed beneath him, kicking my feet and slapping at his sides.


    He stilled, smiling down at me, one hand up around the top of my head, and the other wrapped around my waist. “You’ll think twice before being so mean to me next time.”


    I nodded emphatically. “Definitely. You’re much too mighty for me.”


    He lowered his head, bringing his lips to mine. “Much too mighty,” he said as he kissed me, pulling my lower lip between his. “And I smell good, don’t I?” He ran his lips back and forth over mine, sending chills into my cheeks.


    I nodded. “Mhmm.”


    “So do you.”


    I smiled as his lips closed over mine, then I wrapped my arms around his back and held him to me.


    A few minutes later, he glanced at the clock and sighed, resting his forehead against mine. “Twenty after twelve. We should get some rest.”


    I frowned but didn’t argue. As much as I wanted to continue kissing him forever, I did need some sleep, and I also needed him to get into the shower so I could try to contact Samuel.


    “I’m going to grab a quick shower…am I still couch-bound?”


    “No,” I said, unable to hide my smile.


    “Good. Trey snores like a mother.”
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    How does one call a Seeker? Did I need to whistle? Say his name three times, then spin around? Maybe I should have been standing in front of the mirror, instead of out on the dock, looking up at the starry midnight sky, but I remembered Cora saying Samuel couldn’t find me inside, so out here on the lawn was the most logical place I could come up—


    “What can I do for you?”


    I jumped when he spoke in that gravelly voice behind me, suddenly existing where he hadn’t existed just moments ago. I turned around, slightly uneasy when I realized he stood between me and the house.


    “How did you know I wanted to see you?”


    He pointed a long, spindly finger toward my chest. “You call to me.”


    “Why you?”


    “Not sure.”


    “Why not all the other Seekers, and the collectors who want to—” I cut myself off, not wanting to give him more information than he had already. I had no idea how much he knew, or how much anyone knew about my Soul Brand, and what it could do for the collector who claimed it.


    “Not sure.”


    “Hmm.”


    “What can I do for you?” His indistinct form faded in and out, as if the light breeze off the water ruffled his very being.


    “I want to make a deal.”


    “You’ve mentioned that, but you have nothing I want. Had I desired your soul, young lady, I would have taken it days ago.”


    “I know you don’t want my soul. But I have something you do want.”


    “Proceed.”


    I took one step toward him. “Life.”


    It was hard to tell, but I think he tilted his head. “Go on.”


    “I want to know how to keep my soul protected without dying, or letting anyone else die. I need to… I need everyone else to think the brand is gone; that I’m dead.”


    The Seeker waited quietly for me to explain further.


    “I think… I think I need to choose who I give my soul to.”


    “Mhmm,” he murmured, then waved his hand for me to continue.


    “And, if that’s right, if I’m right about how to protect myself and my friends, then once I give my soul to that person, they will give you the life you crave.”


    I braced myself for his reaction—I’d been shooting in the dark here and hoped I was right, or at least close enough to right to spark his interest. If he laughed at me, I didn’t know what I would do next. I was out of ideas.


    “How can you guarantee they will do what you say?”


    “Because I know this person? He’ll do it.”


    “You sound unsure.” The Seeker floated closer to me, his black eyes narrowed. “I’ll give you one better. Once you’ve transferred to him—assuming we’re speaking of the same boy—he will no longer be himself—”


    “What?” That wasn’t what I’d been hoping to hear.


    Samuel the Seeker raised his finger. “He will no longer be just himself. For he will be you as well. Both souls will reside in one body.”


    I tilted my head, considering my options. I didn’t have many, and I knew I didn’t have much time. Toby would be out of the shower any minute.


    “If I transfer my soul to him willingly, can he…ingest it for its power?”


    Oh God, I sound like such a lunatic.


    “Only if he chooses to do so. Willingly. Do you trust him not to choose the path of the reaper?”


    “Yes.”


    “Then you have nothing to worry about.”


    “And he’ll be able to protect me? They won’t be after me anymore?”


    The Seeker gave a curt nod, which looked more like a spasm in his translucent glow, and I wondered if he was telling me everything. The bit about the fine print nagged at me, but I really didn’t have much time and I was out of options. The only reason the collectors hadn’t found me yet was pure luck, and our lack of staying in one place, but the longer we stayed here, I imagined that luck would change.


    “And this isn’t like a regular collection, right? I won’t be sent to the crossroads or whatever?”


    “Oh, heavens no, Eleanor. Collectors don’t ingest the essence of every soul they guide home.”


    “Okay, well…”—how the hell was I supposed to know that?—“how will he give it back to me? Return my soul to my body, I mean?”


    “What do you offer me in return?”


    “What? I already told you. Your life.”


    “Indeed. You will promise my life returned to me, for the knowledge of how to transfer a branded soul from your body to his. What do you offer me in exchange for the knowledge of how to return the soul to its original host?”


    “Um.”


    I heard the glass door slide open back at the house, followed by Toby calling my name.


    “Quickly, child. I suspect you don’t want him privy to your plan.”


    My pulse accelerated, but I didn’t have a choice. I had no idea when I might be alone again to call the Seeker back and even less of an idea of when something could go terribly wrong with my plan or a greedy collector could show up looking to eat me for a promotion to reaper status.


    “Fine. I’ll worry about reversing this later. Tell me how to do the transfer.”


    The ghost’s eyes blurred briefly, then those black pits zeroed in on me once more as he bent at the waist in an unnatural angle, bringing his face close to my ear. He whispered his secrets with breath that was ice cold, caressing my cheek with bitter wind…or maybe that was him I felt. I didn’t know. But the chill seeped into my skin, chilling me to the bone.


    “Ever?” Toby had made it halfway across the lawn and was almost to the dock. “What are you doing out here alone, babe? I thought you’d be passed out in bed by now.”


    I snapped my head to the side, but though the icy feeling lingered, the Seeker was gone.


    And I had everything I needed.


    Now to find the courage to act.


    “Hey.” I looked back to Toby as he walked out onto the dock. My voice shook, so I tried to take a deep breath without him noticing.


    “Hey yourself. Aren’t you tired?”


    “I can sleep when I’m dead.”


    “Ever.” His eyes narrowed. “That’s far from funny.”


    “Sorry.” I looked around, spotting a large pontoon boat at the end of the private dock. Perfect. “Take me out?”


    “What?”


    “On the boat.” I shrugged. “You said you wished we were here on vacation so you could take me boating, right? So, take me now.”


    “Now?”


    “Yes, Toby, now. Why not? We’re young, right? Let’s live a little.”


    His brows knitted together, and his sapphire eyes bore into mine.


    I stood on my tiptoes and placed my hands on either side of his face, then kissed him briefly. “A girl’s trying to get you to take her out on the lake in the middle of the night, alone, and you’re hesitating. Do you realize that?”


    Toby swallowed hard, his Adam’s apple catching my eye when it bobbed in his throat. My nerves pounded away at my insides, but I’d made my decision. This would happen, and it would happen tonight. No delays.


    I kissed him again, harder this time, pressing the length of my body against his. My scheme worked, and Toby wrapped his arms around my waist, pulling me tighter against him and tilting his head to get a better angle to kiss me. His tongue twined with mine, hungrily, forcefully, and I considered doing it right then, but decided against it. I’d make the transfer on the boat, so no one was around to catch us and stop me.


    I pulled back, looking up into Toby’s eyes, my eyebrows raised.


    “I’ll go get the keys.”


    He bent to kiss me quickly once more, then patted my butt and turned around, running toward the house faster than I’d ever seen him move.
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    I stood between Toby’s knees, his arms around me and his hands on the wheel in front of us. I leaned back into him, extending my neck so he could run his lips down the length of it. The night air blew against us, freezing the front of me as Toby’s hard body warmed me from behind.


    Disappointment surged in me, tangling with the pleasure I felt in this moment alone with Toby. After I did this, I wouldn’t be able to feel him again for a long time. If ever, my subconscious nagged, the finality of my chosen path still very much up in the air, as was the fine print I still never cracked.


    “So, little miss midnight boating adventure, what do you want to do?”


    “I was going to ask you the same thing, Skipper,” I said, mustering every ounce of courage I could find. I didn’t want to be the girl that needed saving anymore, so I may as well hurry up and find some goddamned brass balls. “You have me all the way out here, Tobias James. What are you going to do with me?”


    My cheeks flushed on cue as the words left my mouth, and I prayed he couldn’t see the touch of crimson in the darkness.


    “God I love when you blush.”


    Wrong.


    Slowing the pontoon to a stop, he turned the ignition off, then stood and pulled me to one of the long seats in the front.


    “Well,” Toby began, guiding me to sit down. “I think I’m going to make up for all the time we lost.” He paused, kneeling between my legs, then ran his fingertips over my bare shoulders. “I’m going to kiss you for every moment I wished my lips were on your lips.” He leaned forward, kissing first one shoulder, then the other. “I’m going to touch you for every memory of lying awake at night, wishing you were mine.”


    I sucked in a breath as his hands wrapped around my waist, sliding my tank top up to expose my stomach. He leaned in, kissing me in my least favorite spot, then drew me to him when I tried to pull away and kissed my belly again.


    “I’m going to be with you tonight, Ever, because frankly”—he paused, running the tip of his pointer finger along the scoop neck of my shirt—“frankly, I’ve wanted nothing more than to be with you since the very first day I saw you watching me from your living room window…your hair a mess and food pushed into your perfect cheek.”


    I blushed again, painfully embarrassed, but he didn’t notice. His eyes focused on my neck. He ran a hand up my throat, gently nudging my head back.


    “I’m going to make up for every mistake I made, every doubt I caused you, and every ounce of pain. Because I want you to leave this boat knowing that no matter what happens from here on out, I love you. And it is with complete confidence that I can say I have never loved anyone the way I love you.”


    My eyes fluttered closed as his teeth grazed my throat, then his hands slid down my sides, pushing my pajama pants down and exposing my near-naked body. Somehow, before I realized it, I was flat on my back, stretched out along the chair of the pontoon, and Toby stretched out above me. I looked up into his dark eyes, feeling full and empty all at once. He truly loved me—a passionate love that was as powerful for him as it was for me.


    But after tonight, I’d be lucky if he didn’t hate me.


    He ran his finger along my waist, then leaned down to kiss my stomach, leaving a trail of kisses from my bellybutton to my right hip.


    He looked me over, his dark gaze raking my body, and butterflies kicked up in my belly once more, though this time, they were more for insecurities and excitement than for the trepidation of what my decision meant for me. As he lowered himself on top of me, he held my gaze, never breaking eye contact, giving me the feeling that he could see straight into my very soul. I was thankful he couldn’t…he’d never let me get away with what I was about to do. I reached up to run my fingers through his hair, then pulled his face to mine, but he paused, just inches from my lips.


    “Say it.”


    “What?”


    “Say it, Ever,” he murmured as he brushed a feather-soft kiss against my lips. “Tell me you love me.”


    “I do.”


    “Then say it.”


    I lifted my head to kiss him, but he pulled back, a smile pulling at one side of his lips. He shook his head.


    “I love you, Tobias James. I’ve loved you since that fateful day you jumped down from that moving truck and stole my heart.”


    His smile grew, and he licked his lips. “I knew it.”


    “I never stood a chance.”


    “Nope.”


    His lips crashed into mine, and the full weight of his body pressed into me, trapping me between him and the damp vinyl seat of the boat. His kiss—as urgent and powerful as it was—ended far too soon as he slid his head to the side to pull my earlobe into his mouth.


    I gasped as he ran his teeth along my throat again, his tongue darting out to taste my skin along the way, and his lips occasionally closing around my skin, sucking gently. I arched my back when his mouth traveled over my chest, pressing up into him when his hand curved around my breast. I opened my eyes, gazing at the sliver of moon in the sky above me and praying that my plan would work.


    I fought to focus on this moment between us, when my heart pounded so loudly in my ears I wondered if he could hear it, and doubt trickled up my spine, trying to convince me I would fail. Questions assaulted my brain. Could I do this? Could I make the transfer? What would he do? How would he react?


    What if the Seeker had lied to me? What if his fine print was worse than anything I could imagine?


    Toby’s teeth grazed my hipbone, and I gasped, realizing he’d made his way down my body while I’d been sorting through the multitude of questions in my mind. My breath caught in my throat; Toby’s face was dangerously close to a place I’d only ever shared with Frankie. As heat warmed me, deep in my belly, and Toby trailed kisses lower and lower, I felt a surge of exhilaration.


    And as that thrill ignited in my veins, all courage drained from my body.


    What am I thinking? I couldn’t do this, couldn’t trick Toby in this way, couldn’t—


    “Ah,” I said, both petrified and excited as he kissed the inside of my thigh, and his hands gripped my sides.


    Stop this, my conscience warned. I wanted to. I really did. I wanted to stop this moment from happening, wanted to quit before I went through with something so dangerous, something I believed would work based on the word of one Seeker I still didn’t know if I could truly trust. I could stop my plan, or at least delay it, and allow myself to be with Toby tonight.


    And as he crawled back up to eye level, his fingers grazing my body…moving from my thighs, up over my stomach, briefly caressing my chest, then up to my collar bone…a greedy, hungry part of me urged me forward. I wanted to be with Toby, and that part of me ignored the warnings, forgetting all about the plan, the real outcome of tonight, focusing instead on the raw, animal need I felt as he slid his hand behind my head and cupped the base of my neck, lowering himself over me once more. The weight of him pressed down upon me, and I could think of nothing past the desire to be with him.


    I looked up into those deep blue eyes, then licked my lips and kissed him. His lips parted instantly, and I pressed my tongue inside his mouth, kissing him more forcefully than I ever had before. I pushed him gently, and we tumbled to the floor of the boat, landing softly on the pillows he’d apparently discarded earlier.


    As I kissed him, harder than I’d ever kissed him before, I knew I had to make a decision fast. If I went all the way with Toby right now, there was no way I’d have the nerve to take this next step afterwards, and I didn’t know when I’d have the chance again. Anything could happen. I had to take the initiative, take things into my own hands.


    Shit.


    Toby whimpered a muffled sound against my mouth when I straddled him—half shocked and half pleased—and his hands gripped my sides tighter, holding me tight and threatening to never let me go again. I almost melted into him right then and there, almost gave up completely, but I had to focus.


    Before I lost my nerve, I ran my hands down his arms to his wrists, circling my fingers around them and moving his hands up to the side of his head.


    I didn’t break our kiss, didn’t look to see if his eyes were wide, surprised by my sudden audacity. I just kissed him hungrily, and counted down from three.


    Three…two…one…


    Here goes…


    Please don’t be mad at me.


    Burning fire filled my torso—an intense hunger laced with trepidation and emptiness—slamming into me like a freight train. My body jerked, trying to fight it at first, but I held tight to Toby’s wrists and pressed my mouth down harder over his. The burning sensation moved upward, filling my chest with fire and ache, then inching its way up my throat.


    Toby bucked beneath me, instantly realizing something was wrong, but I already knew that once the transfer had begun, only I would have the ability to break the connection.


    And I wasn’t about to do that.


    I used the weight of my body, combined with the added strength from the transfer, to hold Toby down and remain in control. He cried out in frustration, the sound filling my mouth, but it was too late. As that raging fire burned past my throat, I knew mere seconds remained.


    The transfer was almost complete.


    Then, as quickly as the pain appeared, it vanished. I collapsed on top of Toby, my body heavy and weightless all at once.


    “Ever!”


    I closed my eyes…or maybe they were already closed.


    I didn’t really know.


    I felt nothing.
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    “Ever!” I yelled, shaking her limp body again. “What did you do? Ever!”


    I laid her flat on her back, then tilted her head and pinched her nose with my thumb and forefinger. My heart threatened to bust out of my ribcage. She wasn’t responding. I inhaled a deep breath, then leaned down and exhaled into her mouth. I pulled up, watched for signs of life, then did it again. In my panic, I suddenly realized I was supposed to press on her chest, get her lungs working. Dammit! I sat up, then pressed down onto her chest, repeating the action three times.


    Again, I inhaled a deep breath and blew it into her mouth.


    Again, she didn’t respond.


    “Ever! Help! Somebody! Help me…” I sat up on my knees and looked around, remembering we were in the middle of the lake, in the middle of the night. “Help me.”


    I looked back down at the stubborn, stupid girl in my arms. “What have you done?” I whispered, holding her face in my hands. “What have you done?”


    Tears dripped from my eyes, falling onto her cheeks. I ran my thumbs over the wetness coating her soft cheeks.


    “What have you done, baby? Please come back to me, Ever.”


    I rested my head against hers, pulling her slack body into my arms and holding her chest to mine. Her head flopped back, and I heard myself wail.


    “Ever!”


    My chest suddenly swelled with emotion. Heat filled me, sending warmth into my veins; a sensation so good I knew I’d never felt anything like it before. Liquid heat surged through me, warming me to my very core. As I tried to catch my breath, something whispered across my mind.


    “It worked,” she murmured, her voice faint and…impossibly far away.


    “Ever?” I lifted her body, staring down into her lifeless face, then looked around, sure that someone must be messing with me. “What the…? Who’s out there?”


    I laid her out on the seat, then stood, looking out across the water, scanning the surface and the surrounding lakefront homes. Not a boat or person in sight; not even a ripple on the dark water. I looked back down at Ever and heard a sob escape my lips as more tears fell.


    “I’m here, Toby.”


    The voice was closer now, not quite as hard to hear. I mean, it sounded like it was…in my—


    No way. I’m losing my mind.


    “No you’re not,” she cautioned inside my head. “You gained mine.”


    Ever? I felt ridiculous answering the voice inside my head, but… What did you do?


    “I gave you my soul. I’m sorry. Don’t be mad. It was all I could think of. I know you’ll keep it safe.”


    I crumpled, hitting the floor of the boat, my knees crashing into the fiberglass. My fingers tangled in my hair, frustration, fear and joy fighting for center stage in my mind. She wasn’t dead!


    “What were you thinking?” I shouted into the night.


    “It was the only way to save Frankie, Toby. Don’t be mad.”


    “Mad?” I asked, knowing anyone who happened to come across me talking to myself would absolutely think I was mad. “You’re worried I’ll be mad, Ever? Have you lost your mind? Do you know—?”


    She giggled, her soft laugh filling my mind. “I don’t think I lost it exactly. I gave it to you, remember?”


    “This isn’t funny! I thought I lost you!”


    “I’m sorry. I couldn’t tell you. You would have never let me—”


    “You’re damn right I would have never let you do this! God, Ever! You practically just died in my arms!”


    “But I—”


    “How? How did you do this?” Tell me how you even knew how.


    “I spoke with Samuel. The Seeker. He told me—”


    “What?” I snapped. “When? How?”


    “Stop yelling. I’m right here.”


    “Ever. Tell me.”


    “When you were in the shower. I just came outside and he was—”


    “You went outside alone? You knew better!”


    “It wasn’t an accident, Toby!” Her voice reverberated through my mind, quite a bit louder than she’d been thus far.


    Ouch. Damn, it hurts when she yells.


    “It hurts me when you yell,” she whispered.


    “I’m sorry. I’ll try to remain calm. But you have to understand how crazy this all is, Ever. You have to see what a mistake this was.”


    “It wasn’t a mistake. I had to do it.”


    “What did he tell you? What happens now?”


    “Well…don’t be mad, okay?”


    “Shit.” I’m not mad. Go on.


    “I promised him you’d give him his life back, and he told me how to transfer my soul to you.”


    I shook my head, closing my eyes as the gravity of her actions sank in. Ted and the other Originals would shit bricks when they found out what she’d done, what I’d allowed her to do by leaving her alone. They’ll murder me for sure—


    “No they won’t. They’ll understand.”


    “Shit.” I forget you can hear me.


    “I’m sorry,” she whispered, her voice becoming faint. “I know it’s weird, and I know you’re mad at me…”


    “Wait, Ever. Please don’t go.”


    “I have nowhere to go, Toby.”


    “But you were quiet just then, like your voice was further away or something.” God, that sounds so stupid.


    “No it doesn’t.”


    “What else did he want? What’s the catch?”


    “I don’t know,” she whispered.


    “You don’t know. Of course you don’t. How do we get your soul back into your body?”


    Silence.


    “You don’t know that either. Fantastic.”


    “I’m sorry. It was the only way. Please don’t be mad.”


    “I’m not mad!”


    She sighed.


    I’m sorry, Ever. I’m trying to stay calm.


    I looked down at her beautiful face, so calm—like she merely slept.


    “I’m going to fix this,” I said to her still lifeless body. I searched the floor of the boat for her pajama pants, then went to put them on. “Um, I’m going to dress you now, is that okay?”


    “You didn’t ask permission when you undressed me,” she said, giggling again.


    I smiled, then shook my head. This was too crazy. I pulled the pants up her legs—


    “Huh.”


    “Huh what?” I asked aloud.


    “I just thought I was fatter than that.”


    I paused. You thought you were fat?


    She didn’t respond.


    “You’re perfect,” I whispered. Did you hear that? Perfect. I sighed. Wait. You can see what I see?


    Silence.


    Ever?


    “Sorry. I nodded. Or thought I did. That’s weird.”


    “I think weird is an understatement, babe.”


    I began to wrap a blanket around her body, worried that it may somehow still feel cold—though feeling completely psychotic thinking that way.


    Can you feel your body?


    “I don’t… I don’t think so.”


    I wrapped her up anyway, then stood and took a deep breath. I stepped over to the steering wheel and turned the key in the ignition. I drove back to Louis and Cora’s as quickly as I could, ignoring wake zones and speed limits and almost crashing into their old dock.


    Are you still there? I thought at her, then closed my eyes because this whole thing felt really absurd.


    “I’m here.”


    “Do you feel it?” I asked, running my hand over my chest.


    “Yes. It feels good.”


    “It’s like nothing I’ve felt before. You…you’re so warm. I can’t even…I don’t think I have the words. You feel like…safety…like happiness, like…love. The deepest love I’ve ever—”


    “Toby?”


    “Yeah?” I asked, slightly winded. I stared down at my chest, expecting to see something different. A feeling this intense had to be visible, tangible. Red. I anticipated a bright red glow to pour out from the center of my chest, but nothing had changed. Nothing on the outside, at least.


    “I love you…but you talk too much.”


    I love you, too. But what have you done? “Why didn’t you let me fix this? Why didn’t you let me—?”


    “What? Save me? Don’t you see? I didn’t want you to fix it. I didn’t want the Originals to be in control of my life, or Frankie’s, or yours… I had to do this myself.”


    “You’re so stubborn…”


    “You love me.”


    I love you so damn much, Ever. More than you know, you stubborn, stubborn girl.


    I swear I felt her soul warm inside me, like she was…smiling. Or blushing. I rubbed my hand over my chest, then scooped her body up into my arms, cradling her head to my chest.


    I sucked in a deep breath, then went inside, bracing myself for the shit show I knew I’d create when I carried her limp body inside.
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    So when I began writing EVADE, I constantly found myself hitting the wall. Ever became someone she shouldn’t be, made decisions that were not true to her character, or didn’t fit with her level of growth in specific points of the story. I’d have to stop, step away, and redirect her. She was becoming who the critics wanted her to be, not who she was.


    


    So, it’s taken me over a year to write EVADE. I am not someone who writes a book in a week, but DIVIDE (unrelated to EVER) was written mostly in a month, polished, edited and ready to query in under four months, so the fact that EVADE took me so long to write is very telling. I’d often find myself saying things like, “I hate this story,” or “I hate this character.” I allowed the negative reviews to overshadow the good ones, but worse than that, I allowed them to overshadow the story inside of me.
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    It’s always an odd thing, running through my neighborhood. The normalcy of before seems a strange backdrop to the difference of now. The buildings are a little more run down, the road unrepaired. But it’s still so much like it was before. Small towns stay small, I guess, even if the world has self-destructed. The grass still grows, and I still run to stay sane.


    It’s been two years since the Paranormal Uprising.


    My feet carry me past neighborhoods filled with humans and paras alike. We carved out a new life here in Greenbriar. I like it, but it makes me wonder what it’s like elsewhere. If anyone else has tried to make it work, like we have. Judging by the guns we’ve heard in the distance, it doesn’t sound like it.


    The main part of town passes behind me as I settle into the calming rhythm of my run. The thump-thump of my heartbeat. The pounding of my feet on the broken pavement. The in and out of my breathing. Running’s not glamorous, and I’m not good at it, but there’s a sense of release, of escape, an elation that it gives me, and I wouldn’t trade it for anything. Not even chocolate, if we could still get it.


    Well, maybe chocolate.


    The buildings and people around me fade out and away, taking my thoughts with it. The air around me is heavy and muggy, even in early autumn, like the grey clouds above me are just waiting for the right moment to go. And I kind of wish it would rain. A good storm would clear the air, make it easier to breathe.


    There’s a hint of thunder in the distance as my feet leave the pavement, and I smile, my feet crunching on the gravel in a noisy scritch, scritch as I head into the trees. Mom would kill me if she knew just how far I run, but I don’t care. The gravel lane that meanders into the woods has always been my hideaway, even before. It’s where my best friends and I would go to practice our lines for drama. It’s where Jamie Kelley gave me my first real kiss the night before Freshman year started. After the world fell into chaos and the governments imploded, and everyone left for destinations unknown, it became my sanctuary, my place to be alone.


    It’s also where I first met Axel.


    He dropped out of the stormy sky one day, like a great grey meteor. I’d just finished my run, and all I could do was watch as his wings pulled back, and he stood. All six feet plus of him. Gorgeous, living stone, looking like Michelangelo had stepped out of time and carved him there. Except for the tight black t-shirt, slightly fraying jeans, and black Doc Martens. Such a fascinating contradiction of animated sculpture and modern clothing.


    He was the first gargoyle I’d ever seen.


    He’s been in my clearing every day since. And like always, he’s here waiting for me, his great stone wings unfurled behind him. He smiles as my footsteps slow.


    “I thought that would be you.” His voice is low and rough, almost (but not quite) menacing, which makes sense for living rock. And there’s a hint of accent I can’t place, even now. But his black eyes smile, and I’ve never heard him say a single unkind word, so the possibility of menace isn’t something I pay attention to anymore.


    “Who else would it be?” I gasp, trying to control my breathing enough to talk. Since I’m not a great runner, it means my two-mile run to this clearing always leaves me very much out of breath.


    “You never know. Could be a minotaur.”


    He says this every morning, with the faintest hint of a smile, often rotating through his favorite paras. And most days, I’ve got a smart-ass remark ready to go. Today I just roll my eyes as he chuckles, and start walking so I don’t cramp up. Thunder rumbles again in the distance, and I can’t help the smile.


    Maybe we will actually get a storm.


    “Hoping for a thunderstorm?”


    I laugh. “Kind of. You know I love them. But there’s a group of us that’s supposed to go scavenging down near Princeton later today. We need lumber and steel, and we’ve pretty much tapped out Hinton. We may have to start ranging outside West Virginia soon.”


    “Is that a good idea? Princeton was hit pretty hard by fighting last spring.”


    I shrug. “Not my plan, I’m just along for the ride. Buc wants to see if there’re gas stations along the way. His stash is about gone, and we need the truck for the bigger stuff. Besides, if it’s been hit hard, there shouldn’t be a reason for anyone to be hanging around anymore, right?”


    Axel makes a face that acknowledges my point, but also says he doesn’t like it. “So when do you leave?”


    “Later today. After I finish my run,” I add with a grin.


    “I’ll never understand what you humans find so fascinating about running.”


    “Ha. To be honest, most humans don’t know why some of us find it so fascinating.” I pace a little more, willing my heart rate and breathing to calm. “I like the freedom.”


    He cocks his head, black eyes following me. We’ve been over this before, but he seems to enjoy our ritual conversations, and I never mind indulging him.


    “If it’s about the freedom, I can understand that. You’d like flying.”


    I stop mid-step and look at him. He’s never brought up flying before, even though that’s always my answer to why I run. Freedom. Even before the Uprising, but especially now. Escape from the war that threatens our hidden peace, and the inevitability of our town being consumed. Release from the problems of surviving in a world at war with itself, a world that no longer has internet or government or supermarkets. It’s total anarchy out there, as far as we can tell. Cell phones and internet and everything that held us together and let us see each other, they’re all gone.


    There’s so little we know.


    My thought’s pull back to here and now with a glance at Axel’s grey stone wings, hanging behind him like an afterthought. They look as though they belong to a giant bat, or a small dragon.


    “What’s it like, flying?” I’ve always wanted to ask. But Axel isn’t much of a talker. Not when it comes to himself, or his past. I know he has secrets, had a life before me, before Greenbriar… Before the world changed.


    He looks at me, and his face is unreadable. Not because the stony grey cast to his skin makes his expressions hard to read, but because he just has one of those faces. Indecipherable. The kind that says I’m not going to let you in, and it’s hard not to ask, hard to keep my always inquisitive mind from dwelling on how little I know about him, even though it feels like I’ve always known him. Except I haven’t. I’ve only known him a few months.


    His sudden movement catches me off-guard. Axel usually moves slowly, deliberately. Just like you’d expect from someone made entirely of stone. I’ve always suspected he could move fast, but now—now he moves faster than anything I’ve ever seen, launching himself straight up into the sky. His wings extend behind him, pulling him up and up.


    Dragon wings, definitely, I think to myself. They eclipse the grey sky, so much longer than he is tall, and my breath catches.


    He’s beautiful, my gargoyle friend.


    Part of me wonders for about the millionth time if he could be more than just a friend. I let it wonder while I watch him, instead of stuffing it away like I usually do.


    I’m so caught up in the sudden beauty of him that I don’t realize at first that he’s showing off. Barrel rolls, flips, loops… I can almost see him grinning from here, my too-human feet rooted to the ground while he tumbles through the air above me. It stirs something in me, a longing I didn’t know I had. Maybe more than one. Watching him, I understand the human drive to build aircraft, to take a piece of the sky as ours. And then his wings fold around him like a cocoon, and he’s plummeting to the ground. My breath catches again, my lungs turned to stone in sudden fear as he falls, but his wings snap out at the last minute, grasping the air around him. He lands with a great echoing thud in front of me, shaking the ground.


    “Flying is…amazing.”


    The richness of his voice startles me, because I’m so busy trying to breathe after that display. And then I realize his eyes are laughing. I reach out and shove at him, which is pointless. I only succeed in pushing myself back. Stone, duh.


    There’re a million and one thoughts in my head, and only one makes it out.


    “You could’ve warned me, you know!”


    Oh yeah, that response was really, stunningly…lame. Shockingly eloquent, Kendry. God. At least I didn’t tell him he was beautiful.


    His shoulders shrug, interrupting my internal snark. His shrug is oddly noticeable, this close, because his shoulders are right in line with my eyes. I forget how tall he is, most of a head taller than me, since he’s usually sitting when I’m around. Like he’s worried he might be too imposing, standing.


    But holy hell, his shoulders.


    “Where would the fun be if I did warn you?” A smile pulls at the corner of his mouth.


    Close up, his skin has an almost rough look, like granite. He doesn’t usually get this close. I want to reach out and touch him, feel the texture of his arms and face, his miraculous wings, but I don’t. He doesn’t have to say that’s off limits. His actions always say it for him. He doesn’t like to be touched, and even my playful shove is only barely acceptable. I know, because he’s already moving away.


    It makes me wonder if he’s been hurt before, and that’s why he keeps everything locked away. But then I have to wonder, who could hurt a gargoyle?


    “Kendry…” His voice interrupts my thoughts, and something in the hesitation after he says my name makes me freeze. “You know the gunfire we heard the other day?”


    I nod, wondering where he’s going with this. My brain is a little sluggish to move away from speculating on his past. “Yeah. It’s been quiet the last two days though. Why?”


    “I think I saw some activity around the town while I was up there.”


    My heart stops, and my stomach lurches. “What kind of activity?”


    We’re always worried about the war, the reason the world fell apart. The war between the humans who thought the world was theirs, and the paras who showed us it wasn’t entirely. It’s left us alone so far, here on the edge of nowhere, but we all know that as long as it drags on, it’s only a matter of time before it finds us. And one look in his eyes confirms that I’m right to worry.


    “You think it’s an army. Soldiers.” Statement, not question. I know the answer, I don’t need to ask. His eyes answer me anyway.


    Everything else disappears. The storm I’d been hoping for, the buzz from my run, Axel’s display and my thoughts on his past, all of it. I don’t think, I just turn and run, my feet carrying me back to the only home I’ve ever known.


    “Kendry, wait!” he calls after me, but I’m not listening. If the war has come to Greenbriar, I have to find Mom.


    Running doesn’t give me any pleasure now. There’s no losing myself in the rhythm, just panic. The panic to get home, to make sure Mom is okay. But there’s a different rhythm that overcomes my own, slower and longer and louder, and somewhere in the back of my panic-charged mind I realize it’s the beat of Axel’s great stone wings. He overtakes me in seconds, his black boots plowing into the gravel in front of me. I don’t have time to stop, to avoid him, before I slam into him. And then his hands are on my arms, holding me back.


    “Axel, let me go. I have to get to Mom,” I beg.


    His deep black eyes are hard, unwavering. He scans mine, his hands firm and unyielding, refusing to let me go, and then he sighs. “At least let me take you. It’ll be faster.”


    My brain races past the fact that he’s breaking all the unspoken rules he’s set between us. Past the realization that he’s talking about carrying me. I have to get home, and I don’t care how. I hesitate just for a moment, before nodding my head.


    He moves so fast that I don’t even see. My arms are around his neck, my legs clutching at his waist, and we’re airborne. His wings pump hard, an odd sensation beneath the weight of my chest. I want to stop and enjoy this, enjoy the rough feel of his neck and wings, his oddly stiff hair in the wind, his hard body beneath me, and the elation of flying (because he was right, it is amazing). But I can’t. I’m too worried about what we’ll find. So I commit it all to memory, promising myself that I’ll come back to savor it, when I have time. When I’m not so worried.


    When the only person I have left isn’t in danger.


    We arrive impossibly soon.


    *


    Even from the air, I can see I’m right to worry. Whichever group of soldiers this is, they’ve already been through the town. I can see smoke rising. They’ve been burning things, destroying things. Breaking things, just because they can, and because it’s what they do. And it’s a human militia, not para. The few para fighters we’ve seen have left us alone, because we are exactly what they want—peace, and proof that we can share the world. Humans, though, their armies and militias just burn and destroy. The towns we’ve lost have been to them.


    Ironic, really.


    I have a fleeting thought, as I’m scanning below, that it’s a good thing Axel is stone. I think my arms might be strangling him, I’m holding on so tight. Not because I’m scared of flying, but because I’m so worried. I think he understands though. I hope, anyway. Because I can’t make my grip loosen.


    He sets down a block away from my house, where it’s quiet. But the quiet just puts me more on edge. This decades-old neighborhood has always been full of noise and kids, even after the Uprising. And this seems to hit me harder than the Uprising did, because I’m suddenly struggling to hold back tears. The sudden revelation of stories made real is nothing next to my family and friends being threatened.


    “Over here, I think,” Axel whispers, reminding me that those friends, that family, is why I came back, why I didn’t just leave when it might’ve been the safer and smarter choice.


    But two steps are all I get. Two steps. That’s how quickly the soldiers throw off their camouflage and surround us, guns pointing. I freeze, but Axel moves as fast as he did in the woods.


    “Go with them. Be careful. Be safe.” His quickly spoken words are all the explanation I get before he’s airborne and flying away, and I’m left here.


    Damn it! Thanks for nothing.


    “Another filthy sympathizer.”


    The voice pulls my attention back fast. I don’t see whoever spoke at first. But then I catch the smell of his cigar, and see him pushing his way through the crowd of gun toting goons. Like all the others, he’s wearing grey urban camo, and has about six guns strapped to him.


    My eyebrow quirks up in an expression I’ve never been able to help. “Wow, really? Overcompensating much?” My arms cross in annoyance. Axel’s abandoned me with nothing more than a handful of confusing last words, and these assholes just stand here pointing guns in my face, like I’m some über-dangerous monster or something. Who the hell do these people think they are, anyway?


    My focus narrows in on their cigar-wagging leader. He isn’t much taller than me. His eyes do an up and down over me, grunting.


    I can’t help it. The way he’s standing, like he owns the world, just brings out the snark in me. “Can we say Napoleon complex?” God, you idiot, shut up!


    His lack of height puts me at a disadvantage though, since he just sucks on his cigar and blows the smoke in my face. Ugh. So gross.


    I turn away, coughing, and he laughs.


    “You’re lucky I’m feeling generous today. Otherwise I’d shoot you right here. You damn monster lovers are why we’re in this mess in the first place. If we’d just killed them all when they first showed up, life would’ve gone back to normal. But no, you people had to try and live with them.”


    He blows another cloud of foul smelling smoke in my face.


    “Put her with the others.”
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